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early everyone swears—whether it’s 

over a few too many drinks, in reaction 

to a stubbed toe, or in flagrante delicto. 

And yet, we sit idly by as words are banned 

from television and censored in books. We 

insist that people excise profanity from their 

vocabularies and we punish children for yelling 

the very same dirty words that we’ll mutter in 

relief seconds after they fall asleep. Swearing, 

it seems, is an intimate part of us that we have 

decided to selectively deny. 

That’s a damn shame. Swearing is useful. It 

can be funny, cathartic, or emotionally arousing. 

As linguist and cognitive scientist Benjamin K. 

Bergen shows us, it also opens a new window 

into how our brains process language and why 

languages vary around the world and over time. 

In this groundbreaking yet ebullient romp 

through the linguistic muck, Bergen answers 

intriguing questions: How can patients left 

otherwise speechless after a stroke still shout 

goddamn! when they get upset? When did a 

cock grow to be more than merely a rooster? 

Why is crap vulgar when poo is just childish? 

Do slurs make you treat people differently? 

Why is the first word that Samoan children say 

not mommy but eat shit? And why do we extend 

a middle finger to flip someone the bird? 

Smart as hell and funny as fuck, What the F 

is mandatory reading for anyone who wants to 

know how and why we swear. 
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This book is dedicated to my mom and dad. You cultivated my fasci¬ 

nation with language and discovery. Also my chutzpah. Thank you 

for your unconditional love and support. Without it, writing a book like 

this would be unthinkable. And in order to preserve it, maybe stop reading 

right now. Things are about to get hairy. 
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Introduction 

This is a book about bad language. Not the tepid pseudoprofanities like 

damn and boobs that punctuate broadcast television. I mean the big 

hitters. Like fuck. And cunt. And nigger. These words are vulgar. They’re 

shocking. They’re offensive. They’re hurtful. 

But they’re also important. These are the words people use to express 

the strongest human emotions—in moments of anger, of fear, and of pas¬ 

sion. They’re the words with the greatest capacity to inflict emotional pain 

and incite violent disagreement. They’re the words that provoke the most 

repressive regulatory reactions from the state in the form of censorship and 

legislation. In short, bad words are powerful—emotionally, physiologically, 

psychologically, and socially. 

And that makes them worth trying to understand. To someone like 

me, a cognitive scientist of language and one with a pretty foul mouth at 

that, profanity is a gold mine. Where do these words come from? Why 

do we have them at all? What would a world without profanity look like? 

How do taboos about language vary across the world’s languages and how 

are they similar? What does exposure to profanity do to our brains? What 

does it do to our children’s brains? How do slurs like nigger and faggot ac¬ 

quire their unequaled capacity to cause harm? What if anything can be 

done to remedy their impact on marginalized individuals and groups? Can 

we ban, censor, or reappropriate our way out of harmful words? Addressed 

with care and attention, these guiding questions can lead toward a cogni¬ 

tive science of profanity. 

Bad language deserves inspection on its own merits. But it’s also im¬ 

portant for a second, perhaps slightly less obvious reason. Profanity is 

powerful, so it behaves differently from other types of language. It gets 

encoded differently in the brain. It’s learned differently. It’s articulated 
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differently. It changes differently over time. And as a result, bad language 

has the unique potential to reveal facts about our language and ourselves 

that we’d otherwise never imagine. Studying profanity teaches us where 

language gets its power to shape minds and to shape the world, how our 

brains learn language, and how language must have evolved. Throughout 

its several-thousand-year history, the scientific study of language has, if 

anything, mostly tried to ignore profanity. But I’m prepared to make the 

argument that this has been to our disadvantage. In certain ways, you can 

learn more from four-letter words than from fifty-cent ones. 

Perhaps I can make my case a bit clearer with an analogy. 

Recently, my wife and I had our first child. I wouldn’t call us naive, but 

leading up to our son’s birth, we focused mostly on the positive things that 

soon-to-be parents often envision. Snuggling with a larval infant, a first 

smile, sharing giggling sessions, his first step, and so on. 

Within minutes of the little guy’s arrival, however, we confronted a 

very different reality. The daily experience of parenthood, at least early 

on, predominantly entails the monitoring and containment of the child’s 

bodily functions. I’ll concede that a baby is by definition a human. But in 

practice, a baby is functionally a machine for converting milk into bodily 

effluvia. And an efficient machine at that. As a result, a large proportion 

of our time was quickly filled with figuring out the best way to clean a rug 

soaked in baby spit-up. Or a shirt covered in tar-like baby poop. Or a lamp 

shade drenched in baby urine. You get the idea. 

The various substances that emerge from the infant are a nuisance, and 

they’re gross. At least, at first they are. The thing no one tells you about 

being a parent is that among the things that change (like the diameter of 

your waist and your tolerance for sleep deprivation) is your relationship 

to things that come out of another human’s body. And like many parents, 

we came to treat inspections of diaper contents as a diagnostic tool. If you 

haven’t been through this yourself, it might sound strange, but it actually 

makes a lot of sense. You see, infants are inscrutable. It’s hard, for exam¬ 

ple, to know how much milk a newborn is taking in. (Breasts don’t have 

volume markings on the side, and they aren’t transparent. Two more ways 

evolution has failed us.) But you can tell how much the newborn is nursing 

from the quantity and frequency of wet and soiled diapers. You even re¬ 

ceive a chart at the hospital. In the first week of life, you’re told, look for six 

wet diapers and two dirty ones per day. Or here’s another reason to inspect 

the diaper—one for the real breast-feeding insiders. How do you know if 
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the child is spending long enough on each breast? That’s right, it’s in the 

poop. If he’s draining each breast, he’ll be getting not only the lean fore¬ 

milk, which will turn his stool green, but also the fat-rich hind-milk, which 

will turn it orange or brown. You’re hoping to find the latter in the diaper. 

And here’s the thing. Once you get over the initial aversion, diaper 

contents actually turn out to be pretty darn interesting. If you love the 

child and are concerned about his well-being, it follows that you care about 

what goes in and, as a consequence, how it looks when it comes out. And 

that’s because there are things to learn about your infant by attending to 

the gross stuff that you just couldn’t know if you attended only to the ap¬ 

pealing stuff, like smiles and cooing. Changes in his stool may be your first 

indication that he’s ill. And inspecting his vomit might be the only way to 

know definitively where that set of tiddlywinks went. 

While the blissful, sanitized, halcyon ideal of parenthood that many of 

us begin with might be seductive (and in fact might be necessary to get any 

of us to willingly commit to it in the first place), the truth is that there is a 

dirty side too. And that dirty side is, in its own way, beautiful. OK, maybe 

beautiful goes too far, but at the very least, it’s revealing. You learn more 

about an infant—what he needs, what he’s eating, and how he’s feeling—by 

also looking in the diaper. And over time, you come to appreciate it. 

# $ %! 

I only mention all of this because what I’ve come to learn about babies is 

also true of language. 

The ancient Sanskrit grammarians of the fourth and fifth centuries bc 

discovered and documented the patterns of sound and meaning that still 

form the basis for our modern scientific conception of language. And since 

then, philosophers, linguists, anthropologists, sociologists, and psycholo¬ 

gists have studied how language works—how people make new words, how 

they move their mouths to articulate sounds, and how words change over 

time. The subject matter is fascinating. Language is fascinating. But over the 

last twenty-six centuries language scholars have focused on a sanitized and 

saccharine type of language. For the most part, language scientists have only 

been talking about the pretty part of the metaphorical baby. And that’s a 

pity, because you actually learn far more by considering the dirty parts too. 

Let me give you two examples—two ways in which dirty language re¬ 

veals things about language that we’d never have suspected otherwise. 
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We’ve known for a long time that specific parts of the brain play spe¬ 

cial roles in language. The critical bit of evidence is that when these certain 

parts of the brain suffer damage, due for instance to a stroke, lesion, or 

trauma, people start to have trouble pronouncing or understanding words. 

But the same brain damage leaves other cognitive capacities unaffected. 

This tells us that these particular brain regions are important for lan¬ 

guage. But there’s a twist, and it involves profanity. Damage to language¬ 

supporting brain regions doesn’t impair all language equally. In fact, a lot 

of the time, even when brain damage obliterates most language, swearing 

still remains. And people with brain damage do swear. A lot. (They do have 

a lot to swear about, what with the brain damage and all.) 

This fact usually gets swept under the rug in discussions of language 

disorders or how the brain encodes language. But it’s important because it 

means that the automatic, reflexive swearing that spurts out when you stub 

your toe or get cut off on the highway uses different parts of the brain from 

the rest of language. Language, we’ve come to find out, isn’t all localized in 

the same place in the brain. The story is far more complex and far more nu- 

anced than that. But we only know this because of the shits and goddamnits 

that leap from the mouths of people with brain damage who are otherwise 

linguistically challenged. 

Here’s another example. Words change their meaning over time. Some¬ 

times they become more general. For example, in English, the word dog ac¬ 

tually once referred to a particular kind of pooch, something like a mastiff. 

Now it’s used for dogs in general. It’s changed. Conversely, words can get 

more specific. The English word hound used to mean “dog” in general (you 

might suspect this if you know some German, where the word Hund still 

refers to any dog), but now hound refers only to hunting dogs, so it includes 

greyhounds but not poodles. Fascinating, sure. But why do old meanings 

go away when words change their meanings? Dog and hound provide no 

answer. But there are clues in the dirty underbelly of language. Consider 

the name Dick. I’m willing to bet that you don’t know anyone under the 

age of fifty-five named Dick. You know young Richards and young Ricks 

but no young Dicks. But there are plenty of old Dicks. Why? For exactly 

the reason you think. Once a word gains a new meaning (once dick came 

to refer to the male member), then it becomes problematic to use the same 

word with its older meaning. The name Dick is tarnished by the common 

noun dick. New uses of words push old uses out of the way as a natural part 

of generational language change. But you wouldn’t really understand why 
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words shed their old meanings if you didn’t consider where all the Dicks 

have gone. 

# $ %! 

So that’s the flavor of what’s to follow. The chapters that follow represent 

deep dives into eleven different dimensions of the science of swearing. Pro¬ 

fanity has a lot to teach us about language—not only how it’s realized in the 

brain and how it changes over time but what happens when children learn 

it, how it hooks into our emotions, and why it occasionally trips us up. But 

profanity is also fascinating in its own right. We’ll investigate where it gets 

its emotional and social impact, where our beliefs come from about what’s 

appropriate and what’s obscene, and how a society establishes and enforces 

norms for linguistic behavior. 

This is an enterprise worth pursuing because despite how prevalent 

and how powerful profanity is, almost none of us know even the most basic 

facts about it. Why are the profane words in English profane? Is it some¬ 

thing about how they’re spelled? How they sound? Where they come from? 

Are the same words profane across the English-speaking world? How rep¬ 

resentative is English of the world’s languages? What does swearing do to 

your brain? What does it do in aggregate to a culture with different reli¬ 

gious, cultural, or ethnic groups? 

Admittedly, we don’t have definitive answers to all of these questions. 

But a few researchers are working on them. These psychologists, linguists, 

and neuroscientists are not always particularly forthcoming, and with 

good reason—there are strong taboos at play. Even though many people 

use profanity, we also tend to think that profanity is not appropriate for 

certain contexts; indeed, that’s what makes it profanity. So if you’re a sci¬ 

entist doing research on swearwords or teaching a class on profanity at a 

public university, you may well experience some pushback—politicians, 

pundits, or even the public wondering out loud about the value of this par¬ 

ticular use of tax money. And while universities are designed to be open 

forums for intellectual freedom and free speech, that won’t keep a profes¬ 

sor from being fired for using words like fuck and pussy in the classroom, 

as happened to a tenured Louisiana State University professor in June 2015.1 

So within research institutions, there has long existed an outsized re¬ 

quirement for researchers to justify studying profanity. In linguistics de¬ 

partments, the only day that profanity makes it onto the syllabus is usually 
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when there’s no way to avoid it. That’s in presenting so-called infixes, such 

as the fucking in un-fucking-believable. Because only profane words (or 

near facsimiles) can be “infixed” into other words in English, linguists feel 

safe presenting profanity on that day of class. It’s the only way to convey 

the concept. For the most part, though, language researchers steer clear of 

studying profanity, even if it’s potentially fascinating, for fear of what will 

happen when their institutional review board evaluates their experimen¬ 

tal materials or when a committee of their peers reads their publications 

during tenure deliberations. 

Nevertheless, a small cabal of researchers has been toiling away on 

profanity. With several exceptions, most notably psychologists Timothy 

Jay2 and Steven Pinker,3 they’ve largely done their work without much pub¬ 

lic attention. At least until recently, they’ve been practitioners of a secret 

science of swearing. 

But things have started to change, in large part because of changes in 

public language norms. The highly regulated public airwaves don’t carry 

the bulk of public communication as they once did. First cable televi¬ 

sion and then the Internet have created a Wild West for words, where the 

true will of the people has its way. And if social media are any indication, 

the people want to be able to swear. And to hear swearing. And to read 

swearing. 

As the public has become more accustomed to profanity, taboo words 

have started to make their way more prominently into mainstream science. 

And that’s where we are now. And that’s why it’s time for this book. Pro¬ 

fanity needs a little celebration. That’s what this book is. It’s a coming-out 

party for the cognitive science of swearing. This is a science that tracks 

words over centuries as they shift and change, that measures their impact 

on a child’s developing emotional health, and that uses them as a Rosetta 

stone to the atypical brains of people with Tourette’s syndrome or apha¬ 

sia. At every turn, the dirty, uncomfortable, taboo side of language reveals 

things that you would never guess if you didn’t look. That’s what this book 

is about. It’s a guide to what you learn about language when you take a deep 

breath, hold your nose, and then open up the diaper and take a close look. 



1 

Holy, Fucking, Shit, Nigger 

Words do things to people. Some words demonstrate such rich erudi¬ 

tion that, when deployed strategically, they cause university profes¬ 

sors to swoon. I’m speaking from experience here. Words like prolixity. Or 

eponymous. Delightful. Let me get started writing your grad school accep¬ 

tance letter right now. Other words affect people because they’re so fleeting— 

words like normcore or ratchet or on fleek. Deploy these words at precisely 

the right moment in their penetration of the lexicon and you’re the coolest 

hipster at the indie cold-brewed coffee co-op. But wait a week and you’ll be 

served your coffee with an eye-roll. Words, in short, have the power, by their 

mere utterance, to affect how people feel and how they feel about you. 

And the most potent words of all—the ones that have a direct line to 

the emotions—are profanity. Profane words uniquely allow you to express 

pain or cause it in others. They peerlessly demonstrate frustration, anger, 

or emphasis. But let’s be specific. I mean words like cocksucker. Or fuck. Or 

cunt. These are among the taboo words of English that elicit the strongest 

measurable physiological reactions—the fastest pulse, the sweatiest palms, 

the shallowest breathing. These words are versatile. Name a feeling, and 

profanity can elicit it. Profanity can increase sexual arousal. It can increase 

your ability to withstand pain (compare the analgesic effect of yelling fuck! 

when you hammer your thumb with the effect of yelling duck!).1 When 

deployed appropriately, profanity can cause delight—countless comedians 

stake their professional lives on the impact of “working blue.” But when 

miscalibrated, use of the very same words can make you seem crude, un¬ 

educated, or out of control. In their darkest incarnation, profane words can 

7 
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be part of verbal abuse, they can denigrate and disempower people, and 

they can be used in maledictions.2 

And because these words have such outsized impact, we ban them. We 

chastise or spank children for using them and fine or arrest adults who use 

them around children. Because the words are just too powerful. 

What gives these words such an intensity and such a diversity of 

power? Where do they emerge from? Do they work the same in every lan¬ 

guage around the globe? Or could a language exist without profanity? And 

what would that look like? 

Before looking for ways to answer these questions, we need to define 

some terms. I’m using the words profanity, cursing, and swearing inter¬ 

changeably. I realize that some etymological hairsplitters out there will 

want to distinguish among them. It’s true that profanity once referred only 

to blasphemous language (profane contrasts with sacred). But I’m using it as 

it’s used in modern parlance—where it includes not just religious language, 

like Jesus Christ, but the whole taboo gamut: fuck, shit, cunt, and the lot. 

Following the lead of Timothy Jay in his influential book Why We Curse,3 

I’ll be using the words cursing and swearing in the same way. And the same 

goes for expletive. It’s not that I don’t think there are important differences 

among the various types of taboo language—quite to the contrary! It’s just 

that for all intents and purposes, people at present don’t systematically dis¬ 

tinguish what the words profanity, swearing, and cursing refer to. 

That said, we do need ways to talk about the various specific types of 

profanity, or things related to profanity. One is a slur, a derogatory term for 

a person or group of people. These are also called epithets, terms of abuse, 

terms of disparagement, derogatory terms, or pejorative terms. People don’t 

always agree on which words are slurs and which are not (and, as we’ll 

see later, it changes over time), but some clear examples in contemporary 

English are slurs like nigger, faggot, and bitch. Now, not everyone agrees 

that slurs are profanity—for some people, nigger is a swearword, whereas 

for others it falls into a distinct category of taboo word. In order not to get 

hung up on definitional issues like this, in this book we’ll be considering 

slurs alongside the more traditional types of profanity and identifying dif¬ 

ferences where they bubble up from the data. And there are differences. 

Notably, as we’ll see in a later chapter, slurs have the greatest potential to 

cause harm and therefore demand different treatment. 

I snuck one final concept in there that we should probably be clear 

about: taboos. Taboos are social customs—norms or mores—that prohibit 
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certain types of behavior. For instance, there are things you know you’re 

not supposed to do in public—we wall off bedrooms inside houses and 

toilets inside stalls to satisfy and perpetuate taboos about bedroom and 

bathroom activities. We often also find it taboo to merely talk about those 

same things in public.4 We have taboos about telling people about excre¬ 

tory functions or sexual exploits, for instance. It would violate your expec¬ 

tations about normative social behavior if you asked a job candidate what 

other things you should know about her and she started telling you about 

recent abnormalities in her defecation schedule. 

Profane words are those particular words that some people in a culture 

believe are unacceptable in specific settings. The taboo is about the words 

themselves, not necessarily what they denote. The taboo against the word 

shit is about the word itself; the word is taboo regardless of whether it’s 

used to describe feces or to express frustration. And we know that profan¬ 

ity is about the word rather than the content because in many situations it’s 

perfectly acceptable to talk about the same content using different words. 

Parents will willingly talk to small children about their poo-poo or to their 

doctor about their stool. But if they hear the word shit on the radio while 

the kids are listening, you can bet they’ll be sending the station manager 

an angry letter. And actually, to refine our definition of profanity just a 

bit further, it’s not really the words themselves that aren’t acceptable but 

the words used with specific senses or meanings. Words like ass, cock, and 

bitch can be passable when used to describe animals but are profane when 

describing people or body parts. 

Now that the stage is set, let’s begin to look empirically at profane 

words. First, how can we tell which are the profane words in a language? 

Second, how similar is profanity in the languages of the world? Does it 

draw from the same sources? Are there languages without profanity at all? 

And third, when languages differ in how they treat profanity, does that tell 

us anything about the cultures in which they’re embedded? 

# $ %! 

Finding out what words the people who speak a particular language think 

are profane is not a particularly challenging operation in principle. You 

just have to ask them. But for the most part, there’s been very little effort to 

do so systematically. Even for English, the world’s most studied language, 

and even in the United States, the world’s biggest economy and a country 
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that seems particularly invested in regulating profanity, almost no one has 

bothered to systematically pose the question, what are the profane words 

in your language? 

Even the people who really should ask—because regulating profanity 

is part of their job—haven’t done so. The Federal Communications Com¬ 

mission (FCC), for instance, is responsible for overseeing all television 

and radio broadcasts transmitted over public airwaves. The FCC regularly 

issues fines or other sanctions over incidents of profanity. For instance, 

it fined Fox for the 2003 broadcast of the Billboard Music Awards. In it, 

Nicole Richie spontaneously and rhetorically mused about the reality show 

The Simple Life, “Why do they even call it The Simple Life? Have you ever 

tried to get cow shit out of a Prada purse? It’s not so fucking simple.” 

Given how firm the FCC’s penalties are (it’s taken its right to enact 

them to the Supreme Court on a number of occasions) and how clear it is 

about the times when children might be listening (precisely between the 

hours of 6 a.m. and 10 p.m.), it would be reasonable to assume that the FCC 

has a published list of words you can use during daytime hours, or more 

to the point, words you can’t. But I challenge you to try to find the official 

FCC list of banned words. Go ahead—fire up your Google box. You won’t 

find it. Because there is no official list. Profanity is something the FCC ap¬ 

parently knows when it sees it—it says profanity is “language so grossly 

offensive to members of the public who actually hear it as to amount to a 

nuisance.”5 If you were to give the FCC the benefit of the doubt, you might 

suppose that despite having no published official list of offending words, 

still it must have done some empirical research, asking normal Americans 

how they react to the words in question. But there’s no evidence of this. 

As far as anyone can tell, the FCC hasn’t actually done the legwork to find 

out what people really think about words—what’s profane, in the present 

culture, at the present time. And in the unlikely chance that it has, it’s cer¬ 

tainly not advertising as much. 

This stands in contrast with regulatory bodies in other parts of the 

English-speaking world, which have actually tried to get an objective han¬ 

dle on profanity. The standard is set by the New Zealand Broadcasting 

Standards Authority (NZBSA), which is roughly analogous to the FCC. 

The NZBSA conducts a survey about every five years to see what Kiwis 

think about a variety of potentially objectionable words and publishes a 

complete accounting of its methodology and findings.6 In the most recent 

round, it asked 1,500 adults to rate how acceptable or unacceptable they’d 
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■Acceptable ■Fairly Unacceptable ■Totally Unacceptable 

Cunt 
Motherfucker 

Nigger 
Jesus fucking Christ 

Cocksucker 
Get fucked 

Fuck 
Fuck off 

Cock 
Faggot 
Retard 

Slut 
Whore 

Wanker 
Arsehole 

Jesus Christ 
Dick 

Jesus 
Bitch 
Piss 

Prick 
God 

Piss off 
Bastard 

Shit 
Balls 

Bullshit 
Crap 

Bollocks 
Bugger 
Bloody 

20 40 60 80 100 

The least acceptable words in New Zealand. 

find dozens of words and expressions, should they appear on nighttime 

television. Without further ado, here are the most unacceptable words in 

New Zealand, from worst to slightly less worst. The chart above shows the 

proportion of people who judged each word as falling into one of three cat¬ 

egories. The light bars on the left indicate how often each word was judged 

either “Totally Acceptable” or “Neither Acceptable or Unacceptable.” The 

medium-hued bars in the center reflect the proportion who responded that 

each word was “Fairly Acceptable.” The dark bars indicate those who found 

a given word “Totally Unacceptable.” 
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All told, there were only eight words that more than half of survey re¬ 

spondents thought were fairly or totally unacceptable on air after 8:30 p.m.— 

the ones at the top, from cunt, motherfucker, and nigger down through fuck 

off. Words farther down the list were rated as more acceptable. For instance, 

only 30 percent of respondents felt that dick would be unacceptable in that 

context, and just 22 percent objected to shit. 

A couple of things stand out from this list. First, for each word below 

the top eight, the majority of respondents actually thought that it was ac¬ 

ceptable on television. That includes not just dick and shit but cock and fag¬ 

got. Kiwis have a comparatively high threshold for profanity on television, 

at least compared with what the FCC appears to assume about Americans. 

Second, and perhaps so obviously that it goes without saying, the survey 

displays very clearly that people disagree about how unacceptable words 

are. Respondents were about evenly split on whether fuck is acceptable on 

television or not. Even cunt and nigger elicited 27 and 34 percent of respon¬ 

dents, respectively, saying that the words aren’t objectionable on television. 

This diversity of opinion prompts a host of second-order questions. How 

can there be so much disagreement about what’s acceptable? Do differences 

in opinion correlate with other variables—for instance, do opinions about 

words correlate with ethnicity, gender, age, geography, and so on? These 

aren’t just scientific questions—the same issues confront you if you’re in the 

broadcast standards business. How much agreement do you need on a word 

to ban it? In a hypothetical case, suppose there’s a word that a minority sub¬ 

group of the population finds profane, and say it’s a term of abuse, like nig¬ 

ger. In such a case, which matters more, the opinions of the population in 

aggregate or those of people in the relevant subgroup? How do you decide? 

The New Zealand study can’t answer these questions. But we can start 

to get a feel for how opinions about language differ around the globe by 

looking elsewhere in the Anglophone world. How does the New Zealand 

list compare, say, with swearing in the birthplace of Shakespeare? There’s 

no precise analog to the New Zealand survey, but the Broadcasting Stan¬ 

dards Commission of Great Britain did release a study in 2000, which it 

authored jointly with several other groups.7 The study asked 1,033 adults 

a series of questions about profanity, including whether each of a list of 

words was “Not Swearing,” “Quite Mild,” “Fairly Severe,” or “Very Severe.” 

The results are shown on the following page. 

The two surveys are hard to compare. For one thing, they asked differ¬ 

ent questions—about the acceptability of words on television at a particular 
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Not Swearing "Quite Mild ■ Fairly Severe ■ Very Severe 

Cunt 

Motherfucker 

Fuck 
Wanker 
Nigger 

Bastard 

Prick 
Whore 

Paki 

Bollocks 

Arsehole 
Spastic 

Shag 
Twat 

Piss off 

Slag 
Shit 

Dickhead 

Pissed off 
Jew 

Arse 
Balls 

Bugger 

Jesus Christ 
Sodding 

Crap 
God 

Bloody 

100 40 60 80 0 20 

Swearing in Great Britain. 

time on the one hand versus the severity of the words in general on the 

other. In addition, the sets of words they asked people about weren’t iden¬ 

tical. The slur Paki (denoting people of South Asian decent) was judged ei¬ 

ther fairly severe or very severe by 60 percent of British respondents, but it 

simply wasn’t provided on the New Zealand list. Conversely, Jesus fucking 

Christ, the fourth-least-acceptable word in the New Zealand survey, didn’t 

appear in the British one. 

As a result, the absolute ratings of words aren’t really worth persever- 

ating on. But the general trends are still informative. Namely, like the New 

Zealand study, the British study shows rampant disagreement. Half of re¬ 

spondents said that slag (a derogatory term for a promiscuous woman, sim¬ 

ilar to the American word slut) was either fairly severe or very severe, while 

the other half judged it quite mild or not swearing. Second, some words 
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behave similarly across the surveys—for instance, cunt, motherfucker, and 

nigger show up in the top five in each list, while in both lists bloody and 

crap appear not to widely offend. But at the same time, there appear to be 

substantial regional differences. Wanker shows up at a prominent number 

four in the Great Britain list, just ahead of nigger, but on the New Zealand 

list, it falls in the middle of the pack at number fourteen, right before whore. 

Similarly, bollocks finds itself on the more severe side of the Great Britain 

study, wedged between Paki and arsehole, but on the New Zealand list it 

falls nearly to the bottom, coming right after crap. So to the extent that 

these differences are the product of more than the survey instrument itself, 

they point to potential regional differences in how these words are viewed. 

There’s been no study of the same magnitude or with the same weight 

of the state behind it in the United States or Canada. But where regula¬ 

tory bodies in North America have shied away from profanity, fortunately, 

academics have stepped up in a smaller way, proportionate to their more 

modest means. How does North American English compare? Are certain 

components of the list similar (omitting dialect-specific terms, like wanker, 

bollocks, and get fucked, that Americans don’t typically use)? I know of 

only two pertinent recent studies. One small and one a bit larger. Let’s 

start with the small one. A couple of years ago, two undergraduates in my 

lab conducted a survey to get an idea of how profane people think specific 

words are.8 To reiterate, it was small—much, much smaller than the ones 

from New Zealand and Great Britain. We asked twenty native speakers of 

American English to rate the offensiveness of words from 1 (least offensive) 

to 7 (most offensive). They appear on the next page, with the most offensive 

again at the top. 

Despite the diminutive nature of this survey, you find some alignment 

with the New Zealand and Great Britain studies. The top performers in 

terms of offensiveness should be familiar, with cunt, motherfucker, and fuck 

near the top of the list. As you continue down from there, you find that re¬ 

spondents really weren’t overwhelmingly offended by other words that we 

usually think of as taboo. For instance, notice that asshole, piss, and tit are 

actually rated less offensive than scum—at least by the people who took the 

survey. One thing to note is that we didn’t include slurs in our little study, 

because they weren’t relevant to the specific purpose we intended to use it 

for. So we have no information about where slurs would fall. 

Fortunately, there’s another, larger, better study of profanity in Amer¬ 

ican English. Cognitive psychologist Kristin Janschewitz asked eighty 
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Mean Offensiveness Rating 

Motherfucker 
Cunt 
Slut 

Bitch 
Fuck 

Ballsack 
Whore 

Prick 
Dick 
Cum 
Cock 

Shit 
Pussy 

Bastard 
Ass 

Wank 
Scum 

Asshole 
Piss 
Anal 

Tit 

6 4 3 2 1 5 

Offensiveness of American English words, small study. 

people to rate hundreds of words along a number of axes—not only offen¬ 

siveness but also how taboo they thought other people thought the words 

were, how much they themselves used and were exposed to the words, and 

so on.9 This is a rich resource, and I’ll be mining it in the chapters that fol¬ 

low. Janschewitz included ninety-two words that could plausibly be consid¬ 

ered taboo. What you see on the next page is how offensive each was rated, 

again from most to least profane. I’ve only included those terms rated most 

offensive, down through shit. That makes forty-one of them. 

Looking at English as it manifests itself across the world, we see hints 

of both consistency and variability. Certain words are repeat offenders. 

Others are culture- or dialect-specific. But even when the specific words 

change somewhat from list to list, the substitutions seem to fit the same 

pattern. In Great Britain, Paki, slag, and bollocks all make the list. And if 

you know that these are, respectively, a slur for people from South Asia, 

a word roughly equivalent to slut in the United States, and a word mean¬ 

ing “testicles,” it might not be surprising to see them here. At least across 

the Anglophone world, central tendencies capture the types of words that 

people find offensive, unacceptable, or profane. Profanity isn’t random. It’s 

principled. Let’s articulate the principle. 
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Mean Offensiveness Rating 

Nigger 
Cunt 
Fag 
Cocksucker 
Chink 
Motherfucker 
Buttfuck 
Bitch 
Retard 
Dyke 
Whore 
Pussy 
Slut 
Homo 
Fuck 
Shithead 
Lesbo 
Asshole 
Prick 
Queer 
Skank 
Spic 
Kike 
Cock 
Gook 
Twat 
Bastard 
Loser 
Goddamn 
Dick 
Hooker 
Nutsack 
Rimjob 
Moron 

Sodomize 
Dumb 
Gay 
Blowjob 
Clit 
Tits 
Shit 

Offensiveness of American English words, larger study. 
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# $ %! 

English profanity tends to be drawn from certain categories of words. 

The word profanity originally referred to the first group. In Latin pro- 

fanus literally means “outside the temple,” denoting words or acts that des¬ 

ecrate the holy. For some people, the use of religious words in secular ways 

constitutes blasphemy—a sin against religious doctrine—and this is the 

pathway that makes those terms taboo. The names of religious figures, like 

Jesus Christ, Jehovah, or Mohammad, are easy fodder. So are aspects of reli¬ 

gious dogma. In English, we have a few of these, like holy, hell, God, damn, 

and, of course, goddamn. There are also older English curse words that 

have fallen out of favor, like zounds, which derives from God’s wounds, and 

gadzooks, from God’s eyes. When terms like these are removed from their 

sacred context and stripped of their religious intent—when they’re “taken 

in vain”—they can function as profanity. The line between desecration of 

sacred concepts and profanity is subtle, and as we’ll see later, historical 

religiosity is one of the best predictors that a language will have a robust 

system of profanity. But for the present purpose, we need only note that the 

first place English profanity originates is the sacred. 

The second place English profanity comes from is language relating to 

sex and sexual acts. This includes the acts themselves (fuck, for instance), 

sex organs involved in those acts (pussy and cock), people who perform 

those acts (cocksucker and motherfucker), and artifacts and effluvia related 

to those acts (spooge, dildo, and so on). So the second prong of our profan¬ 

ity principle is sex. 

Third is language involving other bodily functions—things that come 

out of your body, the process of getting them out of your body, and the 

parts of your body that they come out of. This includes robust cohorts of 

words describing feces, urine, and vomit, among others, as well, of course, 

as the body parts associated with these substances and the artifacts used in 

those body parts’ upkeep, like douchebag, and so on. 

And finally there are the slurs. Among the most offensive words on 

each of the lists (when the lists saw fit to ask about them) are terms like 

nigger, faggot, retard, and the like. These words are offensive by dint of their 

derogatory reference to people based on some group that they’re perceived 

as belonging to, defined in terms of sex, sexual orientation, ethnicity, reli¬ 

gion, and so on. New terms like this are developing all the time—relatively 
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recent additions to English include tard (from retard) and sperg (derived 

from Asperger’s syndrome). 

Looking just at English, you’ll find that nearly all the most profane 

words in Great Britain, New Zealand, and the United States fall into one of 

these four categories: praying, fornicating, excreting, and slurring. This is 

an important point, important enough to name a principle for it. I hereby 

propose we call it the Holy, Fucking, Shit, Nigger Principle. 

Many of the most offensive words on the four surveys fall into the 

Fucking group. A wanker is one who masturbates. Cunt refers to a Fucking- 

related body part. And, of course, many of the words actually have the 

word fuck in them. The tops of the lists are also populated by nigger and 

other slurs. Fower on the lists are Shit-category words, words related to 

bodily effluvia, like shit itself, asshole, piss, puke, and so on. They’re not as 

vulgar, but they’re still on the list. Holy-category words, at least in English, 

seem relatively tame. 

How generalizable is this pattern? If it captures something about 

human nature or about the inevitable evolution of cultural systems, then 

you’d expect it to apply broadly. Across the world, the vast majority of 

taboo language should be drawn from one of these four domains, perhaps 

even in similar proportions. Alternatively, English speakers might be a 

breed apart, uniquely obsessed with religion, copulation, bodily functions, 

and social groups. If you pick your favorite language other than English, 

how does profanity work? What’s profane in Cantonese? How about Finn¬ 

ish? Does the Holy, Fucking, Shit, Nigger Principle stand up? 

# $ %! 

Systematic research on profanity in English may be sparse, but there’s 

enough of it to go on. Other languages have basically zilch—no large-scale 

surveys and no small ones either. So if you want to know what profanity 

looks like in, say, French or Japanese, you have to dig around through lan¬ 

guage guides for foreigners with a particularly saucy bent, the occasional 

academic paper, interviews with native speakers of the various languages, 

or the rare regulatory document describing what words are banned where 

and by whom. These kinds of sources are limited in that they all encode 

the opinions of one or a few people—they’re not the product of systemati¬ 

cally collecting data from native speakers of the language. But that’s what 

we have to go on, and that’s what I’ve relied on to produce the following 
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assessment of how well the Holy, Fucking, Shit, Nigger Principle does 

around the world: pretty well. 

Cantonese has live words widely agreed upon as the most vulgar in the 

language—these are the words censored on broadcast television in Hong 

Kong.10 They are diu (“fuck”), gau (“cock”), lan (“dick”), tsat (“boner”), 

and hai (“cunt”). If you’re keeping score at home, that’s five for Fucking. 

Or consider Russian. Ripped from the censor’s press sheet is the official 

list of the most profane Russian words, currently banned from movies, plays, 

and other forms of art.11 The strongest profanity in the language, known as 

mat’, has two tiers. The top tier houses the four most profane Russian words: 

two words for genitalia, a word equivalent to fuck, and a word that translates 

as whore. Including the second tier of somewhat outdated and weaker pro¬ 

fanities, mat’ totals eleven words: seven for genitalia, plus two for sexual acts 

and two for categories of people who engage in stigmatized sexual acts (pros¬ 

titutes and homosexuals). In sum, two slurs and the rest are related to sex. 

Finnish, which is unrelated to Russian and Cantonese (or to English 

for that matter) paints a similar picture, at least based on accounts pro¬ 

vided by linguists. The top Finnish profanities are words roughly equiva¬ 

lent to hell, God, cunt, piss, shit, ass, fuck, and a number of words roughly 

translated as cunt or cock.12 

And so it goes in language after language. Most of the profane vocab¬ 

ulary in most languages that have accessible documentation is drawn from 

one of these four categories. That’s not to say there aren’t local exceptions. 

One is language about animals—calling someone a dog in Korea is deeply 

offensive, for example. Disease often creeps into profanity, and a salient 

example is Dutch, which counts among its strong profanities words for 

cancer, typhoid, and tuberculosis.13 Ostensibly, in Dutch, the severity of 

the illness communicates the strength of the profanity. Another rare but 

attested source is words derived from maledictions—literal curses, like 

Damn you to hell! Or A plague on both your houses! And there are taboos 

about death and death-related words. For example, across many cultures, 

there’s a taboo against naming the dead. Once a person dies, his or her 

name cannot be uttered, sometimes for a year or longer, as in some Austra¬ 

lian Aboriginal cultures,14 and sometimes under penalty as severe as death, 

as among the Goajiro of Columbia.15 But these are fluid. For the most part, 

when a language and culture designate a stable set of words as profane— 

where the words themselves are deemed inappropriate and offensive— 

these largely follow the Holy, Fucking, Shit, Nigger Principle. 
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s. 

Curiously, not all languages hew to the principle in the same propor¬ 

tions. Languages almost always have a mixed portfolio of swearing drawn 

from the four pillars, but they also invest unevenly in them. Some languages 

draw so disproportionately from religious terms to populate their profane 

lexicons that you might want to call them Holy languages. By the same rea¬ 

soning, there could also be Fucking, Shit, and even Nigger languages. 

By this measure, Quebecois French is a Holy language. It makes heavy 

use of what it calls sacres (“consecrations”)—strong profanities related to 

Catholicism and Catholic liturgical concepts. Far stronger than merde 

(“shit”) or foutre (“fuck”) in Quebec are tabarnack (“tabernacle”), calisse 

(“chalice”), and calvaire (“Calvary”). This is despite—or due to—the fact 

that Quebeckers have largely lost their religion. The “Quiet Revolution” of 

the 1960s left most of them Roman Catholic in name only. And yet the holy 

curses persist, even in the face of a populace that has lost touch with the 

sacred origins of the words. 

And Quebecois isn’t the only Holy language. Italian has a set of words 

similar to the Quebecois sacres, known as bestemmie. Most involve adding 

the word porco (“pig”) to words for Catholic figures, like porco Dio (“pig 

God”) or porca Madonna (“pig Madonna”). Similarly, in some dialects of 

Spanish, ostia (“host”) is profane, as is naming the virgin (La Virgen) or 

the “blessed chalice” (Copon bendito). It’s no coincidence that these are 

languages spoken in places where the Roman Catholic Church has had a 

significant cultural presence. And while Catholics don’t have the market 

cornered on Holy-derived profanity, they nevertheless are laudably consis¬ 

tent in populating local profanity with religious terminology. 

Fucking-category languages are more pervasive. A good example is 

Cantonese, which, as I mentioned earlier, uses words for the act of cop¬ 

ulation like diu (“fuck”) or relevant body parts, like tsat (“boner”), as its 

strongest terms. Same with most varieties of English—as we saw earlier, 

whether in the United States, New Zealand, or Great Britain, the majority 

of the words judged most profane or most inappropriate relate to sexual 

acts, the organs used to perform them, or the people who engage in them. 

By this measure, Hebrew is probably also a Fucking language, although 

due to its unique history (the language had largely died out and was recon¬ 

structed in its modern form in around 1900, predominantly from religious 

texts), most of its swearing is borrowed from other languages, like English 

and Arabic. And Russian is quite clearly a Fucking language, with all of its 

mat’ referring to sexual organs, acts, or actors. Not a hint of Holy or Shit. 
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Shit-category languages are harder to come by. There’s a case to be 

made for German; although some strong profanity in German is drawn 

from the Holy and Fucking domains, it’s not as pervasive as in English. 

The German equivalent of fuck, which is ficken, is not commonly used in 

swearing. But German has a lot of Shit talk. Some of the most used and 

likely most familiar expressions make use of or are built from Arsch (“ass”) 

and Scheisse (“shit”): Arschloch (“asshole”), Arschgeburt (“born from an as¬ 

shole”), Arschgesicht (“ass face”), Sheisskopf (“shithead”), and so on. 

The similarity of these examples to English might tempt you to say 

that English is in fact something of a Shit language as well. After all, the 

Anglophone swearing quiver is full of shit- and ass-related words. Consider 

dumb-shit, shit-faced, shit-balls, shit-sticks, shit-sack, shit-canned, shit-fit, 

shit-house, shit-load, asshole, ass-face, dumb-ass, smart-ass, ass-eyes, ass- 

clown, ass-hat, and I could go on. English is full of shit. 

So we’ve seen plausible examples of Holy, Fucking, and Shit languages. 

Are there Nigger languages? Perhaps English. Among the words that many 

native speakers consider worst are ones originally drawn from derogatory 

terms for individuals or groups with certain attributes. Nigger might be the 

strongest modern example, but in my classroom at the University of Cali¬ 

fornia, San Diego, many students feel similarly about chink and beaner. En¬ 

glish has profane terms based not only on ethnicity but also on sex (bitch, 

cunt), sexual orientation (fag, dyke), immigration status (wop, FOB), and 

health condition (retarded, sperg, lame). (See, for a historical perspective, 

the delightful book Holy Sh*t.16) But these terms are largely limited in their 

use. In English, fuck is everywhere. So is shit. You don’t have to be talking 

about copulation or defecation for these words to find a niche. But that’s 

not quite as true about nigger and chink. These are strong words, but they 

haven’t migrated as robustly away from their sources. 

Of course, classifying languages into one bin or the other isn’t particu¬ 

larly important, and it serves to gloss over the subtleties—most languages 

draw from a variety of sources for profanity, and many profane terms blend 

together words with diverse pedigrees, like Jesus motherfucking Christ or 

holy fucking shit. So let’s not get lost in the weeds. 

Ultimately, I want to highlight just two things. First, languages tend 

to draw from similar domains for their profanity. The Holy, Fucking, Shit, 

Nigger Principle isn’t just about English. It’s about language. And that 

suggests that the forces that make words become profane in English may 

be present across human experience, regardless of native language. And 
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second, despite similarities across languages, cultural idiosyncrasies play a 

role in shaping how profanity in a language will work and how it will be dis¬ 

tributed. Languages spoken by people with a cultural history of uniform re¬ 

ligious practice for instance (read here: Catholicism) can become populated 

with Holy profanity—words for heaven and hell and saints and demons. 

You might even say that when it comes to cultural differences in profanity, 

the devil is in the details. (Or you might think better of saying that.) 

# $ %! 

As far as cultural differences go, tilted distributions of Holy, Fucking, Shit, 

and Nigger words are only the beginning. We Anglophones have a regula¬ 

tory bent. Many of us feel that certain words by their very nature are bad 

and potentially harmful. And our impulse is to regulate language, through 

rules like laws that limit free speech in order to maintain profanity-free 

airwaves, movie theaters, and public spaces. But this is not a human uni¬ 

versal. Just casting a glance around the society of nations reveals stark cul¬ 

tural differences in the suppression of profanity. 

In France, for instance, even the most profane words of the language, 

like foutre (“fuck”) and putain (“whore”) are so common that if no one 

told you they were bad words, or gros mots (“fat words”) as they’re called in 

French, you could be excused for not figuring it out yourself. There’s no con¬ 

certed censorship of specific words in the media in France as there is in the 

United States, which is part of the reason these words are everywhere. These 

words also have many distinct uses, which vary in terms of their strength 

and meaning. For example, foutre (“fuck”) is used as a general verb meaning 

something like “do” or “give.” For instance, Qu’est-ce que tu afoutu? literally 

translates as “What is it that you fucked?” but its meaning is more like “What 

the fuck did you do?” To say that someone has an estimable physique, you 

can say that he or she is bien-foutu, literally “well-fucked” but more equiva¬ 

lent in English to “well-fucking-built.” The same versatility is true of putain 

(“whore”), which is used a lot like English fuck as a general intensifier. It can 

go at the beginning of a sentence: Putain, 9a coute chere! (“Whore, that’s 

expensive!”) which means something like “Fuck, that’s expensive.” Or J’en 

ai marre de cette putain de voiture! (“I’m fed up with this whore of a car!”), 

which would be used equivalently to “I’m fed up with this fucking car!” 

There are certainly limits in France to how widely these terms can be 

used. But nearly everyone uses them, from television personalities to the 
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prime minister.17 While you might do well to avoid using them in your 

first interview with a potential employer, they’re certainly less offensive to 

French people than lots of other things you could say. It’s not that France is 

a paradise for linguistic libertarians. Clearly some utterances are inappro¬ 

priate, such as verbal abuse or solicitation of undesired sexual interactions. 

But profanity isn’t as taboo in France as it is in, say, the United States. 

Cultural attitudes toward swearing can be even more foreign. In some 

cases, a language can be totally bereft of profanity. Consider the curious 

case of the missing Japanese profanity. You might be familiar with the 

contours of the story from the James Bond book and movie You Only Live 

Twice. At one point, Bond is in Japan, training with Tiger Tanaka, head 

of the Japanese Secret Service. Bond casually swears, and Tanaka reacts 

with a short comparative linguistics lesson, explaining that, “There are no 

swear-words in the Japanese language and the usage of bad language does 

not exist.” According to Tanaka, in those moments of heightened and tran¬ 

sient motion that elicit epithets from an Englishman, a Japanese speaker 

would only utter things like shimatta, “I have made a mistake” or baka- 

yaro, “fool.” 

Although the Bond oeuvre isn’t necessarily renowned for its anthropo¬ 

logical sensitivity and nuance, in this particular case, Tiger Tanaka’s story 

stands up pretty well to scrutiny. Japanese does have specific ways of speak¬ 

ing that are thought to be stronger than others, and there are many ways 

to insult people. Beyond uttering potentially insulting words like bakayaro, 

you can offend someone by using the wrong grammatical form of a verb 

or noun—similar to how an English speaker might offend his surgeon by 

addressing her as Carla instead of Dr. Lee. Japanese even has a special way 

you’re supposed to talk to the emperor, with its own prescribed noun and 

verb forms, without which you could surely offend. 

But as Tanaka says, Japanese seems to largely lack a core feature of what 

makes the profanity we’re familiar with in the English-speaking world so 

complicated and so powerful. Profane English words like fuck aren’t pro¬ 

scribed just because they insult people or because they describe sexual acts. 

There’s something about the words themselves that we consider bad. And 

this key element appears not to be a cultural universal. In Japanese, you 

can insult people directly by calling them names. And Japanese has words 

for genitalia and for acts of deploying them. But there’s reportedly no real 

equivalent to the class of English words we consider profanity; nor is there 

any societal agreement that those words are “bad” and need to be regulated. 
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Being curse-less has consequences. It affects the things you can do with 

the language—the work you can do with words. So Japanese speakers who 

want to swear have to look elsewhere. Take Ichiro Suzuki, a Japanese base¬ 

ball player who spent a large part of his career playing in the United States 

for the Mariners and Yankees. Ichiro is a polyglot—he speaks English when 

appropriate but also uses Spanish with players from Latin America and the 

Caribbean. He told the Wall Street Journal in an interview, “We don’t really 

have curse words in Japanese, so I like the fact that the Western languages 

allow me to say things that I otherwise can’t.”18 If you want to curse in Jap¬ 

anese, you literally have to do it in English or Spanish. 

On the opposite end of the spectrum from Japan are societies in which 

some agency is authorized to regulate and restrict public language use. To 

some extent, the United States is such a place in that there are certain ex¬ 

ceptions to the right to freedom of speech, and one of those is profanity. 

(Much more about that in Chapters 9,10, and 11!) But there are far more au¬ 

thoritarian language regimes to be found. During the writing of this book, 

for instance, Russia banned a list of profane words from the arts—books, 

theater, films, music, everywhere. Violators will be fined. The particular 

words targeted are unsurprising—they’re the most profane words that I 

mentioned earlier, mat’. Those words are khuy (“cock”), pizda (“cunt”), 

yebat’ (“to fuck”), and blyad (“whore”). (It now occurs to me that these 

developments might make this book hard to purchase in Russia.) And it’s 

not just these four words that are now banned but all words that include 

them. You see, Russian, like English, likes to build off of its profane words, 

which makes for a rather lengthy list of banned words. For instance, pizda 

(“cunt”) can be augmented in a variety of ways: pizdets is used as an excla¬ 

mation, meaning something like “deep shit!” The verb pizdet’ means “to 

lie,” a close equivalent to English “bullshit.” And so on. 

If you keep looking, you can find more repressive regimes. There are 

places where use of taboo language, in particular blasphemy, is treated as a 

capital crime. For instance, countries or parts of countries governed under 

strict sharia law (from Afghanistan to Yemen) punish blasphemy with 

death. This is a way of taking prohibitions on taboo language to the most 

violent extreme—if using words in certain ways is bad, and if it’s the state’s 

(or the church’s) responsibility to act in the interest of the well-being of 

individuals, then it follows that the state ought to use its punitive apparatus 

to impose limitations on speech. 
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So although languages tend to draw from similar sources to populate 

their lexicons of profanity, those commonalities are eclipsed by cultural 

differences in what people think about words. A culture appears to be able 

to decide whether or not to buy into the idea that certain words deserve to 

be called out for special treatment. A language doesn’t have to have profane 

words. And that’s a point worth remembering when we return later to the 

question of censorship and the future of profanity. 

# $ %! 

In what ways are the 7,000 languages of the world similar, and in what ways 

are they different? Both questions have fascinated linguists and philosophers 

for millennia, for different reasons. Universal features found to hold in all 

languages reveal something about what it is to be human. If all humans do 

something—whether it’s art, music, math, or some aspect of language, that 

universal behavior must be due to either some shared common experience 

or some trait possessed by all humans, transcending cultural idiosyncrasies. 

Perhaps, sometimes, this stems from our genetic endowment. 

There doesn’t appear to be much about profanity that is truly universal— 

shared without exception by all languages and cultures. It’s not just that 

the specific words are different. As we’ve seen, the differences are much 

deeper than that. Some cultures have rich and deeply codified systems of 

profanity, like English or Russian. Others, like Japanese, don’t really have 

anything like the same category of words. Instead of absolute universals, 

when we look around the globe we find certain common tendencies across 

languages. The Holy, Fucking, Shit, Nigger Principle takes a first stab at 

characterizing the types of words that tend to become profane. Languages 

select from a small pool of semantically constrained candidates for their 

bad words—if indeed they decide to have bad words. Not only do the spe¬ 

cific words differ from language to language, but so do the proportions of 

words selected from each domain, in ways related to the sociocultural leg¬ 

acy that a given language carries with it. 

But this sort of statistical universal, where features overlap in lan¬ 

guages that exhibit family resemblances, is the norm in the languages 

of the world—not just when it comes to profanity but for language fea¬ 

tures in general. It’s very hard to find much of anything that all languages 

do. When you look for universal features of languages, you mostly find 
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tendencies. This makes us think that the way a language will be structured 

isn’t merely random. Something must be at work making languages simi¬ 

lar, but it isn’t some inviolable rule inscribed in our genes. In each case of 

a cross-linguistic tendency, facts about how people use language—what 

they want to convey with it, the memory and time constraints imposed on 

them while using it, and so on—likely shape languages over the course of 

generations such that they settle on certain similar sorts of solutions. For 

example, people seem to want to talk about things and events, so it’s not 

surprising to find nouns and verbs in the world’s languages. Similarly, it 

can be useful to distinguish who did something from whom they did it to. 

As a result, languages evolve subjects and objects and ways to encode them. 

So if profanity is like other cross-linguistic tendencies—languages tend to 

have it, and it tends to be drawn from certain domains—then what pres¬ 

sures tending to produce similar-seeming profanity could the histories of 

the world’s languages share? 

The answer probably lies in taboos not about language but about the 

world. Across cultures, people exhibit taboos about the very things that 

provide the vocabulary for profanity. There are taboos around the world 

associated with the supernatural—with gods and demons and prophets. 

There are taboos about copulation. There are taboos about defecation, mic¬ 

turition, menstruation, and other bodily functions. And there are taboos 

about people who are not members of our social group (see, for instance, 

laws against miscegenation that remained on the books in the United 

States until 1967!). 

The fact that taboos like these erupt around the world, though not uni¬ 

versally, suggests an explanation for how profanity comes about and how it 

comes to have similar contours. People around the world have taken these 

taboos and extended them from the world to the word. It’s not just defeca¬ 

tion that’s taboo in many cultures; nor is it just talking about defecation. 

Rather, the words that describe defecation themselves are taboo, whether 

that’s how you happen to be using them in the moment or not. 

There could be different reasons for this. We know that merely hearing 

or seeing a word stokes an internal mental representation of the things the 

word refers to.19 If the word shit causes people to “see” feces in their mind’s 

eye and “smell” it in their mind’s nose, then the impulse to limit the word’s 

use is understandable. Or it could be that people hold more metaphysical 

beliefs about words and their power—that they believe that using words 

associated with a particular taboo topic will bring bad fortune. 
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Whichever of these explanations is ultimately correct—and there’s 

more work to do to tease them apart—the specific words that are profane 

across languages are similar because the things that are taboo across cul¬ 

tures are also similar. The pressure to reject words associated with those 

taboos is the real universal. 

But here’s the catch. The road from taboo things in the world to taboo 

words is nondeterministic. Even if excretion is culturally taboo, that doesn’t 

mean that all words describing it will be as well. Shit is more profane than 

poop. Fuck is profane, but copulate is not. And so cultural taboos only set 

the stage for profanity. They don’t select specific words. What distinguishes 

profane cunt from childlike wa-wa?. That’s up next. 
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What Makes a Four- 
Letter Word? 

Across the globe, profanity tends to emerge from particular domains 

of meaning—I refer you to the Holy, Fucking, Shit, Nigger Principle. 

But for every profane holy, fucking, and shit, there’s a technical and ano¬ 

dyne liturgical, copulation, or excretion. For every cock and cunt, there’s 

a childlike wee-wee and cha-cha. Many words describing sexual organs, 

excretory functions, and so on fail to rise to the heights (or, if you prefer, 

sink to the depths) of profanity. These words are articulated without fear of 

offending, whether in the classroom or the courtroom or the examination 

room. They aren’t profane, despite referring to taboo concepts. This means 

that something beyond what a word denotes—what it refers to—must ce¬ 

ment it as profanity. 

What is that thing? 

Why is cunt a dirty word when coochie-snorcher isn’t? 

The most obvious possibility is that some aspect of how profane 

words are written or sound makes them vulgar. Let’s begin with the eight- 

hundred-pound gorilla. Many English profane words famously have four 

letters—not just cunt but fuck, shit, piss, cock, tits, and many others. No 

matter how you count, a lot of the profane words in English are spelled 

with four letters. Take just the words from the four lists in the last chapter. 

These lists aren’t exhaustive. But what’s nice about them is that they weren’t 

assembled with any particular interest in what the words sound like or 

how they’re spelled. Admittedly, the people who had to come up with lists 

29 
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of profane words might have been unconsciously swayed by the four-letter 

word notion, but at least that wasn’t their stated objective. So in that way, 

they offer as unbiased a sample as we’re likely to find. Those four lists in 

aggregate give us a total of eighty-four distinct words (I’ve removed multi¬ 

word expressions like get fucked and Jesus fucking Christ, which include 

other words already in the list). Of the eighty-four words, twenty-nine are 

spelled with four letters. By this count, then, just over a third of profane 

words are four-letter words. This number may be artificially deflated, since 

many of the longer words (like asshole, motherfucker, and wanker) have 

shorter four-letter words embedded inside them. But it’s a good start. 

The first thing to notice from this is that having four letters isn’t a nec¬ 

essary prerequisite for profanity. Certainly, we already knew this: words like 

ass and motherfucker don’t have four letters, and most of the words on the list 

have some number of letters other than four. Nor is having four letters suf¬ 

ficient, since many four-letter words are not at all profane, like four or word. 

So we have to reconsider the question we’re asking. The real issue seems to be 

whether having four letters makes a word more likely to be profane, all other 

things being equal. That’s still an interesting question. Here’s a way to ask it. 

Given that many (but not all) profane words in English are spelled 

with four letters, we can try to find out whether the pattern is stronger than 

you’d expect, given how words in the language are spelled generally. That 

is, suppose you grabbed a random set of eighty-four English words. What 

are the odds that twenty-nine of them would have four letters? You can see 

a histogram on the next page, showing how many profane words from our 

list have each number of letters—the profane words are in the dark bars. 

As you can see, there’s a sharp spike at four, representing those twenty- 

nine four-letter profane words. But is twenty-nine a lot? You can tell by 

comparing the lengths of profane words in dark bars with English words 

in general, shown in the light bars. (To calculate these values, I counted the 

English words with each number of letters and normalized these counts 

to an eighty-four-word language to make them directly comparable to the 

profane numbers).’ As you can see, English has a lot of words with four, 

five, six, or seven letters. And in general English looks like a smoother ver¬ 

sion of the profane distribution. But what really sticks out is how many 

more profane four-letter words there are than expected from English in 

* To calculate the numbers for English in general, I used the lemmatized word list that Adam 

KilgarrifF generated from the British National Corpus (available from his web page). 
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Profane words (dark bars) are more likely to be three, four, five, or eight 

letters long than are English words in general (light bars). 

general. The 29 profane four-letter words in our list are significantly more 

than you’d expect if profane words were like English words in general, in 

which case we’d expect only 12.6 profane four-letter words out of 84.* 

Perhaps more surprising is how many profane three- and five-letter 

words there are. There are relatively few three-letter words in English over¬ 

all, and profane words are almost twice as likely to have three letters than 

you’d expect, all things being equal. We’ll come back to this in a moment, 

because it’s important. Less important but also notable is the little bump 

in eight-letter profane words, compared with the language in general. This 

is due to words composed of two four-letter words, like ballsack, bullshit, 

buttfuck, and shithead. Four-letter words appear to bend how English 

words look even when they’re merely parts of other words. But for our 

present purposes, it’s enough to note that profanity in English is strikingly 

more likely to have four letters than other words. The take-away is that 

there’s some truth to the popular notion about four-letter words. 

So this raises the obvious question, why? Why are profane words more 

likely than other words to have four letters? 

A chi-squared test of lengths three through twelve reveals that the two samples are signifi¬ 

cantly different. For the statistically minded, \z(3) = 38.61, p < 0.0001. 
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If you were a linguist, and maybe you are, the first thing to occur to 

you would be that the special length of profane words might be due to their 

frequency of use. In general, the most common words in a language tend 

to be shorter (in English, these include the, be, of, and, a, and so on), and as 

words get less frequent, they also get longer (the one-thousandth most fre¬ 

quent word in English is useful, the five-thousandth is gravity, and so on). 

The explanation for why this is the case is fascinating (having to do with 

efficiency of information transmission), but for our purposes it could also 

possibly account for the aberrant lengths of profane words. Maybe profane 

words are shorter than words in general because they tend to be among the 

most common. 

In fact, if you compare profane words with the most frequent words 

in English, shown below, you can see that they match up a lot better. But 

there’s still a little bump for profanity at four and eight letters, and the two 

groups of words are still statistically different.* So this can’t be the whole 

explanation, but it might be part of one. 
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Profane words are also more likely to be four or eight letters long than the 

most frequent 10 percent of English words. 

I ran a two-by-ten chi-squared test for lengths one to ten comparing profane words with the 

626 most frequent words from the British National Corpus: X2(9) = 19.17, p < 0.05. 
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The catch is that it’s hard to know whether profanity really is as fre¬ 

quent as the top 10 percent of English words. The difficulty lies in the fact 

that sources we usually use to measure word frequency are all written, 

mostly in a formal language register—things like newspaper archives and 

great literature. Profanity is vanishingly rare there. But the informal and 

spoken environments that form its natural habitat and in which it thrives 

leave no record. So we can’t measure how common it is in those places. 

Here’s the best I can do. I searched in a place where people do use language 

relatively casually and that does leave a permanent, searchable record: the 

website Reddit. Reddit is an interactive news, entertainment, and commen¬ 

tary platform fractured into various topic-related communities. People can 

post links or comments and often interact with informal language. They 

also tend to be younger than the population at large and more male. I took 

the eighty-four profane words in question and computed how frequent 

they were on all of Reddit, on average, over the course of two years, from 

August 31, 2013, to August 31, 2015. Profane words were quite frequent—not 

quite as frequent as those in the top 10 percent, but close. 

So the upshot is that frequency might explain part of why profane words 

tend to be four letters long in English. But it doesn’t tell the whole story. 

Perhaps there’s something else going on—perhaps something about having 

this number of letters causes a word to seem particularly taboo. Indeed, in 

some places in the world, people avoid the number four systematically—you 

can think of it as the number thirteen of Southeast Asia. More on that later, 

but the association between four letters and profanity appears to largely be 

an English-specific phenomenon. Although we can’t do comparable anal¬ 

yses for other languages (because lists of profane words in other languages 

haven’t been systematically tested), a quick tour around the swearwords of 

the world reveals that the four-letter rule doesn’t apply in many other lan¬ 

guages. Often the most profane words in non-English languages are a dif¬ 

ferent length. For instance, the strongest French words, putain (“whore”) 

and foutre (“fuck”), have six letters, and there is almost no Mexican Spanish 

four-letter profanity—strong words are longer, like chingar (“fuck”), concha 

(“cunt”), and pinche (“fucking”). In some other languages, profane words 

aren’t spelled with four letters because there’s no spelling at all—in places 

where tetraphobia (fear of four) is pervasive, the local languages often aren’t 

spelled with an alphabet. Chinese, for instance, uses logographic characters 

instead. And more generally, spelling is only relevant to the half of the world’s 
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languages that have a written form.1 So if spelling is responsible for the 

four-letter phenomenon, then it would have to be for English-specific reasons. 

And when you sit with the idea for a bit, other considerations might 

cause you to second-guess whether having four letters could really make 

words profane. After all, people have been speaking English for a thousand 

years, and for most of that time many of those people couldn’t read or write. 

But they could swear. Children can swear before they can read or write 

(more on that later!). And even within English, some pretty profane words 

happen not to have four letters but are pretty close, like ass or bitch. So 

perhaps were detecting obliquely, through spelling, another, deeper cause 

at play. Maybe profane words tend to be four letters long because four-letter 

words tend to be pronounced a particular way. Maybe shit, cunt, fuck, and 

the like don’t look profane so much as sound profane. 

# $ %! 

This might seem outlandish, but hear me out. Take a moment to think 

about profane four-letter words, like cunt, fuck, and shit. Doesn’t some¬ 

thing about them just sound dirty? Don’t they sound vulgar? Don’t they 

sound aggressive? 

If you agree, you’re not the first person to intuit that the words of your 

language somehow sound appropriate for what they mean. This was noted 

at least as early as the nineteenth century by German linguist Georg von 

der Gabelentz,2 who observed that German speakers consider the French 

silly for calling a horse cheval rather than the clearly more suitable Ger¬ 

man word Pferd * Truly, though, chevaP. Ridiculous! Obviously it’s a Pferd. 

Even if you know intellectually that there are different names for horses 

in other languages, in your heart of hearts, you may still feel like horse 

in your native language fits the animal best and that equivalent words in 

other languages are slightly less apt. This is sometimes called the “sound- 

symbolic feeling”: the sounds of words in your language feel like they suit 

their meanings. 

Taboo words often elicit particularly strong sound-symbolic feelings. 

When you say them—fuck, shit, bitch—when you roll them around in 

your mouth, they have a certain mouth-feel. And gut-feel. They feel like 

they sound obscene. One manifestation of this feeling is that it’s hard to 

* In case you’re wondering, yes, it’s really pronounced with ap followed by an/! 
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imagine them meaning anything else. How could fuck signify anything 

other than what it does? (For instance, a word that sounds very similar in 

French, phoque, preposterously means “seal”) And so we’re baffled when 

people who are not native speakers of our language accidentally produce 

profane words. Spanish speakers often confound English sheet and shit 

or beach and bitch because Spanish doesn’t encode a distinction between 

the ee and i sounds. Even knowing this, the sound-symbolic feeling makes 

it almost inconceivable to a monolingual English speaker that you could 

think that sheet would be pronounced shit. Shit feels dirty. Sheet shouldn’t. 

So could something about how profane words sound make them pro¬ 

fane? Does this sound-symbolic feeling index something more than a 

subjective feeling? Do shit and fuck sound objectively more vulgar than 

poo-poo and copulate? 

One of the most common reasons words sound appropriate to their 

meanings is that the things they refer to sound like something, and the 

word’s pronunciation reflects that sound. This familiar phenomenon is 

known as onomatopoeia or sound symbolism. Words for sounds or actions 

that produce sounds often (but not always) imitate those sounds them¬ 

selves. For example, even if you didn’t know what they meant, with a little 

context, you might be able to make an educated guess about the meanings 

of cock-a-doodle-doo and swish. 

Could profanity be sound symbolic? There are some good candidates; 

consider words like barf or piss. Of course, the word barf isn’t a perfect im¬ 

itation of what vomiting sounds like; nor is piss an exact replication of the 

sound of micturition. Still, there’s enough of a resemblance between the 

words and their referents to create a semblance of sound symbolism. 

But how can we tell? This is a hard problem because we don’t have a 

great way to measure sound symbolism. One brute-force approach would 

be to just ask people to report how sound symbolic a word seems to them, 

say, on a scale from one to seven. Researchers do this a lot. But this really 

only tells us what words English speakers subjectively think are sound sym¬ 

bolic—it’s an index of their sound-symbolic feeling. We, however, are look¬ 

ing for an external, objective measure of whether the words would sound 

like what they mean even if you weren’t already a speaker of the language. 

So a slightly more nuanced way to measure symbolism is to take a list 

of words from one particular language, say, English, and present them to 

people who don’t speak that language, say, monolingual Japanese speak¬ 

ers. And then you ask them to do something like guess the meanings of 
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the English words. You have to do a lot to set up an experiment like this 

right. You have to use participants who really haven’t been exposed to any 

English and English words that haven’t been borrowed into Japanese. You 

have to be sure that there aren’t any similar Japanese words just by chance. 

But if you get it all right, then in principle the English words guessed more 

easily by people who speak only Japanese (or any other non-English lan¬ 

guage) are more likely to be sound symbolic. 

But to my knowledge, no one has ever done this systematically with 

taboo words. So we don’t know. And in any case, it’s unlikely to work. 

For one thing, the implementational details would make it hard to pull 

off. For instance, it’s getting harder and harder to find people around the 

globe who aren’t familiar with some English, especially profanity. So you’d 

probably encounter the most success if you used profanity from Finnish or 

Basque or some language with a lower profile than English. But the deeper 

issue is that it’s unlikely in principle that sound symbolism of the cock-a- 

doodle-doo type is in play for a lot of profane language. Sound symbolism 

is most common and most effective with words that describe either sounds 

or things that systematically make stereotypical sounds. Barf has potential 

for sound symbolism because it describes an action that makes a canoni¬ 

cal and recognizable sound. Same with piss. But there are few other viable 

profane candidates: maybe crap, queef, and a couple others. Most profane 

words are ill-suited to sound symbolism because the things they refer to 

don’t systematically sound like anything. Bitch isn’t a good candidate, at 

least not in the taboo use, because there’s no sound associated with a ma¬ 

licious or unpleasant person that can be imitated. And the same is true for 

language about sacred concepts (what does God’s prophet sound like?) and 

sexual organs (what does a penis sound like?). 

But the real death knell for profanity being generally sound symbolic 

comes when you compare profane words with similar meanings. If words 

sound like what they mean, then words with similar meanings should also 

have similar sounds. For instance, there’s reason to believe that moan, 

groan, and whine are sound symbolic not just because they individually 

sound like the sounds they denote but because they have both similar 

meanings and similar sounds. Likewise, if fuck somehow sounds like what 

it means, then other words with similar meanings should sound similar. 

But they don’t; a good comparison list might include verbs like bang, bone, 

dick, shag, screw, and so on. Consider how these words sound and how 

they’re spelled. Most don’t share any sounds at all. 



WHAT MAKES A FOUR-LETTER WORD? 37 

And you get the same insight when you compare words across lan¬ 

guages. Look at words that are the translation equivalents of fuck in other 

languages. French has baiser, Spanish chingar. Mandarin cao, Russian yebat, 

and so on. Even at first glance, and even including in our little sample only 

languages that are very closely related and that maintain close cultural con¬ 

tact with one another, despite their similar meanings, these words sound 

nothing alike. None of the sounds in fuck are in any of these other words (the 

c in the transliteration of cao is pronounced more like English ts than k). The 

words are different lengths, they contain different sounds, and they’re writ¬ 

ten differently. And the same is true of shit and bitch and any profanity you 

want to try out. These words, across languages, behave more like horse, in 

that the various words don’t share a resemblance, than neigh, where they do. 

The point is that no matter how apt fuck feels to express the concept 

it does, when you turn to the next language, people have the same feeling 

about their words—French baiser or Spanish chingar—which use totally 

different sounds. By this measure, the sounds used to express the mean¬ 

ings of these words appear arbitrary. That is, it appears that nothing about 

the sounds in the word fuck makes them particularly apt to express the 

meaning of the word fuck. And nothing makes the sounds of fuck a better 

fit for its meaning than the sounds of cao. Over the course of the history of 

English, French, Spanish, Chinese, and thousands of languages on earth, 

words have evolved that do similar social work—that fit a similar commu¬ 

nicative niche—but are pronounced in very different ways. 

The upshot is that while some profanity might sound the way it does 

because of sound symbolism, this is unlikely to be true for the majority 

of taboo words. (At least not in the words of spoken languages. But in the 

next chapter we’ll look at gestures and at the signs of signed languages, 

where the story is revealingly different.) Perhaps the sound-symbolic feel¬ 

ing we get with profanity is really just the result of a lifetime of using a 

word with a particular sound to mean a particular thing. If seeing a horse 

(or smelling or hearing or feeling it) often goes with hearing or thinking or 

saying the word horse, then why wouldn’t you develop a strong association 

between the sound and the meaning, especially if that’s the only language 

you know? And likewise for profanity. 

So it seems that sound symbolism isn’t what makes profane words 

sound dirty. 

# $ %! 
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If not sound symbolism, perhaps some other aspect of how profane words 

sound makes them seem dirty. Let’s loop back around to where we started. 

English exhibits a higher proportion of four-letter words among profanity 

than among words in general. As you’ll recall, there are also more profane 

three-letter words. So let’s dig into these words. What’s special about how 

these three- and four-letter words sound? 

The three-letter words included in the list are ass, cum, fag, gay, god, 

Jew, and tit. And the four-letter words are anal, anus, arse, clit, cock, crap, 

cunt, dick, dumb, dyke, fuck, gook, homo, jerk, jism, jugs, kike, Paki, piss, 

scum, shag, shit, slag, slut, spic, suck, turd, twat, and wank. 

Do you notice any general trend in how these words are pronounced? 

Here’s one idea. I haven’t seen it discussed anywhere in the literature 

on profanity before, but it occurs to me that if you look closely, the three- 

and four-letter words tend to have two properties. First, regardless of how 

many letters they’re spelled with, they tend to be pronounced with just one 

syllable. In case you need a refresher, a syllable is a rhythmic beat of lan¬ 

guage, during which the mouth opens and closes. When you pronounce 

bitch and shit normally, they’re only one syllable long/ Just a few words on 

the list have more than one syllable: anal, anus, homo, Paki, and, arguably, 

jism. 

Now, this can’t possibly be the whole story, because there are thousands 

of one-syllable words in English, and most of them aren’t taboo—11,752 

to be precise (with the vague notion of precision appropriate for counting 

words in a language).* The profane words are but a speck in a sea of mono¬ 

syllables. And if we’re just looking at three- and four-letter words, it’s no 

surprise that they’ll tend to be pronounced with one syllable or two. 

But these words don’t just tend to be monosyllabic. They tend to be built 

in a particular way. English allows many different types of syllable. Every 

syllable has a vowel at its cored For some syllables, the vowel is both the be¬ 

ginning and the end (the alpha and the omega, as it were), as in words like a, 

I, and uh. (Don’t be confused by spelling—there’s no h in the pronunciation 

* That said, you can opt to make them into two-syllable words, as in Sheeyit, what a gigantic 

beeyotch! And if you’re not into the whole brevity thing, you can even turn it up to three sylla¬ 

bles with biz-nee-atch and shiz-nee-at. 

t The count of all monosyllabic words appearing in the MRC Psycholinguistic Database at least 

once is 11,752: Wilson, M. D. (1988). 

t Or something vowel-like. A word like hurdle has two syllables, but neither has an easily 

recognizable vowel. Yet both the ur and the le can anchor syllables. 
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of uh.’) But most syllables also have consonants in them, before or after the 

vowel. So with this in mind, we can return to English profanity. If you briefly 

revisit the words in the lists above, you may notice something remarkable 

about their syllables. I’ll wait for you to discover it yourself. 

Got it? I’ll give you a hint. There are four exceptions. They’re gay, Jew, 

homo, and Paki. 

Here it is. Every other word on those lists ends with one or more conso¬ 

nants. That is, they all have “closed syllables” rather than syllables sporting 

bare vowels. (A decent mnemonic is that your mouth closes at the end of a 

closed syllable.) As you can see, many profane words even double down on 

their final consonants. Words like cunt and wank actually have two conso¬ 

nant sounds at the end. Interestingly, consonants seem pretty important in 

general—all but a few (like ass or arse) begin with at least one consonant, 

and many begin with two, like crap, prick, slut, and twat. But really the 

strong generalization here appears to be that syllables of profane words 

tend to be closed. 

Could these two tendencies—a trend toward having just one syllable 

and another toward that one syllable being closed—be part of what makes 

profane words sound profane? 

We can start to answer this by splitting our data in a different way— 

based not on how many letters a word is spelled with but on how many 

syllables it has and whether those syllables are closed. When we do that, 

we find that not just the three- and four-letter words are closed monosylla¬ 

bles; so are seven of the sixteen five-letter words, like balls, bitch, prick, and 

whore, but not Jesus or pussy. In all, thirty-eight of the eighty-four words 

on the list are one syllable long, and thirty-six of these (or 95 percent) are 

closed. Only two profane words on the list, Jew and gay, are “open” mono¬ 

syllables (the w and y aren’t pronounced as separate consonants—they’re 

part of the respective vowels they follow). How does this ratio compare 

to the words of English more generally? I took the top 10 percent most 

frequent monosyllabic words from the MRC Psycholinguistic Database, 

which has both frequency information and phonetic transcriptions for 

English words. It turns out that whereas 95 percent of our profane mono¬ 

syllabic words are closed syllables, that number drops down to 81 percent 

when you look at nonprofane words, which is significantly lower.1 

* Unless you’re Butthead. 

t Fisher’s exact test: p < 0.05. 



40 WHAT THE F 

You might now be scrambling to find exceptions—profane monosyl¬ 

labic words in English that are open. Our list of eighty-four words definitely 

doesn’t cover all profane words in the language—we were using it, as you 

recall, because it was constructed without any explicit prior expectations 

about the sounds or spellings of profane words. And you can probably find 

some profane open monosyllables. Like, potentially, ho, lay, poo, and spoo. 

These are good candidates. Maybe you can come up with one or two more. 

But for each one, there are a dozen closed monosyllable candidates that we 

left out of our initial list. They include, in alphabetical order, boob, bung, 

butt, chink, cooch, coon, damn, dong, douche, dump, felch, FOB, gook, gyp, 

hebe, hell, jap, jeez, jizz, knob, mick, MILF, mong, muff, nads, nards, nip, 

poon, poop, pube, pud, puke, puss, queef, quim, schlong, slant, slope, smeg, 

snatch, spank, spooge, spunk, taint, tard, THOT, toss, twink, vag, wang, and 

wop. And I’m only getting started. Run the numbers again with these new 

open and closed monosyllabic words, and you still have upward of nine out 

of ten profane monosyllables that are closed. 

This pattern is statistically real, but we really want to know whether 

it’s psychologically real too. Do English speakers think that closed mono¬ 

syllables sound more profane than open monosyllables? There are differ¬ 

ent ways to figure this out. Here’s one type of circumstantial evidence. 

When English speakers invent new, fictional swearwords, do they tend to 

be closed? For instance, when English-speaking fantasy and science fiction 

writers invent new profanity in imaginary languages, what do those words 

sound like? Battlestar Galactica has/ra/c (“fuck”). Farscape has frell (also 

“fuck”). Mork & Mindy had shazbot (a generic expletive). Dothraki, the 

invented language in HBO’s Game of Thrones, has govak (“fucker”) and 

graddakh (“shit”). Not all are monosyllabic, but they all end with closed 

syllables. In fact, it’s very hard to find fictional profanity ending with open 

syllables. The one glaring counterexample I’ve been able to dig up comes 

from the movie Star Wars: Episode 1, in which poodoo means “bantha fod¬ 

der” and is used as a weak expletive. Just by way of speculation, the open 

syllable might have been selected because the target audience of the movie 

appears to have been quite young (it was rated PG), and so a more profane- 

sounding fictional profanity could have felt too strong. 

We can also indirectly assess the psychological reality of profane closed 

syllables by looking at real words that are not taboo by dint of their mean¬ 

ing but happen to have closed syllables. Do people think of these words as 

obscene despite their innocent meanings? In fact there’s a phenomenon 
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known as word aversion, in which some people have particularly strong 

reactions to particular words, even though the words have totally anodyne 

(or inoffensive) meanings. The English word that appears to crawl most in¬ 

sidiously under people’s skin is moist. I can’t tell you how often, upon dis¬ 

covering that I’m interested in profanity, people declare their everlasting 

hatred for this word. I suspect that the fact that moist is a closed monosyl¬ 

labic word has something to do with it (along with aspects of its mean¬ 

ing). But to date I know of only one piece of empirical research on word 

aversions,3 and it focuses exclusively on moist, so if there are indeed other 

words that people find to be the linguistic equivalent of nails on a chalk¬ 

board, it’s impossible to know what those words sound like. 

But alien languages and word aversions really only supply very indi¬ 

rect evidence about profanity. The best way to tell whether people feel that 

closed monosyllables are more profane than open monosyllables would be 

to conduct a study with invented English words, ones that differ only in 

what kind of syllable they have. You could ask people how profane those 

words would be if they were real English words. Would people feel that 

cheem is more vulgar than chee? Is smoob more profane than smoo? That 

way, you could control for all other differences between the closed and 

open monosyllables and measure whether having a final consonant alone 

is enough to push the profanity needle. 

So I ran this study. I generated a bunch of potential monosyllabic 

words of English that happen not to be real English words, like chee and 

smoo, and I paired up each open monosyllable with a closed monosyllable 

that was identical except for the last sound. So skoo went with skoom, and 

stee was paired with steesh, and so on for twenty pairs of words that were 

the same on all the relevant dimensions and different only in the type of 

syllable.* I also manipulated how many consonants there were at the begin¬ 

ning of the word, known as the “onset,” just to see if this also made a dif¬ 

ference in how profane the words sounded to people. So of the twenty pairs 

of words I created, ten began with just one consonant, like dee and deeve, 

and the other ten pairs began with two consonants, like smee and smeef, al¬ 

ways an s followed by some other consonant, because that happens to be a 

way English likes to put multiple consonants at the beginning of a syllable. 

* Open and closed monosyllabic words weren’t significantly different in neighborhood density, 

mean positional phoneme probability, or mean biphone probability, none of which you would 

ever have heard of if you weren’t a psycholinguist but all of which you would be very con¬ 

cerned about if you were. 
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People rate made-up words as more profane when they have more con¬ 

sonants, either at the beginning of the syllable or at the end. 

And then I asked sixty native speakers of English, “How profane does the 

following made-up English word sound?” on a four-point scale from “Very 

Profane” to “Not at all Profane.” You can see what they thought in the 

graph above. (Words that start with just one consonant are shown under 

“C onset,” and those with an s and another consonant are “sC onset.”) 

Pretty clearly, when everything else is held constant, native English 

speakers think that closed syllables sound more profane than open syl¬ 

lables (the dark bars are higher than the light ones). Also of interest, and 

slightly more surprising, there appears to be a weaker though significant 

effect where having more consonants at the beginning of the word also 

makes a word seem more profane (the pair of bars on the right is higher 

than the pair on the left). 

So not only does English profanity tend to be pronounced with closed 

monosyllables, but English speakers moreover think that closed monosylla¬ 

bles sound more profane than open ones. In terms of how languages work in 

general, this isn’t entirely unprecedented. Sometimes within a language, you 

will find clusters of words with similar meanings that happen to have similar 

forms. These arise not because their forms reflect their meanings through 

sound symbolism but for another reason. Consider words in English that 

have meanings related to light or vision. Many of them happen to start with 
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gl. I’ll give you a few: glisten, glitter, gleam, glow, glare, glint. And there are 

many more, from glaucoma to glower. Now, it’s impossible for sound sym¬ 

bolism to be at play here because light and vision don’t sound like anything 

at all, and even if they did, there’s no reason to think it would be gl. Instead, 

we’ve uncovered a little dense spot in the English lexicon where words with 

similar meanings have similar forms for no better reason than that they do. 

The story of how these sets of similar words come about goes some¬ 

thing like this. In general, sound symbolism notwithstanding, words ar¬ 

bitrarily pair together forms and meanings. But because the words of any 

language are governed in part by chance, there will happen to be some 

places in the lexicon of a language where a couple words that have similar 

meanings happen also to have similar forms. People who learn and use 

this language may notice these little clusters, or they may not (for example, 

you may or may not have noticed English g/-words before), but over time 

the clusters will act as a form of attractor for new words. Old words that 

are misheard, mislearned, or misremembered will be slightly more likely 

to gravitate toward the form and meaning of a cluster, which appears to 

have happened in the history of the gl-words in English. And new words 

that people invent will also be attracted to the clusters such that they’re 

slightly more likely than chance to have meanings and forms aligned with 

the growing pattern. This, too, has happened in the history of English: see 

examples like glitzy (in 1966) and glost (a glaze used in pottery, in 1875).4 

It’s also a factor in product naming—imagine which glass-cleaning spray 

you’d prefer to buy: Brisserex or Glisserex. Over centuries, maybe even 

millennia, these clusters are reinforced in a kind of rich-get-richer process 

until you have English, where a healthy 39 percent of words starting with gl 

relate to light or vision.5 

And perhaps this is what happened with English profanity. Perhaps 

through historical accident there came to be a core set of profane English 

words that happen to be pronounced with a closed monosyllable. They ex¬ 

erted a gravitational tug on words around them—existing words came to 

be pronounced similarly, and newly coined words were more likely to fol¬ 

low the same pattern. We can see this in our newest profanity, where ac¬ 

ronyms like MILF, THOT, and FOB tend to be closed monosyllables. And 

we can see it in the profane abbreviations that people have created over the 

years, like gyp, hebe, and smeg. 

# $ %! 
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We began by asking if something about words like fuck and cunt, aside 

from their meaning, makes them profane. By following the four-letter 

road, we discovered a hidden pattern in how profane words sound in En¬ 

glish. At their core are closed monosyllables. This isn’t just a descriptive 

fact about the words that are currently profane in English; it also affects 

what English speakers think about new words, whether inventing a science 

fiction language or participating in a behavioral experiment. 

To reiterate, though, there are many exceptions to this closed monosyl¬ 

lable pattern. Not only are there a few profane words with open monosyl¬ 

lables, like gay, spoo, and so on, but there are also many profane words that 

have more than one syllable, like asshole, motherfucker, cocksucker, and 

company. But this shouldn’t be too surprising to the well-weathered lin¬ 

guist. Languages exhibit few exceptionless rules. We all know that English 

makes past tense forms of verbs by adding -ed. Except that it often doesn’t, 

in so-called irregular verbs like spend, go, and drink. English nouns place 

stress on the first syllable and verbs on the second (compare a record and to 

record, a permit and to permit). But then sometimes they don’t—copy and 

double are pronounced with first-syllable stress as both verbs and nouns. 

So it’s no surprise that we can’t find a hard-and-fast rule about how English 

profane words sound. As with these other generalizations about language, 

there’s a tendency. Just as English profanity tends to be drawn from certain 

semantic domains, so it tends to sound a certain way. 

This trend and the fact that it has exceptions might explain differences 

among words with similar meanings. Words like poo, pee, gay, Jew, and 

spoo are all arguably profane words. But if the closed monosyllable pat¬ 

tern is real inside the heads of English speakers, then all other things being 

equal, words like these should seem less profane than words with simi¬ 

lar meanings that are pronounced with closed syllables. Indeed, when you 

contrast them with closed versions, they might seem to have less oomph. 

Which is more profane: pee or piss? Compare spoo with spooge. Jew with 

hebe. Gay with fag. Does it seem to you like the closed-syllable words are 

somehow more profane? If so, how well they fit with the closed monosylla¬ 

ble pattern might be responsible. And it might also predict how well they 

maintain their oomph over time and how widely they’re used. As a closed 

monosyllable, spooge ought to end up more widely disseminated as a pro¬ 

fane word than would an open monosyllable like spoo. 

And, of course, the polysyllabic profane words in English still have to 

be considered. In a way these words are exceptions to the closed syllable 
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trend, and in another way they aren’t. More than half of the polysyllabic 

words on our profane list (twenty-seven of forty-six) begin with a profane 

closed monosyllable, like the cock in cocksucker and wank in wanker. And 

even more of these same words (thirty in total) end with a closed monosyl¬ 

lable, like bastard and faggot. The numbers become a little muddier when 

we try to count these composed words—we could consider dozens that in¬ 

clude shit, fuck, dick, or cum in them, and we’d have to make arbitrary 

choices about what to count. But even without going there, we see clearly 

that English profanity is built in part from closed syllables, whether by 

themselves or as part of longer words. 

If this closed monosyllable pattern is real, where does it come from? I 

offered an analogy with g/-words earlier, suggesting that there doesn’t have 

to be an intrinsic motivation in terms of what the word means and why a 

particular sound would be well suited to it. For a cluster to take off, it need 

only be sufficiently frequent. Perhaps, somehow in the history of English, 

the ratio of open to closed monosyllables in English shifted locally in the 

subclass of profanity. And that little tilt in the lexicon snowballed. 

In keeping with this story, the closed monosyllable principle isn’t a 

cross-linguistic universal. Some languages don’t allow for anything like 

the range of closed syllables we have in English. For instance, syllables in 

the Hawaiian language can never end with a consonant—they’re always 

open. So there’s no possible Hawaiian version of the English closed syllable 

pattern. And many of the most profane words you might now be familiar 

with from other languages are open syllables or polysyllabic: French putain 

(“whore”), Spanish chingar (“fuck”), Russian yebat’ (“fuck”), and so on. 

But as I’ve mentioned, we don’t have reliable studies of profanity for most 

languages. As a consequence, it’s hard to know whether the English pattern 

shows up in other languages as well. 

I want to raise the possibility of another explanation for why profane 

words in English sound the way they do. It’s possible that some of those 

sounds are particularly well suited to the functions that profanity serves. 

To be clear, I’m not talking about sound symbolism. It’s not that the words 

might sound like what they mean. The idea instead is that they might 

sound the way they do because that way of sounding is effective for the way 

you want to use the words. 

This could work in several different ways, in principle. One way is 

based on the difference in childishness of open and closed monosyllables 

in English. It just so happens that as they’re learning a language, children 
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are first able to pronounce open syllables. That’s why a child typically says 

ma and mama before mom; a child substitutes ba for ball and da for that.6 

(We’ll have a lot more to say about this in Chapter 8, when we explore where 

children’s little potty mouths come from.) As the child’s motor system ma¬ 

tures, she then develops the capacity to coordinate consonants not just at 

the beginnings but also at the ends of syllables. So on the basis of those de¬ 

velopmental facts, here’s a just-so story. Maybe open syllables sound more 

childlike because they are in fact easier for children to pronounce. Per¬ 

haps people unconsciously associate words that are harder to pronounce 

with the adults whose motor systems can in fact articulate them. So closed 

syllables—and words with lots of consonants at both ends—sound like 

words adults but not small children say. 

If this story is true, then we’d expect profanity to show a preference for 

not only syllable types that are harder for children (closed ones) but also 

sounds that are harder for them. We’d expect to see sounds like th, which 

is hard for kids, rather thanp, which is easier. And we’d expect profanity to 

eschew the repetition of syllables (known as reduplication) that’s typical of 

infant and toddler speech: mama, baba, and so on. Something like poo-poo 

would be the epitome of a childlike and therefore nonprofane word. 

That’s one possible foundation for the cluster of profane words we see 

in English. Here’s another, equally speculative explanation. Perhaps short, 

closed words are more useful than others for swearing. There’s an argu¬ 

ment to be made that monosyllabicity is useful for expletives—when you 

slam your finger in a car door, you don’t exactly have a lot of time to ex¬ 

press what you’re feeling. Short words are simpler and more direct. That’s 

the monosyllabic part. Now to the consonants. Perhaps having a conso¬ 

nant at the end works particularly well for words, like profanity, that are 

deemed inappropriate in some settings. An open syllable just keeps going, 

whereas having a consonant at the end seals the word in silence. This is 

especially visible in epithets or slurs, derogatory labels for groups of indi¬ 

viduals, which overwhelmingly follow the pattern (think of hebe, chink, 

gook, jap, WOP, and so on). These are precisely the type of word you might 

want to be able to cut short and mumble into your beard. A closed syllable 

permits that. 

We can actually test this seemingly far-fetched idea by looking at 

precisely what types of consonants bring up the rear of English closed 

monosyllables. The key is that not all consonants are created equal. Some 

consonants bring a word to an immediate halt—notably consonants known 
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Profane English monosyllables are significantly more likely to end with a stop 

consonant, like t or k, than other English words. 

as “stops” or “plosives,” like the sounds behind p, t, k, b, d, and g. Other con¬ 

sonants allow sound to continue being emitted—you can prolong a nasal n 

or m, a fricative s or/ or an approximant l or r. English monosyllabic words 

in general show a healthy preference for stop consonants over others in 

their final position—just under half of them, as you can see above, end 

with a brief, percussive sound, like p, t, or k. But split profane words in the 

same way and, as you see above, the bias toward stop consonants is signifi¬ 

cantly more exaggerated. There are far more profane words like spic and 

twat and far fewer like piss and cum than we’d expect by chance.* This is far 

from conclusive evidence, but it does lend a little credence to the “shut your 

mouth” explanation for profanity’s tendency to end with a consonant, and 

not just any consonant. 

It’s possible that one or a combination of these pressures has chiseled 

the cluster of profanity that we now see in English. But it could alternatively 

just be a matter of historical accident, like the case of gl. Without system¬ 

atic studies across languages, we may have to settle for merely observing 

the pattern of profanity pronunciation in English, in combination with the 

kind of idle speculation that the last several paragraphs have illustrated. 

But one avenue of human communication—a way in which we com¬ 

municate profanity—has, unlike words, very clear motivation. Beyond 

words, we also use our bodies to communicate—articulating with our 

Specifically, a Fisher’s exact test reveals that profane words ending with stop consonants are 

significantly more frequent than would be expected from the lexicon in general, p < o.oi. 
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arms and hands, orienting our torsos, and shifting our eyes. We do so 

both in the everyday gestures that accompany or replace speech and also, 

among people who are deaf or hard of hearing, through the signs of signed 

languages. And in the hands, as opposed to the mouth, it’s much clearer 

why the signals we send—including the obscene ones—have the forms that 

they do. 
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One Finger Is Worth a 
Thousand Words 

Sometime when you’re in public—in a park or a restaurant—take a 

good look at humans and how they communicate. To do this right, 

you need to suspend what you already know, or think you know, so it helps 

to imagine yourself as someone with absolutely no prior expectations. 

Someone like an anthropologist from Mars.1 Pretend that you’re here to 

study the humans, and just watch what they do to communicate. As a Mar¬ 

tian anthropologist, you will surely note how much flailing about there is 

of parts of the body that contribute strictly nothing to the sounds of the 

words. Fists shake. Heads cock. Shoulders shrug. 

The visible body, deployed appropriately, can do a lot of communica¬ 

tive work—from requesting the time to conveying the size of a drink order. 

You see this most obviously when vocal-tract calisthenics are of no use, like 

when a person’s mouth is full or when he or she doesn’t speak the local ver¬ 

nacular. But physical gestures are also deployed as intentional communica¬ 

tive acts of their own. An A-OK gesture tells a pilot he’s cleared for takeoff. 

A Check-Please gesture summons an attentive waiter. And the Bird, well, 

you know what that does. Across a room, across the world, across the life¬ 

span, people silently convey information using visible movements of their 

bodies. Words tell only part of the story of how we communicate; gestures 

tell the rest. 

Gestures like those mentioned above are so rich with conventionalized 

meaning within a culture that they can replace words. This also makes them 

49 
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relatively easy to detect. But these emblematic gestures are merely the tip of 

the manual iceberg. Most speech is accompanied by often subtler and unno¬ 

ticed gestures. Sometimes a finger can provide information redundant with 

the words it accompanies—a contestant on a dating show might punctuate 

the words I choose Mary by pointing to the lucky winner. But movements 

of the hands, head, and torso can also encode information beyond what’s 

strictly conveyed by words. For instance, suppose someone with a wry sense 

of humor says, “Oh yeah, I had a great time at the opera.” Did she really? Or 

is she being sarcastic? Her body might tell you. Suppose she accompanies 

the words with a roll of her eyes and a flick of her wrist in the form of the 

Jerk-Off gesture on the next page. Probably not an opera lover. 

People often gesture when it’s useful to the person they’re speaking to, 

like when giving directions. But they also gesture when it’s not, like when 

there’s no one to see them. You’ve probably caught yourself gesticulating 

when talking on the phone or when staging imaginary conversations in the 

shower (telling off some self-important PTA member or delivering your 

Nobel Prize acceptance speech). People gesture even when it couldn’t pos¬ 

sibly benefit listeners because the listener is a newborn infant or a blind 

person.2 Gestures like these that accompany and complement speech will 

make up the preponderance of the communicative body movement that 

you, the Martian anthropologist, will notice. 

But unlike you, Martian anthropologist, we mere humans only rarely 

take conscious note of all this vigorous activity of the arms, head, and 

torso. One way this manifests is that we rarely consider gestures import¬ 

ant enough to enshrine in written language, with the exception of certain 
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Source: David Bergen. 

emoticons like (which is supposed to be a shrug, but is really rare 

because try typing that on your phone!). Very occasionally, you’ll come 

across gestures transcribed in words, like *shrug* or *sigh*, but these are 

vanishingly rare. A more recent innovation, emojis, can encode limited 

gestures, like Thumbs-Up, A-OK, and even the Bird. Nevertheless, these 

remain limited to certain users and contexts. Gestures are mostly ab¬ 

sent from written descriptions of pretty much any human interaction. 

For example, scripts and screenplays contain lots of words for people to 

say but only the occasional direction regarding gesture. And even when 

gestures might matter most to people’s lives, in court transcripts, they’re 

again mostly absent or at best vague. For instance, consider this example 

of courtroom dialogue from the Alaska Shorthand Reporters Association:3 

Q. Did you see the driver of the other car? 

A. (Nods head) 

Q. Can we have an audible answer, please? The reporter can’t take down 

a nod or shake of the head. 

A. Yes. 

Q. How tall would you say the other driver was? 

A. About this tall. 

Q. That’s about five-foot-eight? 

A. No. More like six feet. 

Notice how problematic gestures are here. Court stenographers are the 

best real-time transcribers of language known to humankind, but even they 

can’t encode everything important and meaningful about gestures. On the 
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rare occasion when a gesture does make its way into the written record, it 

still remains vague—for instance, “(Nods head).” From a description like 

this, it’s impossible to know if it was a nod with conviction, a hesitating 

nod, or any other kind. Because the head nod could convey information 

about the witness’s certainty, it could be invaluable to the proceedings. But 

even in court, the overwhelming majority of gestures go unrecorded. The 

way a witness shrugs her shoulders or scrunches her eyes, the trajectory 

she uses with her hand to depict how a car came to an abrupt or careening 

stop— gestures like these mostly don’t make their way into writing because 

they rarely permeate our consciousness. In short, we largely treat commu¬ 

nication as primarily about words, with gestures being optional add-ons.* 

Those gestures that we do notice tend to be the profane ones. For ex¬ 

ample, a lake of ink was spilled during Barack Obama’s first presidential 

campaign as political observers asked, did Obama just flip someone the 

Bird? On April 17,2008, the Los Angeles Times observed that in a speech, he 

scratched his face with his middle finger while describing Hillary Clinton’s 

debate performance.4 And it happened again during his victory speech in 

November of the same year while he was praising his defeated opponent, 

John McCain.5 We can’t know whether his middle finger betrayed what 

he really thought about his political opponents or whether his nose just 

itched. But his finger had a way of riling people up. 

To understand how humans communicate, we have to tackle gesture. 

And many of the same things one might want to know about words are 

also important to ask about gestures. What do they mean? Where do they 

come from? Why do we use the gestures we do? How similar and how dif¬ 

ferent are they across cultures? 

Taking a cross-linguistic, cross-cultural view—the same strategy we 

adopted when asking questions about words—most clearly reveals the 

answers to these questions. The trick is to find gestures that do roughly 

equivalent work in each language—that have largely homologous mean¬ 

ings. When we applied this strategy to words, we noted that the word fuck 

translates into foreign words that are as different as they can be; nothing 

about the sound or spelling of French baiser or Chinese cao makes them 

better or worse words for that particular meaning than any other sequence 

of sounds or letters. 

* This could be a positive feedback loop. We might fail to write down gestures because we don’t 

think they’re important, and we might think they’re not important in part because we don’t 

have easy ways to write them down. I do hope someone will figure out what causes what. 
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But with gesture, finding these equivalents is more challenging. Take 

just the earlier examples. Many cultures don’t have a specific gesture for 

calling a waiter—because this act is so dependent on a particular type of 

social interaction. Same with the A-OK gesture. And the list goes on. There 

are few equivalents around the world for familiar North American ges¬ 

tures like the Loser (an L on the forehead) or the Chicken (bent elbows 

moving up and down to depict chicken wings, among various other man¬ 

ifestations).6 Likewise, it’s easy to find examples of gestures native to other 

cultures that would be unfamiliar in North America. For instance, in 

France there’s a gesture called Quelle Barbe (“What a Beard!”), in which 

the backs of the fingers rub the side of the cheek (in the beard location). It 

means something like “boring.” The closest American equivalent might be 

Whoopdeedoo, where an upward-pointing index finger describes a circle in 

front of the body. Or the best approximation might be Twiddling-Thumbs. 

But neither is exactly right. Whoopdeedoo generally indicates the unim¬ 

portance of whatever’s under discussion rather than boredom experienced 

by the gesturer. And my sense is that Twiddling-Thumbs indicates inaction 

and impatience more than pure boredom. 

Another French gesture without a clear local analog is On Se Tire 

(“Let’s get out of here”), which also appears in Italy and elsewhere in south¬ 

ern Europe. You can see it on the next page. There’s not really much in 

North America or, as far as I can tell, in most places around the world to 

compare this to directly. The closest thing here to On Se Tire might be 

Round-’Em-Up, which actually looks a lot like Whoopdeedoo—index 

pointing upward, describing a circle.’ But Round-’Em-Up appears to be 

much less widespread than On Se Tire. 

We can already see that the conventional gestures in languages convey 

diverse meanings. This starts to answer the question about how univer¬ 

sal gestures are. In absolute terms, they aren’t universal in either form or 

meaning. This diversity of gestures around the world also makes it hard to 

answer the second-order question: In those cases where you do find ges¬ 

tures with similar meanings across languages, how similar do they look? 

To answer this question, we have to find meanings that gestures are 

more consistently deployed to encode in the world’s languages. Gestures 

get used for a small set of very common things. One of these is pointing. 

It seems to me, from scattered observations, that Round-’Em-Up is generated by rotation at 

the elbow, whereas Whoopdeedoo comes more from the wrist. But this is only a hunch. 
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French gesture On Se Tire. 

Source: Sylvain LeLarge, www.talenvoortalent 

.nl/englishspeakers.pdf. 

People point differently in different places; in Japan, you point to yourself 

by putting your index finger to your nose;7 in parts of Papua New Guinea, 

you point with your nose!8 But pointing appears consistently. Another of 

the usual suspects is using the hands to depict space—to show the size or 

relative locations of things. People across cultures also gesture to greet and 

beckon to one another. And finally, around the world people use gestures 

to offend. 

Naturally, were going to focus on the last of these. And so we ask, how 

do people around the world use gestures to insult, to demonstrate disdain, 

to deprecate? What movements of the body are offensive and why? How 

similar are the profane gestures of the world’s languages? And do any uni¬ 

versal principles govern them? To answer these questions, we go on a tour 

of Birds of the world. 
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# $ % ! 

Let’s begin with the basic facts. The Bird (or the Middle Finger) is of course 

a big deal in North America. It’s our most censored and most disputed 

gesture because it lives at the intersection of high frequency and high of¬ 

fensiveness. The Bird has varied uses, but these largely track with what the 

expressions Fuck you and Fuck off can do. Like these, its linguistic analogs, 

it can be aggressive or dismissive, but it can also be used jocularly. 

The association in people’s minds between aggression and extend¬ 

ing this one particular finger is strong. We know this from experimental 

work. One study asked people to extend either their middle finger or their 

index finger while reading a passage.9 The passage ambiguously described 

a made-up person, Donald, who could be interpreted as either aggressive 

or justifiably assertive (for instance, he refuses to pay his rent, but only 

after his landlord fails to make repairs—aggressive or assertive?). People 

extending their middle finger rated Donald as significantly more aggres¬ 

sive than did people extending their index finger. So one finger—as long as 

it’s the correct finger—can change how aggressively you interpret people’s 

behavior. 

The Bird has spread throughout the world, at least in part through the 

penetrating cultural influence exerted by American media. And yet, if you 

take a trip beyond our borders, you’ll find that in many places the Bird 

won’t fly. In some regions, the middle finger is just another digit to count 

or point with. For instance, in East Asia, the middle finger has traditionally 

had no notable profane association (although in recent years the Bird has 

been spreading its wings there too). 

Instead, around the world, there exist local Birds with different col¬ 

ors and plumage—gestures that convey aggression and disdain differently 

from the Bird. Some of these endogenous analogs look like close cousins of 

our Bird. For instance, the British equivalent uses both the middle and the 

index fingers in a Wshape. (Why the Brits need two fingers where we need 

just one is beyond the scope of our consideration here.) 

You can detect a family resemblance to the Bird in the Up-Yours ges¬ 

ture (also known as the Bras d’Honneur, French for “Arm of Honor”) used 

in southern and western Europe, among many other places. In it, the fist 

of the dominant hand rises, palm inward, often emerging from under the 

nondominant forearm. This gives it a similar overall shape to the Bird but 

using different body parts on a larger scale. 
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The Bras d’Honneur The British Bird Thumbs-Up 

Source: David Bergen. 

And if you want to stretch the comparison, you might find some simi¬ 

larity between these gestures and a profane one used in Iran and Afghani¬ 

stan,10 among other countries, which looks a lot like our Thumbs-Up. Like 

the Bird, it uses an upward-pointing digit, although instead of the middle 

finger, it’s the thumb. This gesture is usually interpreted as indicating a 

thumb up somewhere very specific, a place where a thumb could be sur¬ 

prising and/or uncomfortable. 

And also in the realm of plausible similarity is a Russian gesture (used 

elsewhere in eastern and southern Europe as well) that looks a lot like what 

Americans do when we pretend to steal a child’s nose. This, the so-called 

Fig, with the thumb sticking out between the curled index and middle fin¬ 

gers, is a slightly milder version of our Bird. 

But as we continue our tour, we find gestures that are less and less sim¬ 

ilar in overall shape and detailed morphology to the Birds we know—ges¬ 

tures that don’t extend a finger or fist upward. Brazil has a gesture that uses 

the handshape of our A-OK (thumb and index forming a circle, with other 

digits extended) but orients the palm toward the gesturer’s own body, with 

the outside of the thumb-index circle pointing outward. You can see an 

example on the next page. This gesture is a profane analog of our Bird—it’s 

the rough manual equivalent of Fuck you. Or take the Mountza, an offen¬ 

sive and denigrating Greek gesture formed with all five fingers extended 

and the palm exposed. It looks a lot like the Talk-to-the-Hand gesture in 

North America but has the referential force of the middle finger. 

These differences in the ways people around the world use their bod¬ 

ies to communicate are important. In practical terms, as a visitor to some 

foreign country, you generally don’t want to accidentally give Someone the 
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The Fig Brazilian A-Not-OK Greek Mountza 

Source: David Bergen. 

local equivalent of the Bird. Conversely, you do need to know how to man¬ 

ually convey forceful meaning even when you don’t speak the local vernac¬ 

ular, whether it’s to a cab driver who tries to overcharge you or a maitre 

d’ who refuses to seat you. That’s when a finger (or two) really proves its 

worth. But the world’s remarkable diversity of profane flicks of the wrist 

also starts to reveal—as we’ll see in a moment—why gestures take the par¬ 

ticular forms they do. 

# $ %! 

You’ll recall that with respect to words, the different or similar ways a word 

is translated across languages provide evidence on how arbitrary its sound 

is. We know, for instance, that the two consonants and one vowel of fuck 

don’t have any special relationship to the meaning they combine to con¬ 

vey, and we know this in part because other languages use totally different 

sounds to convey the same meaning—French baiser, Spanish cojer, Chi¬ 

nese cao, and so on. This is the principle of arbitrariness. Modern English 

has the word fuck because hundreds of unpredictable little things hap¬ 

pened over thousands of years to create just the conditions for that word 

to emerge and be shaped to the point that it means just what it means and 

sounds just the way it sounds. 

When we ask the same question about gestures, we get a slightly dif¬ 

ferent but equally complicated answer. Compare the Bird, the British Bird, 

the Fig, and the various other ways people use their hands to display dis¬ 

dain and to denigrate. Are these gestures arbitrary, in the same way the 

words of the spoken languages they accompany are? They’re certainly ar¬ 

ticulated in different ways. The Bird has a totally distinct form from the 
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Fig, for example. It uses a different handshape and a different palm orienta¬ 

tion. (And that’s not even considering the variants of the Bird—one where 

the middle finger erupts from a closed fist and another where it’s flanked 

by the bent knuckles of the index and ring fingers.) The British Bird uses 

one hand and two extended fingers. The Up-Yours uses two hands and no 

extended fingers. The Greek Mountza and Brazilian A-Not-OK are even 

more different. It seems that, at least to a first approximation, if diversity 

of forms across languages and cultures demonstrates arbitrariness, then 

gestures, just like words, are arbitrary. 

But let’s add a wrinkle to that reasoning. Is it possible that, while di¬ 

verse, at least some of the Birds of the world are nonarbitrary, each in its 

own way? In other words, is there some meaningful reason why the Bird 

has the form it does and another reason why the Greek Mountza has the 

form it does, different though it might be? 

One way to answer this question is to look at the history of each ges¬ 

ture. Perhaps the origin of a gesture reveals why it looks the way it does. 

This is easier said than done—gestures don’t leave the same paper trail that 

words do through written language, and as a result differing stories often 

develop about how a gesture came to be. So it can be challenging to dis¬ 

criminate the true history of a gesture—its etymology—from the invented 

“folk” etymologies that people propagate. For instance, some version of 

this folk etymology of the Bird might have appeared in your inbox: 

In preparation for the Battle of Agincourt in 1415, the French, anticipat¬ 

ing victory over the English, proposed to cut off the middle fingers of 

every captured English soldier. Without their middle fingers, it would be 

impossible for the English to draw their renowned longbow, rendering 

them incapable of fighting in the future. The English longbow was made 

of the native English yew tree, and the act of drawing the longbow was 

known as “plucking the yew” (or “pluck yew”). 

But to the great bewilderment of the French, the English were vic¬ 

torious, and they began mocking the defeated French by waving their 

middle fingers at them, saying, “See, we can still pluck yew!” 

Since “pluck yew” is rather difficult to say, the difficult consonant 

cluster at the beginning has gradually changed to a labiodental fricative/, 

and thus the word is often used in conjunction with the one-finger-salute. 

It’s also because of the pheasant feathers on the arrows used with the 

longbow that the symbolic gesture is known as “giving the bird." 
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This is a fantastic story—fantastic in that it’s total fantasy. Basically 

nothing about it is true, from the military origin of the gesture to the pluck 

yew contrivance to the timing of its invention to the reason we call it the 

Bird.11 To find the true history of the Bird, we’d ideally want to find records 

of it in visual representations, like paintings, or, failing that, in written 

descriptions. Perhaps for self-evident reasons, profane gestures are en¬ 

tirely absent from early paintings and drawings. And they tend to be only 

sparsely accounted for in writing. Fortunately, the Bird is about as notable 

a gesture as there is, and it has left a discernible trickle of a written record. 

Here’s what we know from that record. The Bird has had a long and 

appropriately turbulent flight. It was not invented by English speakers— 

British or American. And it doesn’t date from anywhere close to as recently 

as the fifteenth century. That estimate is off by about 2,000 years. The ear¬ 

liest records place it in ancient Greece.12 For example, it shows up in the 

bawdy Greek playwright Aristophanes’s 419 bc play The Clouds, in which 

Strepsiades presents his middle finger to Socrates before waggling his penis 

at him.13 Those Greeks could party. In Laertius’s Lives of Eminent Philoso¬ 

phers (from 330 bc), the philosopher and critic Diogenes expresses disdain 

for Demosthenes, a prominent Greek statesman and orator, by flipping 

him the Bird and calling him a demagogue.14 

So the Bird was around in ancient Greece. The Romans’ passionate 

cultural appropriation of all things Greek extended beyond religion, de¬ 

mocracy, and attire into things that really matter, like vulgar gestures. So 

enamored were they of the Greek Bird that they gave it a name: digitus 

impudicus, the “indecent finger.” Then, like now, it was deployed to great 

effect. The emperor Caligula reportedly denigrated his subjects by making 

them kiss his middle finger rather than his hand.15 Cassius, one of these 

offended subjects, then assassinated him (though there was a lot of assassi¬ 

nating going on at the time, and Caligula doesn’t appear to have been the 

easiest emperor to deal with, so we can’t be sure it was the finger that sealed 

the deal). In another instance of imperial digital intervention, Augustus 

Caesar allegedly punished an actor who presented the Bird to a heckling 

audience member by banishing him from Rome.16 

So we know that the Bird has been around for more than two millen¬ 

nia and that it wasn’t always called “the Bird,” at least not in its earliest in¬ 

carnations. That name is a much more recent innovation, dating from the 

1960s. As early as the end of the nineteenth century, people used the ex¬ 

pression to give someone the big bird as a way to describe hissing at another 
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individual, for instance, a performer or public speaker.17 From there, the 

term bird appears to have migrated from vocalizations to the manual ges¬ 

ture we now associate the word with. Not before 1967 did flipping the bird 

enter the written record. It first shows up in a music magazine article de¬ 

scribing the Grateful Dead’s onstage antics.18 

But how did it come to have the form it does—why the extended middle 

finger? Some say that, at least in ancient times, the Bird was considered a 

phallic symbol.19 Strepsiades makes the relation clear with his juxtaposition 

of presented middle finger and penis. And the belief continues to the present 

day. For instance, anthropologist Desmond Morris (whom you might know 

as the celebrated author of The Naked Ape) argues, “The middle finger is 

the penis and the curled fingers on either side are the testicles.”20 This might 

begin to explain why the Bird has the shape, or shapes, that it does. This ex¬ 

planation leans on the idea of iconicity—the notion that gestures may look 

like the things they represent. The Bird looks something like an erect penis. 

Similar iconic accounts have been offered for all the profane gestures 

we’ve seen thus far. The Up-Yours in fact has the same proposed explana¬ 

tion: it’s believed to have originated as a phallic symbol too.21 The Fig has a 

more complicated history. In early Italian tradition, its name gave it away— 

it was described not only as making the Fig but also as the far le fiche, or 

“cunt gesture.” This is pretty damning evidence that people of the time 

thought of it as representing female genitalia, and the typical interpreta¬ 

tion is that the thumb itself represents a clitoris. But by contrast, in cur¬ 

rent Russian use, the Fig is called shish, or “pine cone,” a word also used to 

refer to the glans, or tip of the penis, perhaps represented by the tip of the 

thumb. If these names are any indication, the Fig’s various incarnations 

over time and space have been iconic for different body parts. 

But it’s not all phalluses and clitorises. The Greek Mountza—that’s 

the open palm oriented toward the denigrated person—apparently dates 

back to a Byzantine penal custom of wiping cinders on criminals’ faces to 

defame them as they were paraded through towns (although it may have 

precursors in a gesture used to cast curses).22 The gesture derives its name, 

Mountza (“cinders”), from the ash-wiping practice that the hand evokes. 

Similarly, cultural interpreters describe the circle formed by the thumb 

and index finger in the Brazilian A-Not-OK as representing the anus.23 

These proposed origin stories are all quite similar in one way. They 

all explain profane gestures from around the world as more or less analog 

representations of specific things—usually body parts but also denigrating 
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actions. This “iconicity” is akin to sound symbolism, but it lives in the vi¬ 

sual rather than the auditory modality. The erect middle finger of the Bird 

originates in its similarity to the penis it’s meant to represent. The touching 

thumb and index finger of the Brazilian A-Not-OK form a circle to repre¬ 

sent the shape of an anus. 

But if we’re hoping to understand why gestures have the forms they do, 

we’re still missing a step. These origin stories, even assuming they’re cor¬ 

rect, only go as far as to explain why people might use an extended finger 

to represent a penis, or a thumb emerging from a clenched fist to represent 

a clitoris. But these gestures don’t mean “clitoris” or “penis.” They don’t 

mean “wiping ashes” or “anus.” Like their linguistic analogs, they serve 

predominantly as forceful indications of disdain or denigration. This is the 

missing step. Why would a manual representation of a phallus (or anus or 

clitoris) indicate derision and deprecation? Why would it be aggressive to 

show a manual facsimile of an organ? 

Anthropologists have argued, at least for the phallus case, that it’s just 

one of many examples where “the act of male erection or copulation be¬ 

comes symbolic of male dominance and can be used as a dominance ges¬ 

ture in totally non-sexual situations.”24 If that’s true, it’s hard to recognize 

in the modern world. I suspect you’ll probably agree that revealing an ac¬ 

tual erect penis would probably be out of place in most situations where 

someone wants to exert dominance. You wouldn’t see that happening at 

the weigh-in before a mixed martial arts fight or in a presidential debate. 

Moreover, if you were a supervillain, you wouldn’t engender fear in the 

hearts of interlopers by lining the entrance to your lair with erect penis 

statues. So even if this is why phallic gestures came to have the function 

they now have, it doesn’t seem to relate to the real-world experiences of 

people in today’s developed world. And the phallic representation expla¬ 

nation really falls limp when it comes to anus- and clitoris-based iconicity. 

So at best, it’s a story about why some of these gestures originally came to 

have the functions they have—and not for why they continue to have them. 

We do know that the various Bird analogs we’ve reviewed find their os¬ 

tensible origins in things that are themselves taboo: genitalia, sex acts, and 

so on. So the best explanation relies again on the Holy, Fucking, Shit, Nig¬ 

ger Principle. Perhaps the same selection pressures that make words about 

these big four topics most suitable to become profane also take handshapes 

and body movements about the same topics and groom the best candidates 

into profane gestures. 
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But even if these historical accounts are correct in their broad strokes— 

even if there’s a nugget of iconicity in the origins of profane gestures—this 

still doesn’t tell us whether profane gestures remain iconic in the minds of 

modern language users. The proposed resemblances between fingers and 

penises (and so on) aren’t particularly hard to see—the Bird looks plausi¬ 

bly like a penis. But we should check ourselves to make sure we’re not just 

reading in iconicity where we want to see it. Geometrically speaking, there 

are in fact a lot of things in the world that, like the Bird and like a penis, are 

longer in one dimension than in the other two. Likewise, many things are 

circular. And we wouldn’t want to fall into the trap of labeling everything 

so proportioned as phallic or anal, respectively. So how can we tell—in the 

mind of a contemporary speaker of English, Russian, or Brazilian Portu¬ 

guese—when a finger is a phallus and when a finger is just a finger? How 

can we know that we, along with anthropologists, historians, and indeed 

the people of ancient Rome, aren’t just being drawn in by a simplistic ex¬ 

planation, one that we might be biased toward based on what we know 

about linguistic and other cultural taboos? How do we know we’re not see¬ 

ing what we want to see? 

In essence, I raised this same question in the last chapter about 

four-letter words. Simply observing a pattern in a language doesn’t mean 

that the pattern also has an internal manifestation in the minds of individ¬ 

ual people who use that language. We know that raising a middle finger 

predisposes you to interpret events more aggressively. But does it also acti¬ 

vate thoughts about penises? 

There’s only one way to answer this question, and that’s to flip people 

off and see if that makes them think about penises. An experiment! The 

first thing to decide is which version of the Bird you want to show people. 

As I mentioned above, there are at least two major variants, one where the 

middle finger erupts alone from the fist and another where it’s flanked by 

half-raised index and ring fingers. An Internet image search for “middle 

finger” reveals that—if online images are representative of real-world pro¬ 

portions—the large majority of Birds are of the former, lone-finger type. 

There might plausibly be differences in the detailed interpretation of these 

two variants—perhaps, as Desmond Morris suggests, the curled index and 

ring fingers represent testicles in the minds of gesture users. And yet, if 

people today interpret these gestures as iconic, the middle finger ought to 

represent the shaft of a penis in either case, so going with the more fre¬ 

quent variant seems like a reasonable approach. 
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The second big decision is how to detect when a person is thinking about 

penises. Cognitive psychologists have devised a lot of tools to detect whether 

a word or concept has been activated in someone’s mind—everything from 

measuring how long it takes that person to read a word to whether or not he 

or she can solve an anagram puzzle with the word’s letters jumbled up. One 

tool that seems particularly well suited for our task is word completion. Sup¬ 

pose you give people a few letters followed by some blanks, like pen . The 

job of your participants is just to fill in the blanks to make an English word. 

This particular set of letters has several possible correct answers in English. 

There’s penis of course, but also penny, penal, pence, and penne. The question 

is whether people are more likely to recognize pen_as the beginning of 

penis when they’ve just seen the Bird. If so, that would suggest that the Bird 

activates the concept of a penis or the word penis in their minds. 

There’s a final decision we’d have to make in designing an experiment 

like this: determining the control condition. In an experiment, you want 

to know whether something you do to people (say, flipping them the Bird 

or giving them an experimental drug) has an effect. But that effect has to 

be measured by comparison to something else. In a pharmaceutical exper¬ 

iment, the control is usually a placebo—a pill, for instance, that’s identical 

to the one that delivers the drug, except that it’s missing the experimental 

compound. What should the control be in a middle finger experiment? 

If the control were just nothing—that is, if people completed the ana¬ 

gram task after seeing the Bird in one condition and after seeing nothing in 

the control condition—then we wouldn’t know if increased penis spotting 

was due to the Bird in particular or to gestures in general. So a first attempt 

at a reasonable control condition might be to show people a gesture that 

doesn’t have any plausible association with penises. Like maybe the A-OK. 

As it happens, I ran this experiment. I recruited two hundred people 

to perform a word-completion and gesture-memory task. They all saw the 

pen_prompt after seeing a still image of a gesture—either A-OK or the 

Bird. And I counted how many people in each condition responded with 

penis and how many generated another response, like penny or penal. You 

can see what I found on the next page. People who saw the Bird were statis¬ 

tically no more likely to answer pern's than those who first saw A-OK.‘ 

Now, you could reasonably object that I didn’t see any difference be¬ 

cause the technique simply doesn’t work. Maybe I’m bad at science in any 

There’s no significant difference between the conditions, as determined by a Fisher’s exact test. 
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The Bird doesn’t lead to significantly more penis responses. 

of a hundred ways that could have produced a null result. To alleviate 

this concern, I actually built something into the experiment known as a 

“manipulation check,” intended just to determine whether people’s word- 

blank-filling tendencies could be pushed around using gesture. Here’s how 

it worked. Everyone who answered the p e n_prompt also saw another 

prompt, pea_, which followed a different pair of gestures. The first was 

a Peace gesture. And the second was a Thumbs-Down. Overall, slightly less 

than half of people completed the word pea_as peace. Other popular 

words to type were pearl, peach, and pears. But critically, as you can see 

on the next page, people who first saw the Peace gesture were more than 

twice as likely to type in peace as people who saw the Thumbs-Down.’ This 

* A Fisher’s exact test reveals a very strong significant effect of gesture on word completion 

response, p < o.ooooi. 
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The Peace gesture leads to increased peace responses. 

successful manipulation check means that the technique works in general. 

Seeing a gesture can make you think about a word, as measured by how 

you complete a prompt. So if the Bird indeed makes people think about 

penises, it ought to have led to more penis responses to the prompt. That it 

didn’t suggests that perhaps it doesn’t. 

Still, you could have other concerns about this result. Here’s an alter¬ 

native account of why the Bird would have no significant effect, which is 

what we observed. Maybe everyone who participated had exactly the same 

idea of what pen_was trying to get at—penis. But suppose that in the 

population, a certain proportion of people simply don’t want to type penis 

during an experiment. If this hesitant group comprises 35 percent of the 

population, that would produce precisely the pattern we saw: two-thirds of 

people wrote penis, regardless of the gesture they previously saw, and one 

third refused to. How do we know that this isn’t what was going on? The 

answer, as it usually is, is another experiment. 

We need a way to determine whether a gesture can get people to think 

about penises. So why not use a gesture that’s definitely about penises, like 

the Finger-Bang gesture, in which the index finger of one hand moves in¬ 

side a loop created by the index and thumb of the other hand? 
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If this doesn’t pump up people’s penis responses to the pen_prompt, 

then there’s clearly something wrong with the method. Conversely, if 

Finger-Bang works where the Bird doesn’t, that suggests that the Bird sim¬ 

ply doesn’t lead people to think strongly about penises. So I ran the same 

experiment as before, but with two changes. First, people saw one of three 

gestures before pen_. They could see A-OK or the Bird, as before, or 

they could see Finger-Bang. And second, I ran the study with more partic¬ 

ipants—bumping it up to 240—because with participants divided among 

three rather than two conditions, I wanted to make sure enough people 

saw each gesture. Two interesting things happened. 

First, there was still no significant effect of the Bird. As you can see 

below if you look at the two leftmost bars, there were slightly more penis 

responses after the Bird, but the difference wasn’t statistically reliable. This 

replicates the finding from the first experiment. Second, and this is the new 
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The Bird doesn’t lead to increased penis responses, but Finger-Bang 

does. 
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thing, Finger-Bang did significantly increase penis responses, by about 20 

percent.* 

The interpretation is pretty clear. This technique is sensitive enough to 

detect when gestures make people think about words or concepts. And al¬ 

though Finger-Bang makes people think about penises, the Bird does not. 

In its ancient history, the Bird may have originated as an iconic representa¬ 

tion of a penis. But that association appears to have died off. 

# $ %! 

So does this mean that gestures like the Bird are arbitrary? Or are they 

iconic? In a sense they’re arbitrary. When you look at the simple mapping 

between form and meaning, nothing about a middle finger looks like the 

concept it conveys—roughly, in words, Fuck you. And an extended middle 

finger doesn’t convey this notion any better or worse than any of the other 

variants we see across the world. So, unlike cock-a-doodle-doo, there isn’t a 

resounding similarity among the Bird equivalents across the globe. And as 

we saw from the experiment results, seeing the Bird doesn’t appear to lead 

people to think about the word penis or about penises in general. 

But at the same time, there’s a way in which these gestures are less than 

entirely arbitrary. Although they don’t look like what they mean, they often 

look like something else on which that meaning is based. Like a penis. 

Or other things. But usually a penis. Words denoting genitals and bodily 

functions often come to have profane functions as well (the Holy, Fucking, 

Shit, Nigger Principle at work). And similarly, gestures that historically de¬ 

rive from imagistic representations of genitals and their functions take on 

profane uses as well. In a way, that makes them less arbitrary. They look 

the way they do not by chance but by design. The fingers, the fist, and the 

palm were selected to represent things that they look like. And gestures 

that denote those things that they look like are recruited to perform pro¬ 

fane functions. Their ultimate use is several degrees removed from where 

they originated. But it’s not random. 

Now, most of the profane gestures we’ve looked at aren’t the most 

transparently iconic signs imaginable. They require a little interpretation, 

and the fact that they vary across cultures speaks to the importance of 

* A two-by-three chi-squared test revealed a significant relation (p < 0.01), and the pairwise 

difference between Finger-Bang and each other condition was significant by Fisher’s exact 

test (both ps < 0.05). 
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cultural knowledge. They’re subject to conventions. Even assuming that the 

Thumbs-Up and the Bird are equally iconic, they have different conven¬ 

tional meanings across cultures. So the story is a little more complicated 

than merely asking whether a gesture (or word) is iconic or arbitrary. Even if 

it’s iconic, we also have to know how transparent it is. Some gestures might 

be so transparently iconic that anyone in the world, even without specific 

knowledge of the language and culture that they derive from, could still fig¬ 

ure out what they mean. Other gestures might require extensive familiarity 

with cultural conventions that users of that gesture are party to. 

And when we dig a little deeper into profane gesturing, it’s clear that 

there exist other gestures that are far more transparently iconic than the 

Bird, the Fig, and their ilk. Consider, just for the sake of illustration, ges¬ 

tures representing sexual intercourse. We’ve already seen the Finger-Bang 

gesture, where one extended finger (often the index or middle finger) of 

one hand moves in and out of a circle formed by the other hand (usually 

the thumb and index finger but occasionally the whole fist). Another is a 

gesture I haven’t seen described in print, but let’s call it the Fist-Thrust. It 

uses a fist, usually palm down, pumping away from the body and then back 

toward it repeatedly. And then there’s the Pelvic-Thrust, where both elbows 

are bent and pump backward past the hips while the pelvis thrusts for¬ 

ward. And of course there are others. Each of these is more transparently 

iconic than the Bird. There’s more detailed shape information about more 

of the scene. That makes them easier to interpret independently of conven¬ 

tion. Moreover, there’s more room for individual variation without com¬ 

promising the message. With the Finger-Bang, the dynamics of the finger 

entering the circle formed by the other hand can, if the gesturer so desires, 

convey details about the dynamics of the represented sex act. 

I’ll leave this line of argumentation here, because I think the point is 

probably made. Profane gestures like these, gestures at the most transpar¬ 

ent end of the spectrum, look far more like what they’re meant to denote 

than the Bird does. And not surprisingly, we have limited experimental 

evidence, at least for Finger-Bang, that they activate words for the repre¬ 

sented genitalia in the minds of language users. You can think of iconic 

gestures like these as the manual analogs of spoken onomatopoeia. Just as 

onomatopoeic words of spoken languages imitate sounds, so gestures can 

imitate actions, as these do. 

And this easy activation in the mind of the observer may be a commu¬ 

nicative edge that explains why we have vulgar gestures in the first place 
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and why they tend to be iconic. Profane words, as we’ve seen, generally 

don’t resemble what they mean. Profane gestures, by contrast, often do. 

This makes them more direct, more evocative triggers for the concepts 

they convey than words often are. 

To sum up what this tour of profane gestures has revealed, we now 

know that the profane gestures of the world vary and that they find their 

origins in areas like sex and bodily functions that are also, not coinciden¬ 

tally, the sources of taboo words. Profane gestures are largely more iconic 

(to different degrees) and more transparently so (in different ways) than 

typical words of a spoken language, and this can give them a leg up in di¬ 

rectly activating what they refer to. 

But we’ve only witnessed the beginning of the hands’ power to offend. 

Consider that there exist entire languages that are articulated, like ges¬ 

ture, via visible movements of the hands, arms, torso, head, and face. These 

signed languages are the more sophisticated, more articulate siblings of 

the gestures we’re familiar with. Gestures are isolated communicative bits, 

which limits what they can communicate. You can use a gesture (for in¬ 

stance, many of those discussed in this chapter) to start a fight, but ges¬ 

tures alone won’t allow you to talk yourself out of a fight by explaining 

how your anger-management issues stem from repressed feelings of low 

self-worth. You can use a gesture at a physics convention to summon some¬ 

one over, but you can’t use gesture alone to make advances on that person 

by showing off your quantum mechanics chops. Gestures are expressively 

impoverished compared with the words of fully formed languages. 

So we should probably expect signed languages—which harbor all 

the expressive potential representative of full human languages in the vi¬ 

sual modality—to set the standard for manual obscenity. But in addition, 

signed languages hold the key to why gestures are so much more iconic 

than words are. Gestures differ from words in several ways. The first is the 

modality: words create a predominantly auditory signal, but gestures are 

mostly visual. Maybe vision and movements of the body are better suited 

for iconicity than sound is. But there’s another possible factor at play. 

Words are different from gestures because they’re an integrated part of a 

communication system that allows them to be combined to express any 

thought. Signed languages can uniquely tell us whether the increased ico¬ 

nicity of profane (and other) gestures has to do with their visual nature or 

whether words are just more arbitrary as a consequence of being the build¬ 

ing blocks of a systematic language. 
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# $ % ! 

Millions of people around the world communicate primarily using a 

signed language, of which there are hundreds. Most signers are deaf or 

hearing impaired, but some hearing people—usually relatives, friends, or 

associates of deaf people—also sign. Signed languages share one big thing 

with gestures: both deploy visible movements of the hands, arms, torso, 

and face. But in most other ways—their structure, their complexity, their 

expressiveness—there’s no comparison. Signed languages are fully func¬ 

tioning languages. Like the spoken languages you’re likely more familiar 

with, they place strict constraints on how to articulate words,25 and they 

have inviolable, meaningful, and abstract rules of grammar.26 Let me give 

you some examples. 

Compare the two signs from American Sign Language (ASL) on the 

next page, BITCH and BASTARD. I might need to explain why the names 

of signs are set in all caps. Signed languages aren’t just signed versions of 

local spoken languages. So it would be inaccurate and often misleading 

to label signs with their translations into some spoken language (like En¬ 

glish). But still, we need some label for the signs so that we can talk and 

write about them. The compromise is to label them in all caps typically 

using words of the local spoken language, when there’s a close translation 

equivalent. The ASL sign that we label PUSSY below means something 

similar to English pussy. But you’ll see examples where the sign labels aren’t 

recognizable in English. With that out of the way, let’s look at BITCH and 

BASTARD. As you can see, both use the same handshape—a flat palm— 

and both involve striking the face, but they do so in different places.’ 

Everything about how you form these signs with your hand and arm 

is strictly regimented to correctly articulate them. If you bend your fingers 

just a little, or if you touch your palm to a different part of your face, or if 

you touch it to your face and hold it there rather than tapping briefly, you 

will be “mispronouncing” the sign. You may inadvertently sign another 

* And a presentational note: Signs in a signed language involve hands configured into particu¬ 

lar shapes moving through space and changing shape over time. This means that the best way 

to show a sign is in person or, barring that, using video. But this is a book, and writing is ill- 

suited to describing how signs are articulated. I’m just as disappointed as you are that I can’t 

embed video in this book. It’s 2016. Come on. So instead, I’ve done the next best thing. The 

signs you see in this chapter encode motion using sequences of still images that you should 

read like a comic strip. 
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BITCH in ASL. 

Source: Jolanta Lapiak. 

BASTARD in ASL. 

Source: Jolanta Lapiak. 
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word—for instance, the only difference between BITCH and BASTARD 

is where you hit the face—or you may produce gobbledegook, in the same 

way that a small change to the pronunciation of a word in a spoken lan¬ 

guage will change meaningful bitch to meaningless gitch.* 

Signed languages also have very specific conventional rules of gram¬ 

mar that dictate how the signs fit together to form larger utterances. Amer¬ 

ican Sign Language has its own grammar, totally distinct from that of 

English. Let’s compare an English sentence with its equivalent in American 

Sign Language. Say you want to tell someone she’s an unlikeable person. In 

English, the sentence might follow the typical subject-verb-object order of 

transitive sentences: You are a bitch. But in American Sign Language, as 

you can see below, the sentence would more probably go like this: YOU 

BITCH YOU. There’s no verb. But the subject occurs twice, at the begin¬ 

ning and the end. This most definitely isn’t English, but it’s still grammar— 

standard grammar for ASL. 

The point here is just that ASL, like any signed language, is a fully 

formed language with its own rules, distinct from the spoken languages 

around it. And this gives it an expressive power that far surpasses speech- 

accompanying gestures like the Bird. And signers swear. There’s been sur¬ 

prisingly little research on the profanity of American Sign Language—or 

any other signed language for that matter. But here’s what little we do know 

about swearing in sign, largely taken from the primary resource on the 

topic, a paper by Gene Mirus of Gallaudet University and colleagues.27 

YOU BITCH YOU in ASL. 

Source: Jolanta Lapiak. 

* In the time since I generated this example, I’ve been informed that in some varieties of mostly 

Canadian English—perhaps centered in Saskatchewan—gitch is in fact a word, meaning “un¬ 

dergarment.” This strikes me as a suitable meaning for a closed, monosyllabic word like gitch. 
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Physical characteristics are fair game. Many English speakers are shocked 

when they first learn how casually Mexican Spanish speakers describe peo¬ 

ple by their physical characteristics. If you have a high body-mass index, 

you might well be nicknamed gordo (“fatty”). If you have exceptionally 

large ears, people might call you antenas (“antennas”). The same is true in 

American Sign Language. As Mirus and colleagues put it, “An ASL signer 

might pick someone out by their large nose, acned skin, or asymmetrically 

placed eyes.... This is perfectly acceptable behavior; it is not rude or even 

politically incorrect, regardless of the situation.”28 So taboo language in 

ASL doesn’t typically derive from these sources, unlike in English. 

Audiological status can be inflammatory. Many of our most profane expres¬ 

sions are terms that describe groups of people. One group that ASL sign¬ 

ers find socially important enough to have slurs for is hearing people. For 

example, there’s a sign in ASL for HEARING in which the index finger 

makes circles in front of the lips, perhaps to indicate that hearing people 

communicate by moving their lips. There’s also an insult built off this sign, 

in which you take the index finger and move it up to the forehead to sig¬ 

nify THINK-LIKE-A-HEARING-PERSON. According to Mirus and col¬ 

leagues, this sign is derogatory and degrading.29 

How you sign it makes a sign taboo. Many profane signs can also be used in 

nonprofane ways. For example, the sign PUSSY (which we’ll discuss more 

in a moment) looks almost identical to the sign VAGINA—same hand 

shape, same location. They’re distinguished only in that the former is pro¬ 

duced with “a quick, sharp movement and sometimes an angry (or perhaps 

joking, depending on the situation) facial expression.’^50 

Finally, signs are pretty iconic, but it’s complicated. Gestures tend to be more 

iconic than the words of spoken languages and more transparently so: 

they’re more likely to look the way they look because of what they mean. So 

are signs. Even if all you know about American Sign Language is BITCH, 

BASTARD, and YOU, you might already have a pretty good sense of how 

arbitrary its signs are. Some, like YOU, which you’ve just seen, are not at all 

arbitrary. Many other ASL signs are similarly not only iconic but transpar¬ 

ently so.31 This is especially true of profane signs. On the next page you’ll 

see the signs FUCK and PUSSY in ASL. I’ve left them unlabeled to let you 

experience for yourself precisely how iconic they are or aren’t. 
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4 sign in ASL. Source: Jo ante Lap av 

Another sign in ASL. Sounre: Jeianta 

Lapiak. 
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I presume you had no trouble ascertaining which is PUSSY and which 

is FUCK. The iconicity of PUSSY would be hard to miss. Remember, for 

this sign to be PUSSY and not VAGINA, it needs to be accompanied by the 

right movement and facial expression. In contrast to PUSSY, you might 

have trouble seeing why FUCK looks the way it does. It may help to know 

that in this sign, as elsewhere in ASL, the outstretched index and middle 

finger represent legs. 

While PUSSY is quite transparently iconic, other signs, like BITCH and 

BASTARD, are less obvious. What BITCH denotes—an aggressive or un¬ 

pleasant person—doesn’t superficially have anything to do with touching the 

palm of the hand to the chin. Same with BASTARD and the forehead. And 

yet, the forms of these signs aren’t entirely arbitrary. If you happen to know 

a lot of American Sign Language, you might have noticed that BITCH and 

BASTARD actually make sense in terms of how the rest of the language uses 

space systematically. Signs in ASL for females, like GIRL, MOTHER, AUNT, 

and so on, tend to involve touching the chin. And signs for males, like BOY, 

FATHER, UNCLE, and the like, tend to involve touching the forehead. 

BOY in ASL. Source: Jolanta Lapiak. 

GIRL in ASL. Source: Jolanta Lapiak. 
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Why? The historical explanation is iconic. The sign BOY originates in 

touching the brim of a cap, at the forehead. And GIRL comes from the 

placement of a bonnet string under the chin. Generalization from this pat¬ 

tern may have introduced a local systematicity into the signs of ASL. Just 

as gl-words in English tend to have meanings related to light or vision, and 

just as profane English words are more likely to be closed monosyllables, 

ASL has its own systematicities, based on its own conventions and its own 

history of iconicity. BITCH and BASTARD are consistent with the rest of 

the system in where they’re placed: forehead for male, chin for female. Of 

course, that doesn’t make them any less arbitrary for someone who doesn’t 

already know the language—the sign BITCH is no more or less inherently 

appropriate for its meaning than is the English word bitch. But iconicity 

and convention underlie even arbitrary-seeming signs.32 

# $ %! 

I started by selecting some signs from ASL because it’s the largest signed 

language indigenous to the United States and Canada, as well as the best 

documented. The number of people who currently use ASL is unknown; 

reasonable estimates range from about 100,000 to about 500,000 sign¬ 

ers.33 But ASL is just one of the hundreds of signed languages around the 

world: French Sign Language, Mexican Sign Language, British Sign Lan¬ 

guage (BSL), and Japanese Sign Language are just a few of the larger and 

better-studied ones.34 And most of these languages are unrelated. British 

Sign Language, for instance, developed along a totally separate track from 

American Sign Language (which itself derived from a nineteenth-century 

form of French Sign Language).35 

But because of their rampant iconicity, even totally unrelated signed 

languages show easily noted similarities. The sign PUSSY in British Sign 

Language—which, to reiterate, is totally unrelated to ASL—is identical to 

the sign PUSSY in American Sign Language. They’re both iconic and in the 

very same way. Slightly less similar are the ASL and BSL signs for FUCK. 

Compare the ASL sign we saw earlier with its BSL analog. 

The two FUCKs exhibit clear differences. They use different hand- 

shapes: ASL uses closed fists with index and middle fingers extended, 

whereas the hands in BSL use open palms with a gap between the thumbs 

and the other fingers. The motion is also different. It’s hard to depict this 
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PUSSY in BSL. Source: Commanding Hands. 

in still images, but whereas FUCK in ASL uses a together-apart-together 

motion, the BSL version taps the hands together only once. 

Are these two signs for FUCK still iconic, even if different in hand- 

shape and motion? Arguably, yes. Iconicity in signs can be just as nuanced 

as in gestures. FUCK in both BSL and ASL could be iconic by encoding 

something about the meaning of the sign in how each is articulated. The 

meaning of FUCK offers a bounty of details that the form of the sign could 

highlight and lots of ways to depict those details. The index and middle 

fingers can stand for legs, as in ASL. Or the gap between the thumb and 

index finger can represent a crotch, as it appears to do in BSL. Languages 

have latitude. 

So just like in gesture, there appears to be rampant iconicity in signed 

languages. But as we’ve seen, this doesn’t mean that the world’s signed lan¬ 

guages are identical. Languages choose how to encode meanings iconically. 

And even if those choices are all equally valid, once they’re made, they’re 

binding—people who learn the language come to take the shape and mo¬ 

tion of those signs as given. And it couldn’t be otherwise; without settled, 
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FUCK in BSL. Source: Commanding Hands. 

agreed-upon conventions, communication would be reduced to a game of 

charades. And to be sure, signers are doing something far more complex. 

Just like speakers of any spoken language, fluent signers can communicate 

efficiently about anything from the tax code to nanotubes. They can ex¬ 

hort, they can impel, they can request, and they can swear. And they do 

so—-just as quickly as speakers of spoken languages36—because the signs 
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of a signed language are just as fixed as the words of a spoken language. 

Signers use rules of grammar, some of them specific to profanity, just like 

speakers of spoken languages.37 

This brief introduction to profanity in the signing world should have 

revealed two things. First, there are striking similarities across totally un¬ 

related signed languages due to iconicity. The contrast with spoken lan¬ 

guages is stark. If you take two unrelated spoken languages—or distantly 

related languages—the words for similar concepts are likely to be quite 

different. As we already saw, English cunt doesn’t sound anything like 

Cantonese hai or Russian pizda. Profane signs are far less arbitrary. And 

second, while the hundreds of signed languages across the globe are sim¬ 

ilar in their rampant iconicity, they differ markedly in exactly how indi¬ 

vidual signs look. This means that while a particular sign in one signed 

language might tempt the nonsigner to believe that signing is essentially 

pantomime, it’s anything but. Signed languages are conventional systems. 

This means that knowing one signed language won’t allow you to un¬ 

derstand the next one. At its core, BSL is quite different from ASL—so 

much so that they’re usually described as “mutually unintelligible”38—just 

like English and Chinese. When you compare signed languages, every¬ 

thing from the alphabets to the signs and the grammar can be different. 

For instance, Japanese Sign Language has a sign that’s produced by doing 

what looks like pointing two Birds at the person across from you and 

pumping them up and down in alternating thrusts. This sign—in Japanese 

Sign Language—isn’t the least bit profane. It means “brothers.” In fact, 

the raised middle finger in Japanese Sign Language doesn’t have any sort 

of taboo connotation. Its meaning might have a hint of iconicity, but the 

erect finger doesn’t represent a phallus so much as a person. In Japanese 

Sign Language, many signs for people involve extended fingers—MAN 

is the thumb, WOMAN is the pinkie, and so on. Critically, the extended 

middle finger is BROTHER. And, again through iconicity, multiple fin¬ 

gers represent multiple people. If you put these principles together, two ex¬ 

tended middle fingers represent brothers in a way that’s both iconic and 

conventionalized.' 

At the same time, like gesture systems, signed languages balance ar¬ 

bitrariness with iconicity. To say that two signed languages are totally dif¬ 

ferent—because they have different histories, different signs, and so on—is 

* Thanks to Nozomi Tomita and So-One Hwang for bringing this example to my attention! 
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only true to a point. In fact, in some ways signed languages are more sim¬ 

ilar than spoken languages can be to one another. Some native signers of 

ASL have reported to me that if you are a sufficiently clever and observant 

signer of ASL, you might do better with BSL than someone totally naive 

to signed languages. Some signs are similar due to iconicity. Some look 

superficially different but are motivated in a similar way by iconicity. Per¬ 

haps knowing how a signed language harnesses and uses iconicity helps 

you figure out what’s going on in a different language you don’t know at 

all, as long as it operates according to similar underlying principles. And 

iconicity may also help adult nonsigners learn signed languages.39 

# $ %! 

The vocal tract is only one of the channels that humans use to commu¬ 

nicate. Most of what you can do with your mouth you can also do with 

your hands, and vice versa. But the different channels are not equivalent in 

fundamental and consequential ways. Using your hands and arms and the 

rest of your body to perform visible actions, whether gesturing or signing, 

affords different possibilities and imposes different constraints. 

Iconicity is one way the channels differ. It’s hard to talk iconically 

about motion and shape using spoken words, but gesture and sign are par¬ 

ticularly well equipped to do this because you can use your body to mark 

out movement through space and trace or recreate shapes. Hands can be 

contorted into various shapes; they can move in three dimensions with 

specific speed, dynamics, direction, and so on. Visible movements of the 

hands afford analog representations of far more of the world than words 

do. This appears to be the reason that both gestures and signs are generally 

less arbitrary than the words of spoken languages. 

The verbal and manual channels differ in other ways that would lead 

someone using a spoken language to prefer one or the other in specific con¬ 

texts. Obviously, there are conditions that make words inaudible and ges¬ 

tures unseeable. On the highway, for instance, the Bird might be the only 

way to get your message across. Conversely, sometimes undetectability in¬ 

creases the value of a word or gesture. A Bird can be crafted discretely, for 

example, at the back of a classroom behind a laptop in such a way that the 

intended audience of other students can see it but the hapless teacher at the 

front of the room cannot. Gestures and spoken words are processed via 

overlapping but somewhat distinct pathways in the brain,40 and it’s possible 
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that these pathways give profane gestures more direct access to emotional 

reactions. And finally, because, as I mentioned earlier, gestures are largely 

not “on the record”—we take them less seriously as communicative acts 

than words—they allow plausible deniability. A discrete middle finger 

scratch of the nose, the type that President Barack Obama has perfected, 

is ambiguous enough to leave the audience wondering, did he just mean to 

do that? 
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The Holy Priest with 
the Vulgar Tongue 

Jacques Lordat is the most important neuroscientist you’ve probably 

never heard of. Born in 1773, he trained as a physician and then prac¬ 

ticed medicine and served as a professor in Montpellier, France. But at the 

age of fifty-two, he suffered a devastating stroke. A stroke, as you might 

know, occurs when a blocked or leaky blood vessel reduces blood flow to 

part of the brain. Deprived of the oxygen that the blood carries, neurons 

in the affected region start to die off, and this can cause long-term impair¬ 

ments to the functions that rely on those cells. Lordat’s stroke apparently 

stemmed from a tonsil abscess that led to a blockage in the carotid artery,1 

which brings blood to the front of the brain. And it left him unable to 

speak. But slowly and with effort, he began to heal himself (as physicians 

will). And throughout his recovery, even in the early days when his ca¬ 

pacity for speech was decimated, he could still think lucidly. So when he 

eventually regained the ability to speak and write, he recorded for the sci¬ 

entific record not only the objective facts of his case but also the subjective 

experience of what it feels like to lose language due to brain insult. And he 

eventually used his expertise to lay out the first modern theory of how our 

brains produce language, a theory that’s still broadly recognizable in the 

contemporary scientific consensus nearly two centuries later.2 So, in short, 

he’s kind of a big deal. 

After his stroke, Lordat focused his research and practice on people 

who, like him, had suffered language-compromising brain damage. One of 

83 
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his most surprising findings came from a case study, the account of which 

he published in 1843. In it, he wrote about a parish priest, a man of God, 

who, like Lordat himself, had suffered a serious stroke.3 The priest also 

showed obvious signs of language impairment. Just like Lordat, he retained 

little ability to speak—only more so. The priest’s vocabulary was reduced to 

just two words. The first was je, the French word for “I.” Perhaps unsurpris¬ 

ing, if you’re only going to retain one word. But the other word was, at the 

time, unimaginable for a parish priest. Lordat wrote that the priest made 

ample use of “the most forceful oath of the tongue, which begins with an 

T and which our Dictionaries have never dared to print.”4 That was the 

French word foutre, which by coincidence happens to start with the same 

letter as its English translation: fuck. 

In his own experience and that of the priest, Lordat had discovered 

aphasia—language impairment caused by damage to specific parts of the 

brain. Unfortunately, aphasia is common. Currently, about 1 million Amer¬ 

icans suffer from some type of aphasia due to brain damage at the hands of 

stroke, as well as traumatic brain injuries, infections, and dementia.5 And 

with two centuries of accumulated observations, we now know that many 

of these people exhibit the very same syndrome that Lordat observed in 

his priest. They find it difficult or impossible to intentionally articulate and 

string together words. But some spontaneous language is still preserved— 

interjections like yeah and huh, filler words like um and well, and some of 

the most vulgar verbal ejaculations in the language. 

How can this be? Why does certain brain damage render its victims 

unable to articulate even the simplest sentences but leave knee-jerk pro¬ 

fanity intact? What does this imply about the brain and how it produces 

language—whether in sickness or in health? 

Aphasia is a cornerstone of neuroscience. It’s the most revealing tool 

we have to study the brain’s mechanics for generating and understanding 

language—how something breaks down often provides the clearest win¬ 

dow into how it works. And while Lordat’s observations and his theory 

have been influential in the field that he founded, the theories that have 

built up over the centuries, based in large part on aphasia research, have 

largely omitted the profanity. With few exceptions, it’s become an anec¬ 

dotal side note.6 And as I’ll argue, that has led to exactly the wrong conclu¬ 

sion about how the brain works. 

#$%! 
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The brain is a roughly three-pound sack of tissue, populated by billions 

of neurons soaking in a finely tuned chemical bath. The ancient Greeks 

thought that the brain’s primary function was to cool the body—that it 

served as a sort of organic radiator.7 In truth, the brain does consume about 

20 percent of your body’s energy (despite making up only 2 percent of your 

body weight).8 But we now know of course that it does more than just pro¬ 

duce heat. It also generates light, at least metaphorically speaking, in the 

form of thought. More relevant for our present purposes, it also allows you 

to learn, produce, and understand language. When things go right with 

language, it’s because the brain is working. When language breaks down, 

it’s usually due to brain malfunctions. For example, when a well-mannered 

parish priest spontaneously starts cursing a blue streak, you can bet it has 

something to do with how language is fleshed out in his brain. 

The evidence we can glean from aphasia—from Lordat onward— 

shows that language is implemented in the brain in a highly structured 

way. Different parts of your brain are involved in different sorts of opera¬ 

tions. Known as localization of function, this is one of the most important 

principles of brain organization. 

Here’s how it’s supposed to work for language. Suppose you hear some¬ 

one utter a word.9 Once the sound hits your ears, the inner ear converts it 

into electrical signals, pulling apart the sound’s different frequencies like 

the equalizer on a stereo. This electrical signal bounces through a chain of 

specialized areas in your brain until it reaches the auditory cortex in the 

temporal lobe, which processes sounds in general. Different parts of the 

temporal lobe extract information about the speech sounds that make up 

the word and then send modified signals to a region called Wernicke’s area, 

which is believed to associate the sequences of sounds that you’ve heard 

with their meanings. It’s thought to be like a mental lexicon. (If the word 

you’ve just heard is embedded in a sentence, then there’s more work to do, 

involving other brain areas, but let’s leave that out for now.) That’s how 

comprehension is supposed to work. Conversely, to produce language, you 

might start with Wernicke’s area, which could allow you to select words that 

will adequately express whatever meaning you want to convey. And then 

signals get transmitted up to Broca’s area in the front of the brain, where 

they’re translated into sounds to be articulated. 

The evidence that these different areas serve these particular func¬ 

tions—that functions are “localized” in this way—comes originally and 

most compellingly from aphasia. Damage to the different parts of the 
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A brain (schematically, with skull removed). This is the outside of the left hemi¬ 

sphere of the brain—the front of the brain is on the left-hand side of the page, 

and the top is up. Modified from an image licensed under the Creative Com¬ 

mons Attribution—ShareAlike 3.0 Unported License. Source: Hugh Guiney. 

brain produces distinct aphasia. When Wernicke’s area is damaged, peo¬ 

ple have trouble understanding language. Moreover, when they talk, they 

pronounce the words and sentences fine; they just don’t make sense. For 

instance, someone with Wernicke’s aphasia might say something like “I 

did the thing in the thing.” It’s a perfectly grammatical sentence, but what 

does it mean? Maybe the speaker wants to tell us she washed the dishes. Or 

maybe that she seduced an orderly. Who knows? 

A Broca’s aphasic, on the other hand, uses the right words, and you can 

usually figure out what he means; it’s just that the structure of his words 

or sentences (or both) is off. He will also have trouble pronouncing speech 

sounds and the words they make up. So a typical utterance might be “I-I-I 

make... um ... damn!” With effort, you can sometimes figure out what he’s 

getting at, but the articulation of words is labored. Because Broca’s area is 

often damaged in people who show the symptomatology of Broca’s aphasia, 

it follows that this region subserves the capacities lost in Broca’s aphasia. 

Both Lordat and his priest suffered from devastating damage to this part 

of their brains—to the point where almost all production of speech was 

obliterated. 

This is a remarkably clean story. If it’s right, specific brain regions per¬ 

form different functions for language—Wernicke’s computes meaning, and 
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Broca’s deals with sound. This is the prevailing view of how the brain pro¬ 

cesses language that you’ll see in most introductory cognitive psychology 

or cognitive neuroscience textbooks (like the one in the footnote at the end 

of this sentence).10 And the idea that different parts of the brain do different 

things (localization of function) is appealing. It’s as if the brain houses an 

efficient assembly line for language. 

The problem is that the case of the cursing priest doesn’t square with 

this story. When people suffer from Broca’s aphasia, the condition doesn’t 

affect all words equally. It plays favorites. Broca’s aphasics often struggle to 

articulate or remember how to produce run-of-the-mill nouns and verbs. 

But fixed expressions like How do you do or I can’t, and especially exple¬ 

tives, tend to be preserved. So it’s not uncommon to find the language of 

Broca’s aphasics, like Lordat’s priest, liberally sprinkled with Jesus Christs, 

shits, and motherfuckers.11 Even when patients suffer from nearly complete 

loss of language—so-called global aphasia—they often retain interjections 

and profanity. For instance, a recently documented patient could only pro¬ 

duce six words: well, yeah, yes, no, goddamnit, and shit.12 

This same pattern, which shows up in patient after patient, requires 

a fundamental rethinking of the brain’s functional organization for lan¬ 

guage. It can’t be that all language is produced on the same assembly line. 

Just as neuroscientists have concluded that meaning and articulation are 

localized separately in Broca’s and Wernicke’s areas because each can be 

selectively impaired by damage to the respective regions, so differential 

impairment of profanity versus the rest of language implies that these too 

must have different neural bases. The question then becomes, if the parts 

of the brain that we think perform language functions (like Broca’s and 

Wernicke’s) aren’t responsible for a frustrated fuck, goddamnit, and shit, 

then what is? 

We uncover clues when we dig a little deeper into what aphasics can 

and can’t say. It turns out that the patient mentioned above who could only 

say six words (and possibly the priest as well, although Lordat’s writings 

don’t record this) could only say his six words reflexively. That is, he could 

only produce shit as an unintentional reaction—a fleeting expletive—but 

he found it impossible to read or repeat the word shit when asked to do so 

intentionally. 

So while it would be noteworthy if we were to discover that profan¬ 

ity is simply generated by different parts of the brain than nonprofanity, 

there’s actually something far more revealing going on. The issue isn’t about 
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which words are produced so much as how they are used. It seems that 

while Brocas aphasia and global aphasia impair intentional speech, they 

don’t interfere with speech that is reactive, impulsive, and spontaneous— 

so-called automatic speech.13 This distinction is crucial for understanding 

how the brain produces language. Automatic speech dissociates from in¬ 

tentional speech—they can be differentially impaired. This means that they 

must originate in different mechanisms of the brain. A word, when used as 

an automatic expletive, is generated by one set of brain circuitry; but when 

crafted intentionally, that same word comes off a different assembly line. 

Accepting for the time being that Broca’s and Wernicke’s areas bear much 

of the burden for intentional speech, we’re left to ask, where in the brain do 

the fleeting expletives of automatic speech come from? 

# $ %! 

As you likely know, the human brain is split down the middle into two 

rounded, roughly symmetrical halves—its two hemispheres. These two hemi¬ 

spheres do slightly different things. You may have heard of people who are 

“right-brained” being more artistic and people who are more “left-brained” 

being more logical. That’s mostly hooey, but like a lot of hooey, it’s based on a 

grain of truth.14 Namely, while everyone with two normal hemispheres uses 

both of them in parallel to do pretty much anything, from crossword puz¬ 

zles to rhythmic gymnastics, it is true that your brain does some things in a 

partly lateralized fashion. That is, some functions use one half of the brain 

more than the other. And some aspects of language are like this. 

In most people, the traditional language centers—Wernicke’s area, 

Broca’s area, and so on—are all clustered in one half of the brain. In almost 

all right-handed people (95 percent), the left hemisphere is more active 

during language tasks than the right hemisphere. Being left-handed makes 

it more likely that the reverse will be true—that the right hemisphere will 

outwork the left, but this is still only true in 27 percent of left-handers.15 

It might stand to reason, then, that automatic language, like the rest of 

language, would tend to be produced using the left hemisphere more than 

the right hemisphere, and more so in righties than in lefties. And the disso¬ 

ciation logic would imply that because automatic speech can be preserved 

even when Broca’s and Wernicke’s areas are damaged, automatic language 

might be generated by some other part of the left hemisphere, outside of 

the well-known language centers. 
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A fascinating little bit of evidence on this comes again from people 

with aphasia. It involves looking not directly at their brains or what words 

they’re able to say but rather at how they use their mouths to articulate 

words. For this to make sense, you have to know something slightly coun¬ 

terintuitive about how the brain controls physical actions. The left hemi¬ 

sphere of the brain is primarily responsible for sending signals to muscles 

on the right side of the body—the “contralateral” side—and the right 

hemisphere of the brain controls actions on the left side. This contralateral 

control includes moving your hands and feet, and it also includes moving 

your mouth; the left hemisphere takes the lead in controlling the right side 

of your mouth, and the right hemisphere is in charge of the left side. Be¬ 

cause most people’s brains are predominantly left-lateralized for language, 

they (and that probably includes you) actually speak using the right side of 

the mouth slightly more than the left side.16 So when you open your mouth 

to say a word, the right side tends to open slightly wider than the left side. 

And it’s not just that you’re leaving the right side of your mouth slightly 

more agape overall—the total distance moved on the right side is farther 

than on the left side. 

But that’s not true of everything you do with your mouth. On the 

next page you see what happens when you measure mouth lateralization 

as people (in this case, people with Broca’s aphasia and damage to the left 

hemisphere of the brain) perform a variety of language tasks. Some are 

purely linguistic, like generating lists of words or repeating words; others 

are less so, like singing and smiling. The researchers measured the relative 

aperture of the left and right sides of the patients’ mouths as they moved 

them in all these different ways. And what you see is striking. These people 

opened the right side of their mouths more for most language tasks— 

generating lists of words, repeating words and sentences, saying whatever 

came to mind, and so on. This indicates more left-hemisphere control. But 

automatic speech (labeled here as “serial speech”)—things like counting 

from one to ten or reciting the alphabet—induced larger apertures on the 

left side of the mouth, suggesting greater right-hemisphere control. Like 

swearing, counting and recitation are often preserved in Broca’s aphasia, 

which is why they’re considered “automatic speech.” 

The relative opening of the left versus the right side of the mouth in¬ 

dicates which hemisphere of the brain is doing more work in controlling 

speech, and these results show that while most speech is left-lateralized 

in the brain (because the right side of the mouth is open more), automatic 
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Relative frequency of larger openings on left and right side of the mouth in 

twenty Broca’s aphasics with left-hemisphere impairment. The right side is 

opened wider during all language tasks except singing and automatic language. 

Produced on the basis of data in R. Graves and T. Landis (1985). 

speech is right-lateralized. Now, the researchers didn’t elicit spontaneous 

expletives. But if these pattern with other automatic speech, they might 

actually have a right-hemisphere origin. 

How can we pursue this idea? The best type of evidence for the later¬ 

alization of spontaneous profanity to one hemisphere or the other would 

come from people who can only use one brain hemisphere. If those peo¬ 

ple can use one type of language—automatic or intentional—but not the 

other, this would suggest that the nonworking hemisphere is necessary for 

the impaired type of language. And hard to believe though it might be, 

there are in fact people who can use only one hemisphere of their brains— 

because one hemisphere is all they have. These are patients who have had 

one hemisphere partially or completely removed for medical reasons.17 

One such individual was a patient pseudonymized as “E.C.,” a forty- 

seven-year-old, right-handed man who developed severe symptoms from 

a substantial tumor in the left hemisphere of his brain. As you might ex¬ 

pect, since each hemisphere of the brain is the primary driver of motor 

actions on the opposing side of the body, these included not only aphasia 

but also motor deficits specifically affecting his right hand. He was admit¬ 

ted to the hospital in March 1965, and the tumor was removed from the left 
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hemisphere of his brain. But the tumor turned out to be malignant, and 

as E.C.’s symptoms did not improve after surgery, the decision was made 

in December of the same year to remove the entire left hemisphere of his 

brain. Given how radical this procedure is—removal of an entire half of 

the brain—his prospects must have been bleak. 

So here we have someone who—if language is leff-lateralized—should 

have no ability to speak. And indeed, after surgery, most of his language 

capacities had been obliterated. But not all. A report of his condition reads 

as follows: “E.C.’s attempts to reply to questions immediately after opera¬ 

tion were totally unsuccessful. He would open his mouth and utter isolated 

words, and after apparently struggling to organize words for meaningful 

speech, recognized his inability and would utter expletives or short emo¬ 

tional phrases (e.g., ‘Goddamit!’). Expletives and curses were well articu¬ 

lated and clearly understandable.”18 Let me just highlight the important bits. 

He was totally unable to produce meaningful speech. Then he got frustrated 

and swore: “Expletives and curses were well articulated and clearly under¬ 

standable.” Just as a reminder, this person was missing the entire left side of 

his brain. This is an astounding discovery. You don’t need your left hemi¬ 

sphere to talk, as long as you’re swearing in frustration. It seems that part of 

the reason that Broca’s and even global aphasics still swear is that circuitry 

located in the right hemisphere can generate automatic speech. 

What is that circuitry like? Are there right-hemisphere homologues of 

Broca’s and Wernicke’s areas, specialized for automatic speech? Is it some 

different type of machinery entirely? 

As we narrow the scope of the question from which hemisphere is in¬ 

volved to which regions within that hemisphere, the type of evidence we 

need also becomes more specific. The critical evidence would have to come 

in the form of people who have suffered damage to different parts of the 

right hemisphere of their brain. You look to see whether any of them has 

trouble only with automatic speech but not with the rest of language— 

basically, the opposite of Lordat’s priest. And you use their language dys¬ 

function to home in on the regions in the brain that house the circuits that 

generate automatic speech. So the challenge becomes finding people who, 

due to localized right-hemisphere brain damage, lose the ability to sponta¬ 

neously produce epithets. 

In the literature on aphasias, there are no such people. At least not 

“people” in the plural. There’s just a person. One of them. I present for 

your consideration that one case. A 1993 report in the journal Neurology 
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describes a patient who—like many—had damage to the right hemisphere 

of his brain.19 But the behavioral consequences of this damage manifested 

in a peculiar way. This patient, who was bilingual in French and Hebrew, 

spoke like a typical speaker of both of his languages. That is, until it came 

to automatic speech. Reportedly, after suffering brain damage, he was un¬ 

able to sing familiar songs or recite nursery rhymes, and he couldn’t spon¬ 

taneously swear. And this was most surprising because before suffering 

brain damage, he was reportedly an enthusiastic purveyor of profanity. 

Here he is: the mirror image of the parish priest! Instead of preserving au¬ 

tomatic language, such as epithets, his brain damage specifically impaired 

that function alone. 

And now for the payoff: Where was his right hemisphere damaged? 

What brain circuitry is necessary for automatic speech? The basal ganglia, 

a system of subcortical brain structures—“subcortical” because they lie 

embedded beneath the cerebral cortex. They play a role in selecting appro¬ 

priate motor actions by inhibiting ones you don’t want to perform and are 

closely tied to emotion centers of the brain.20 This patient lost the ability to 

blurt out emotionally charged idioms when brain damage compromised 

the functioning of his right-hemisphere basal ganglia. 

The basal ganglia, nestled underneath the cerebral cortex, are involved in 

selecting and inhibiting motor actions. Source: Modified from an image by John 

Henkel, of the Food and Drug Administration. 
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From a single case study, we wouldn’t want to jump to the conclu¬ 

sion that the basal ganglia are always necessary for automatic speech. We 

also don’t know what aspect of automatic speech they’re responsible for or 

whether they’re necessary for all types of automatic speech. But this one 

case suggests that automatic language—including spontaneous swearing— 

might be generated by brain circuits responsible for automatic processes 

other than language that are tightly linked to emotion centers. We’ll ex¬ 

plore each of these themes in the remainder of this chapter. But as an in¬ 

termediate conclusion, we’ll have to content ourselves with this: automatic 

swearing is localized differently from other types of language, and as a 

result it behaves differently when the system is stressed or damaged. Al¬ 

though specific brain areas like Wernicke’s and Broca’s are vital to using 

a lot of language, many others are also involved. Language is manifested 

heterogeneously in the brain. 

#$%! 

The evidence from automatic aphasia implicates the basal ganglia in au¬ 

tomatic speech. On its own, this evidence would be suggestive but not 

conclusive. As it turns out though, the basal ganglia can come to have al¬ 

tered functioning in other ways. Tourette’s syndrome is a hereditary neu¬ 

rological disorder affecting the basal ganglia,21 which, in line with these 

structures’ known functions, affects people’s ability to control their own 

actions. Tourette’s is characterized by the production of spontaneous and 

uncontrollable tics. These tics can take the form of movements of the body 

or face or undecipherable noises that sound like grunts or throat clearing. 

Or the tics can be actual words. 

In some cases, the words that people with Tourette’s uncontrollably 

utter are taboo. This symptom, possibly the best-known aspect of the syn¬ 

drome, is called coprolalia (that’s from the Greek kopros [“feces”] and lalia 

[“speech”]). Coprolalia is the feature of Tourette’s focused on most by the 

media—see, for instance, the depiction of a person with Tourette’s by Amy 

Poehler in the 1999 film Deuce Bigalo: Male Gigolo. The reasons for this fas¬ 

cination are perhaps obvious: losing control over taboo language is more 

shocking than losing control over clearing your throat. But despite this 

attention to the taboo side of the syndrome, only somewhere between 10 

and 50 percent of people with Tourette’s (depending on who’s counting 
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and whom they count) actually display coprolalia.’ Nevertheless, copro¬ 

lalia has been documented in people with Tourette’s speaking dozens of 

languages, including English, Japanese, Czech, and even signed languages, 

where signers uncontrollably produce obscene signs.* Some hearing people 

with Tourette’s also make obscene gestures uncontrollably (so-called 

copropraxia).22 

For the people it atfects, living with coprolalia can be challenging. 

Imagine being unable to restrain yourself from uttering profanity in the 

supermarket or the office or when picking your child up from kinder¬ 

garten. Some people with coprolalia describe the compulsion as akin to 

a sneeze—you feel a growing impulse that can only be alleviated by its re¬ 

lease. Because it’s hard to suppress coprolalia—just like sneezes—people 

with this condition often take the path of avoidance, finding ways to stay 

out of public as much as possible. They often also develop coping strate¬ 

gies for those occasions when other people are around. One of the most 

effective is to replace words or parts of words when they burst out. Appar¬ 

ently, it’s harder for many people with coprolalia to suppress or substitute 

a whole word than to modify just the end of a word that’s coming out any¬ 

way. For example, if a person’s impulse is to say cock, closing the mouth 

intentionally toward the end of the word will produce cop instead. It might 

seem strange to run around yelling cop, but it’s hardly as socially stigma¬ 

tized as the alternative.23 

If we set coprolalia and the swearing preserved in aphasia side by side, 

we can see that they differ in revealing ways. For instance, nothing like the 

substitution strategy has ever been described in aphasia, and aphasics don’t 

feel the welling up of an urge to curse experienced by most people with 

coprolalia. But more interestingly, the specific taboo words selected are 

mostly distinct. Aphasics with preserved automatic speech often produce 

predominantly expletives expressing frustration or surprise, like shit, fuck, 

* The difficulty in assessing the true incidence has several causes. Most critically, the diagnos¬ 

tic criteria for Tourette’s syndrome have changed over the years, most notably in 2000, when 

the DSM-IV loosened them to include any person experiencing persistent vocal and motor 

tics (removing age-of-onset and frequency criteria, among others). This led to increased diag¬ 

nosis of Tourette’s syndrome and a resulting decrease in coprolalia proportion estimates, 

t I know what you’re thinking. If Japanese doesn’t have profanity, then how can a Japanese 

speaker have coprolalia? According to the three case studies I know of (summarized in Van 

Lancker and Cummings [1999]). Japanese coprolalia includes insults (like baka [“foolish”] or 

dobusu [“ugly”]) and childlike words for genitalia (like chin-chin [“penis”]). They’re words 

that describe taboo concepts or that you wouldn’t use in polite situations, even though the 
words themselves aren’t profane. 
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or goddamnit. But the expletives present in coprolalia tend toward words 

for body parts and bodily effluvia, as well as racial, ethnic, and gender- 

based slurs. This is true across languages.24 

Both types of profane words—those preserved in aphasia and those 

that burst out in coprolalia—express strong, transient emotional states. 

This has led some theorists to propose that swearing of both the aphasia 

and the coprolalia types is produced by different brain machinery than 

the rest of language.25 As I mentioned earlier, it’s possible that there’s one 

pathway for producing a lot of language—the one that’s been principally 

studied in humans and that in most people passes predominantly through 

the language centers of the left cerebral cortex and is used for the system¬ 

atic, intentional composition of normal language. The second purported 

pathway is evolutionarily far older and shared with other mammals who 

themselves are bereft of anything like human language. 

The limbic system, emotion-generating regions deep in the brain, dom¬ 

inate this proposed second circuit. The basal ganglia are directly adjacent 

to and tightly interconnected with brain structures that process emotions, 

like the anterior cingulate, the hippocampus, and the amygdala. These an¬ 

cient brain structures appear to play a role in generating emotional states 

that create motor impulses, which the basal ganglia then have to regulate 

and selectively suppress. In the case of coprolalia, the compromised basal 

ganglia are unable to suppress verbal impulses along this pathway, which 

results in the characteristic expletives. 

Work with other animals—particularly other primates—has revealed 

closely homologous circuits. For instance, when neurons in the limbic sys¬ 

tem of macaques or squirrel monkeys are stimulated, the animals sponta¬ 

neously produce emotional vocalizations.26 This implies that in the typical 

human brain, perhaps even mine and yours, everyday impulsive, automatic, 

emotional swearing may be driven by this very same circuitry—circuitry 

that is a mammalian or primate innovation rather than a uniquely human 

one. This circuit fills a vital evolutionary function for social beings, allow¬ 

ing an individual to transmit a signal identifying its internal emotional 

state readily and efficiently to conspecifics. If analogous circuitry is indeed 

responsible for reflexive human swearing, then it provides privileged ac¬ 

cess to emotion in the brain, laying bare a speaker’s covert internal experi¬ 

ences unmediated by rational and deliberate planning. 

But there’s a caveat. This older, emotion-driven circuit doesn’t behave 

the same way in humans as it does in other animals. As both Timothy Jay 
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and Steven Pinker have pointed out, the vocalizations we produce when 

spontaneously swearing are conventionalized—they’re the product of so¬ 

cially driven learning.27 Swearwords are a different beast from shrieks or 

growls in that they have a specific learned form—you swear specifically in 

English or Chinese or ASL, whereas a monkey just shrieks in Monkey. 

# $ %! 

The ramifications of these brain facts are manifold. First, it appears that 

the classic view of language as left-lateralized and cortical, subserved by a 

set of distinct and specialized brain circuits (e.g., Broca’s and Wernicke’s 

areas), tells only part of the story. We also use another pathway for lan¬ 

guage, built from machinery that’s far older in evolutionary terms and 

shares little brain circuitry. Language is not monolithic in the brain. 

And on a bit of reflection, this makes sense. We use language for mul¬ 

tifarious purposes. We should hardly expect the brain systems that support 

the production of anodyne phrases articulating rational thoughts (like the 

present sentence) to have the capacity to do double duty, also connecting 

abrupt, hot, emotional states like frustration and rage to the spontaneous, 

primal utterances that express them. 

And even this separation of the language capacity into two pathways 

surely understates the variety present in the brain. Although our evidence 

on the issue is poor at present, it wouldn’t be shocking if we used distinct 

machinery for the various things we do with language. Do we use a sep¬ 

arate pathway for conventionalized greetings {Hi. How are you? Fine.)? 

Do we use another for onomatopoeia—words like cock-a-doodle-doo that 

sound like what they mean? And is more detailed variation afoot even 

within the two ostensible pathways we’ve been discussing? Is our two- 

way distinction too coarse? Perhaps we recruit distinct pathways when 

we spontaneously express frustration versus anger, fear versus arousal. To 

date, we just don’t know, in large part because the low-level neuroscience 

depends on having animal models to work with, and other animals share 

some but not all of our brain circuitry: Broca’s and Wernicke’s areas appear 

to be largely human specific, for instance. And other animals display some 

but not all of the communicative functions we deploy language for. In the 

future, better imaging techniques applied to the functioning human brain 

will surely reveal the extent of the diversity of neural instantiations of lan¬ 

guage behavior. 
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Finally, it’s also worth reiterating here that it’s impossible to equate 

different brain pathways with different words. We can produce the same 

words in different ways. When compromised brain function leads to lan¬ 

guage deficits, it’s usually not specific words but specific ways of using them 

that are lost. Broca’s aphasia usually impairs deliberate, intentional artic¬ 

ulation of words and preserves some automatic speech. That is, even an 

aphasic priest who spontaneously and fluently produces “the most forceful 

oath of the tongue” when frustrated will be unable to intentionally articu¬ 

late the very same word.28 
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The Day the Pope 
Dropped the C-Bomb 

By any account, Pope Francis has made interesting choices. He has 

foregone the traditional, opulent Papal Apartments, electing to reside 

in a small, modest bedroom in a Vatican guesthouse instead. He wears a 

silver ring instead of the traditional gold. And he has made a practice of 

washing feet each Easter—not the feet of priests as his predecessors did but 

those of patients at a home for the elderly and disabled, non-Catholics, and 

women. In aggregate, these many small acts of modesty have helped him 

build up a public image as the pope of the vulgar people. 

Still, no one expected him to be quite this vulgar. On March 2, 2014, 

while delivering his weekly Vatican address, he slipped in a word that 

caught the world by surprise. He was speaking in Italian, and this is what 

he said: in questo cazzo. This translates literally as “in this dick,” but since 

the offending word cazzo is used in Italian roughly as fuck or fucking are in 

English, in colloquial terms, he said something roughly equivalent to “in 

this fucking . . .” I’m no papal scholar, but I’m willing to go out on a limb 

and proffer that this is an uncommon turn of phrase for a pope, even one 

fresh off an appearance on the cover of Rolling Stone. The media ran with 

it—the story was featured on the Huffington Post,’ NPR,2 and the Daily 

Mail,3 just to name a few. 

This particular incident is so surprising and juicy in part because it 

runs afoul of how we expect the pope to express himself. Uttering a pro¬ 

fane word like cazzo places him in an ideological double bind. If the curse 

99 
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word was accidental, then he’s just as linguistically fallible as the next guy, 

which isn’t necessarily the ideal public image for the professed terrestrial 

representative of God. Conversely, he might still be infallible, yet have in¬ 

tended to say cazzo. Again, likely not the image he means to project. All 

signs point to the former explanation—that this was a case of mistaken 

articulation. The clearest evidence is what he said next. Immediately after 

in questo cazzo, he corrected his phrasing to in questo caso, meaning “in 

this case,” which seems more like something you’d hear from the Holy See. 

With a slip of the tongue, the pope revealed one more way that he’s like the 

people. Or did he? 

Everyone’s tongue slips, including the tongues of people who are not 

the pope. Researchers who try to quantify this sort of thing report that 

people generate speech errors at an average rate of one or two errors every 

thousand words, or one error per ten minutes of speech.4 But not all of 

these errors are equal. Some, especially errors that produce profanity, 

are particularly revealing. These are a big deal for the science of speech 

production—how people plan speech, select words to say, and articulate 

sounds. People produce profane and innocuous errors at different rates, 

which turns out to be one of the best ways to understand why we flub our 

words, how we’re able to avoid errors, and how the brain manages all this. 

And as we’ll see, in flubbing caso, the pope might have shown more of his 

hand than he intended. 

# $ %! 

Producing language is one of the most complicated things you do, and yet 

you hardly ever notice you’re doing it. When speaking fluently, you talk at 

a rate of about 120 to 180 words per minute.5 That’s a lot to churn out—two 

to three words per second. And despite the fact that words are separated by 

spaces in writing, you don’t typically pause after each word (unless you’re 

William Shatner).’ This is in part because people in many speech commu¬ 

nities feel pressure to keep talking once they’ve started. If, as a speaker, you 

don’t manage to make sound come out of your mouth more or less contin¬ 

uously, someone else might believe that you have no more to say and jump 

at the opportunity to take the floor. Or they might become concerned that 

4 And if you, dear reader, actually are William Shatner, I take it all back! I’m a huge fan! I 

especially loved your Esperanto work in the cult-classic 1965 film Incubus'. I have so many 

questions! Call me! 
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something is wrong and check to make sure you’re not asphyxiating on 

your food or drifting to sleep. So you keep talking. And this taxes the 

system. In order to produce connected speech, you have to decide what 

the next word will be and start planning to say it before you’re even done 

with the current word. You have to look ahead. This, in part, explains why 

speech is populated with urns and likes and other filler words that allow 

you to keep making sound, even if you don’t know exactly what you want 

to say. And it also generates speech errors. 

Among the different kinds of speech errors you make—swapping, 

dropping, and even adding sounds—certain errors most clearly stem from 

the preplanning of words that are a little farther down the assembly line. A 

simple but common type of error happens when a person anticipates a later 

sound and accidentally pronounces it too early. For instance, you might 

intend to say shark pit but instead accidentally mispronounce it as park pit. 

An error like this could only occur if the speaker were already planning 

later words (in this case, pit) while still articulating the current one (shark), 

because the p from the second word ends up at the beginning of the first 

word. It’s also common to accidentally swap two sounds; you might know 

this as a spoonerism, but psycholinguists call it an “exchange error.” A typ¬ 

ical example would be intending to say shark pit but accidentally producing 

park shit. This again would arise because you were planning the next word 

while articulating the current one. 

Because planning ahead causes exchange and anticipatory errors, 

we can actually harness them to reveal precisely how far ahead speakers 

plan. Some exchanges and anticipations are much more distant than just 

the adjacent word. We know this because linguist Victoria Fromkin of the 

University of California, Los Angeles, spent a large part of her career com¬ 

piling a massive database of actual, observed speech errors. Among these 

errors were cases like a Tanadian from Toronto (instead of Canadian) and 

Baris is the most beautiful city (instead of Paris). These cases demonstrate 

how distant words can be and still exert influence on each other. Cana¬ 

dian and Toronto are two words and five syllables apart, while Paris and 

beautiful are four words and five syllables apart.6 The distribution of speech 

errors suggests that when you make errors, you’re already planning one 

to five words ahead of the word you’re currently articulating.7 And you’re 

likely planning ahead even when you don’t make errors. 

So is it possible the pope’s error was due to a mere planning ineffi¬ 

ciency? Any single instance of a speech error could have many causes, and 
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the only way we can tell that planning plays a role is in aggregate across 

many errors where the patterns reveal themselves statistically. But if we 

closely examine exactly what the pope said and what he was planning to 

say later, we can determine at the very least whether planning ahead is a 

plausible explanation for his caso to cazzo slip. So here’s the full text of 

the sentence containing the error, as released by the Vatican in the official 

transcript of his prepared remarks. WARNING: The following may con¬ 

tain Italian. 

Se ognuno di noi non accumula ricchezze soltanto per se ma le mette al 

servizio degli altri, in questo caso la Provvidenza di Dio si rende visibile in 

questo gesto di sclidarieta.s 

In this critical sentence, the pope is making an appeal for charity, as you 

can tell from the English translation: “If each one of us does not amass 

riches only for oneself, but half for the service of others, in this case the 

providence of God will become visible through this gesture of solidarity.” 

Let’s look at the words that followed caso for possible anticipation can¬ 

didates. There’s lay the feminine version of the definite article “the,” and 

then Provvidenza (“providence”). Notice that Provvidenza has a z right be¬ 

fore the last vowel, just as caso has an s right before its last vowel. Could 

Francis have been planning the long, complicated word Provvidenza, while 

still articulating caso, such that he replaced the s of caso with an antici¬ 

pated z? It’s possible. The two sounds are quite similar,’ and they’re in the 

same place only two words apart, in words that are also of the same part of 

speech (which can increase the likelihood of errors).9 But this close reading 

of the text doesn’t lead to anything conclusive. At best, it tells us we should 

hold on to preplanning as a reasonable suspect. 

There are, of course, other potential causes of the pope’s error. The pop¬ 

ular conception of speech errors holds that they’re due more to meaning 

than mechanics. Sigmund Freud famously argued that when you make a 

speech error, it can reveal the inner workings of your unconscious mind.10 

* But they’re probably not the sounds you’re thinking of. In Italian, the letter s in caso is pro¬ 

nounced how an English speaker would pronounce z, and the Italian z in Provvidenza is 

pronounced like an English ts. The double zz of cazzo is pronounced as an elongated ts. But 

this doesn’t substantively change the argument I’m making; it just makes everything more 

complicated if you don’t speak Italian, which makes it seem like the type of thing a consider¬ 

ate author would quarantine in a footnote. 
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He wrote, “Almost invariably I discover a disturbing influence from some¬ 

thing outside of the intended speech ... a single unconscious thought, 

which comes to light through the special blunder.” 

Certainly Freudian slips abound. When Tiger Woods had to withdraw 

from a tournament with a sore neck in 2010, only a few months after a 

dozen women had accused him of infidelity, a reporter on the Golf Chan¬ 

nel announced that Woods was suffering from a bulging dick.11 Freud might 

interpret this error as deriving from something the speaker was actually 

thinking about, which managed to sneak its way into her words. Another 

well-known slip is credited to Condoleezza Rice, then national security 

advisor under President George W. Bush. Rice was famously committed to 

her job (as of the time of this writing, she has never married or had chil¬ 

dren), so it caught the White House press corps off guard when, at a Wash¬ 

ington, DC, dinner party, she was reportedly heard to say, “As I was telling 

my husb- ... As I was telling President Bush.”12 The word husband doesn’t 

sound much at all like President Bush, so the best explanation is that rather 

than sound similarity between the words, some aspect of meaning—what 

she intended to say or what she was thinking about—drove this error. But 

we will have to leave determining the precise semantic motivation in this 

case to those more familiar with the principles of psychoanalysis.* 

Could there have been similar Freudian motivation for the pope’s ar¬ 

ticulatory malfunction? Maybe. Seventy-five years after Freud’s death, the 

principles of Freudian psychoanalysis have largely fallen out of favor, at 

least among most researchers interested in cognition and behavior. But 

remnants of his theories persist, particularly when they aid in predicting 

behavior. And taboo language shines in speech error experiments based on 

Freudian premises. 

Suppose, as Freud would have it, that whether you’re the head of the 

National Security Agency, the pope, or just you, things you’re thinking 

about but not intending to say out loud influence the speech errors you 

make. How could you tell? You might come up with an experimental 

paradigm like the one used in a set of studies conducted by psychologist 

Michael Motley and his colleagues in the late 1970s and early 1980s. They 

had people come into their lab and read pairs of words out loud, pairs 

* This reminds me of a joke about Freudian slips: A patient tells his doctor, “Doctor, last night 

I made a Freudian slip. I was having dinner with my mother, and I wanted to say, ‘Could you 

please pass the butter.’ But instead I said, ‘You manipulative bitch, you completely ruined my 

life.’” 
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like back mud, bad mouth, and so on. In using this paradigm, they found 

that people make errors at a certain base rate. And they wanted to know 

whether that rate would go up when people were thinking about some¬ 

thing that they were actively trying not to talk about. So here’s the method¬ 

ology they devised.13 It’s pretty clever. 

Participants were all young, self-identified heterosexual men. Half 

were greeted by Motley himself, dressed professionally, and the other half 

were met by a provocatively dressed, young, female research assistant. As 

Motley describes it, “She was wearing a translucent, nearly transparent, 

off-the-shoulders top with a super-short yellow skirt.” Motley continues, 

“And we had her sitting on a stool where her knees were at eye-level with 

the guys.”14 It goes without saying what the young, heterosexual, male par¬ 

ticipants were expected to be thinking about. 

In the experiment itself, participants had to read word pairs at a rate of 

one pair per second—a pace similar to normal speech. And as the critical 

component of the experiment, there were two types of word pairs. The first 

included pairs like mad bug. As you can see, making an anticipatory or 

exchange error in pronouncing this pair would produce something totally 

innocuous, like bad mug. But the second type would produce sex-related 

errors—let gaid makes get laid and share boulders gives you bare shoulders. 

When they counted the number of exchange errors the participants 

made, Motley and colleagues found that the half of participants who had 

been sitting with the scantily dressed research assistant did indeed make 

more errors overall. But the increase was driven entirely by the sex-related 

word pairs: participants made more errors on let gaid but not on mad bug. 

They made the same number of innocuous errors regardless of who was 

sitting next to them. 

We might never resolve whether this means, as Freud would explain 

it, that our cognitive unconscious is straining to have its say through daily 

speech errors or simply that when you’re thinking about sex, you’re more 

likely to say sex-related words. But it is clear that things you’re thinking can 

make their way to the surface, sometimes overcoming your will to suppress 

them. This tells us that selecting words to articulate is more complicated 

than merely picking the right words for the meanings you want to express. 

It involves selecting and suppressing thoughts as well—because under cer¬ 

tain conditions, those thoughts bubble up in the form of speech errors. 

As a mere fallible human—and possibly a heterosexual male one to 

boot—even the pope is not immune to this sort of Freudian influence. In 
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inadvertently uttering cazzo (“dick”), could the pope have been talking about 

the virtues of charity but thinking about his vow of chastity? It’s possible. 

We’ve established that the pope might have erred due to the sequence 

of sounds he was planning to utter, and we’ve entertained the Freudian pos¬ 

sibility that things underneath the vestments were on his mind. But he was 

also speaking under challenging conditions. This wasn’t an oration he de¬ 

livered alone in the shower. Public speaking can be distracting—feedback 

from the amplification system and things happening in the crowd draw your 

attention from the task at hand. And it can be stressful too. Both of these 

factors increase the rate of speech errors.151 have occasion to observe this 

frequently in daily life. I live in San Diego, and despite the reputation Amer¬ 

ica’s Finest City enjoys for outstanding news broadcasting,' the local an¬ 

nouncers are a bit uneven. One particular afternoon host on the public radio 

station has a habit of stumbling over words, whether describing the upcom¬ 

ing segment on All Things Considered or announcing the names of compa¬ 

nies providing local underwriting. And there have been some doozies, as 

I’m sure you can imagine, when the local businesses in question have names 

like Chism Brothers Painting and Bastyr University.f The pressures of public 

address must surely be as challenging for popes as for anyone. 

What’s more, the pope was speaking in a foreign language, which 

makes fluent speech harder. You make errors in a foreign language sim¬ 

ply because you don’t know the gender of a word or because you have a 

tenuous grasp of some detail of the language’s grammar. (Do indirect ob¬ 

ject pronouns come before or after the verb? And for that matter, what’s 

an indirect object pronoun again?) These lack-of-knowledge-based errors 

aside, your base rate of normal slips of the tongue also goes up—by 1400 

percent.16 So perhaps we shouldn’t be surprised that delivering an address 

in Italian, instead of his native Argentinian Spanish, might ratchet up the 

frequency of a pope’s errors. 

* For a historical perspective, see the following documentary: Apatow, J., and McKay, A. 

(2004). 

t Paradoxically, we hold people to a higher standard in exactly those conditions that are most 

likely to induce errors. Even knowing as I do that speech errors are an inevitable part of 

speech production, especially when a person is experiencing stress (as radio broadcasters 

probably do), I often find myself yelling at the radio, “Come on, step up your game! This is 

public radio! You don’t think I donated just for the tote bag, do you?” And then I remember 

that I didn’t donate this year, and I feel remorseful, but then I rationalize not donating with 

the thought that if the broadcasters didn’t bungle their delivery all the time, maybe they’d 

deserve my money. The human mind is a silly place. 
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It seems reasonable that a fallible pope ought to be subject to the same 

pressures and linguistic traps as anyone else, and in this particular case 

they may have conspired to generate the linguistic C-bomb we witnessed. 

Indeed, with all these pressures at play, it’s surprising that what comes out 

of your mouth—or the pope’s—isn’t just a stream of mistakes. Strangely, 

for the most part, it isn’t. While we all make speech errors, the majority 

of words we produce really are precisely what we intend. And as we’ll see, 

profanity provides the most revealing clues to how we accomplish this. 

# $ %! 

Some psycholinguists have hypothesized that the only way you could pos¬ 

sibly be as good at speaking as you are is by somehow monitoring your 

planned speech. You might, in this view, have an internal editor in your 

head that pays attention to the words you’re planning to say, the order you’re 

planning to say them in, and exactly how you’re planning to pronounce 

them. It’s like quality control at the end of the assembly line, right before 

the words get packed up and leave the factory. When your internal editor 

notices something about to go awry, it stops the conveyer belt and sends 

the offending word back for repair. Of course, some errors get through, so 

we know the editor can’t be perfect, but the idea is that perhaps internal 

self-correction keeps your errors down to the acceptable level they’re at. 

How would we go about detecting such an internal editor? It’s tricky 

because an editor would leave little trace. If there is indeed an editor, and 

if it’s mostly successful, then there will be a few but not many errors to ob¬ 

serve. Likewise, if there isn’t an editor, there will be a few errors. The prob¬ 

lem is figuring out how many errors a person would have made without an 

editor if we don’t know whether there’s an editor involved in the first place. 

Let me flesh this out with our factory analogy. Suppose you want to 

know if a factory that cans diet soda has a quality control department. 

You can start by observing errors—every once in a while, someone finds a 

cockroach in a sealed can of diet soda. Let’s say it’s once out of every hun¬ 

dred million cans opened. Now, were thousands of other roaches in cans of 

soda caught by a vigilant quality control department? Or is the fabrication 

process itself so hygienic that an interloping roach finds itself trapped in a 

saccharine sarcophagus only one time in one hundred million? How would 

you tease apart these alternatives? Seems like a dead end (and not just for 

the cockroach). 
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But here’s a possible way forward. To continue with the analogy, sup¬ 

pose you know that a cockroach finding its way into certain types of soda 

would be particularly devastating for the factory’s reputation. For instance, 

suppose that the same factory packages the very same liquid not just as a 

brand-name soda but also, labeled differently, as an in-house, generic su¬ 

permarket label. The only difference is the cans. And let’s presume that the 

company has a greater incentive to ensure that the brand-name version 

is roach-free because it’s a bigger source of revenue, and a single photo of 

just one roach in the brand-name soda will break the Internet and gut the 

company’s bottom line. By contrast, the company might reason that peo¬ 

ple sort of half expect to find insects in in-house supermarket-label soda. 

Maybe that’s even why they buy it. Here’s the point. If there’s no quality 

control department, then you’d expect to find cockroaches in the brand- 

name and generic sodas with about the same frequency; they’re produced 

and canned in the same factory using the same process. But if you found 

far fewer canned roaches in the brand-name versus the generic soda, that 

would tell you that someone’s making sure that when it matters more, mis¬ 

takes don’t make it out the door and onto the truck. 

Several psycholinguists have used exactly the same logic with speech 

errors. To do this, you need to find certain speech errors that would have 

graver consequences than others. What’s the linguistic equivalent of a 

cockroach in a brand-name can of soda? Well, the speech errors with the 

direst results are probably those that generate profanity. So the question 

becomes, when you put people in a position to say the wrong words, do 

they make the same number of errors, regardless of whether the error 

would produce profanity? If so, then there’s no evidence of an internal ed¬ 

itor. But if people make fewer profane mistakes than nonprofane mistakes, 

then that implies that people are internally suppressing the errors before 

they hit the tongue. They’re self-monitoring language. 

If you want to use this logic, you have to devise a way to induce speech 

errors in the lab. The first group to do this came up with a clever design.17 

You’ll recall Michael Motley, the researcher with the provocatively clad 

research assistant in the Freudian slip study. He and his colleagues had 

people read carefully designed word pairs one at a time. Some of the pairs 

had the potential to become obscene if the participant made an exchange 

error. For example, tool kits seems totally innocuous, until you recognize 

how it would sound as a spoonerism. You can construct lots of potentially 

obscene lures like this: bunt call, hit shed, duck fate, heap chore, fast luck, 
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and so on. The key question in Motley’s studies wasn’t whether you can get 

people to mistakenly mispronounce these. You can. Following the cock¬ 

roach logic, the question was whether people would make fewer errors on 

profane-potential pairs like these than on pairs that do not threaten ob¬ 

scenity. So there was a second type of pair, like tool kicks. These words are 

identical in most every way to tool kits—they start with the same sounds, 

they’re the same length when pronounced, they’re the same parts of speech, 

and so on. The difference is that the errors you might make, producing 

things like cool ticks, aren’t in the least taboo. Would there be more errors 

on these inoffensive pairs than on the offensive ones? 

One methodological note, in case you’re interested in trying this at 

home: Just reading pairs of words out loud doesn’t yield many errors. So 

you need to boost the error signal. One thing you can do (and the research¬ 

ers did) is stack word pairs one after another leading up to the critical one 

in order to set people up for failure. For instance, if you want people to 

make an exchange error on tool kits—swapping the initial t and k—you’d 

stack pairs in front of it as below. Try reading these aloud: 

kind tiger 

calm time 

cold tea 

tool kits 

Setting people up with the swapped consonants before critical pairs like 

tool kits or tin cable makes participants much more likely to produce errors. 

This provides more opportunities for mistakes, which makes potential dif¬ 

ferences in the frequency of taboo and nontaboo errors easier to measure. 

So, all other things being equal, do people make fewer errors on pairs 

like tool kits, where the result would be offensive, than on ones like tin 

cable, where it wouldn’t be? 

Two studies did this originally, in 1981 and 1982. The chart you see on the 

next page shows the number of errors people produced on average. There were 

many more neutral errors than taboo ones in both studies (though the differ¬ 

ence was bigger in the second study). It follows that people in these studies 

were successfully avoiding errors specifically when the results would be ob¬ 

scene. Fewer roaches in the brand-name soda. People were self-monitoring. 

But this is only the beginning of the evidence. If you’re clever enough, 

as the researchers working on this are, you can come up with some other 
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things you’d expect to see if people were doing internal quality control. 

Here’s one. Suppose you’re on quality control at the factory and you find a 

can with an unwelcome passenger inside. Sending it back to be fixed or re¬ 

placed should add time to the process. So even when the ultimate product 

shows no sign of error, the time it takes to produce it could be a hallmark 

of monitoring. Mapping this over to speech, if the lower error rates with 

taboo word pairs are due to editing, then that should show up on how long 

it takes people to produce the pairs correctly—it should take people lon¬ 

ger to say pairs correctly when they’ve planned an error but subsequently 

taken the time to catch and correct it. 

But people are constantly not making errors. We know that people 

make fewer errors producing taboo words, but that doesn’t mean that every 

time they successfully avoid an error they’re making a correction. Some 

proportion of the time, they’re probably just getting it right from the out¬ 

set. We need a way to diagnose whether people are activating an internal 

plan to say something that they eventually don’t produce. This is nearly 

impossible to do. 

Except with taboo words. That’s because even thinking about taboo 

words has special effects on the human body. When people say taboo 

words, their pores open up within seconds, and they sweat. And this is 

measurable.18 Sweat conducts electricity, and the more sweat there is on 

your skin, the more conductive the surface of the skin will be. So, you can 

pass a very low level of electrical current across people’s skin, say, on a fin¬ 

ger, and measure how conductive the skin is. When people start sweat¬ 

ing, the conductance increases. This is the basic logic behind what’s known 
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as the galvanic skin response (GSR). You might be familiar with this tool 

because it’s one of the components of a traditional lie-detector test—skin 

conductance also changes as a function of anxiety, which may be driven 

by lying in some people.19 Critically, although many words make people 

sweat, including emotional words like murder and hate, the most profuse 

and most reliable sweating comes from hearing taboo words.20 

Suppose you were able to measure skin conductance as people per¬ 

formed the word-pair reading task. If merely planning a taboo word—even 

one that ultimately gets internally corrected and is therefore never pro¬ 

nounced—makes people sweat, then this should show up as an increase in 

skin conductance. 

So here’s the idea. You have people produce word pairs. Some, like tool 

kits, can induce profane errors, which, most of the time, people success¬ 

fully avoid making. But looking just at the times when people didn’t make 

an error, you can split these correct pairs into two groups. The first includes 

those where the participants’ skin conductance spiked—suggesting that 

they had internally activated a taboo word, even though they didn’t make 

an error. And the other group includes instances where there was no error 

and also no spike—suggesting that no profane word was ever even con¬ 

sidered. And you look to see if the sweaty trials also take longer. Together, 

an increase in skin conductance and a longer time to produce the word 

pair would provide compelling evidence—albeit still circumstantial—that 

people were internally planning, but ultimately taking the time to correct, 

taboo words. 

And that’s what was found. The chart on the next page shows how 

long it took people to successfully avoid taboo errors when they had large 

and small GSRs.21 As you can see, when they were sweating (the high-GSR 

group), they also waited significantly longer to start talking (the left bar is 

taller). 

Here’s another, lower-tech way to detect whether people are doing ac¬ 

tive editing before they speak. It has to do with the different types of er¬ 

rors people make. We’ve already talked about anticipatory errors (hit shed 

becomes shit shed) and exchange errors (hit shed becomes shit head). But 

people also make something known as a perseveratory error, which takes a 

sound pronounced earlier and repeats it later (hit shed becomes hit head). 

The taboo-error word pairs we’ve been talking about, like hit shed and heap 

chore, typically have the potential to produce an obscene word on either 

the first word or the second word but not both. As a result, for any given 
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pair, an exchange error will always produce an obscene word (hit shed be¬ 

comes shit head), and so will either an anticipatory error or a perseveratory 

error, but not both. In the case of hit shed, an anticipatory error produces 

the obscene shit shed, but a perseveratory error gives you hit head, which 

isn’t so bad. With pairs in which the taboo word would be in second posi¬ 

tion, like heap chore, only the perseveratory error (heap whore) and not the 

anticipatory one (cheap chore) would be obscene. So if people are editing, 

then when the taboo words would be first, people should avoid the taboo 

word by making more perseveratory errors and fewer anticipatory ones. 

And when the taboo word would be second, this should reverse: people 

should make more anticipatory than perseveratory errors. That’s what you 

see in the next chart. 

What’s more, you might notice that the numbers are far greater when 

the second word of the pair is taboo than when the first is—the light bar 

on the right towers over the others. Why would this be? Why would people 

make more anticipatory errors when the second word would be taboo? This 

too seems to implicate internal editing. If editing takes time, then presum¬ 

ably you’d be more likely to catch and stop an error when it’s on the second 

word of a pair than when it’s on the first. And if the errors you’re most 
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vigilant about are taboo ones, then it follows that you’d be most likely to 

catch and avoid those errors when they’re planned for the second word. 

This work, all conducted in the late 1970s and early 1980s, was influen¬ 

tial at the time because taboo language provided a privileged way to detect 

internal editing processes. More recently, researchers have been interested 

in tracking down the brain basis for internal quality control of language. 

And they’ve turned to the same foundational paradigm, with some major 

technological additions. 

The first new twist has people perform basically the same word-pair 

reading task while tethered to an electroencephalogram (EEG) machine 

that measures their brain waves.22 In a nutshell, here’s how EEG works. 

Electrodes (lots of them—as many as 256 but more often 32 or 64) are ap¬ 

plied harmlessly to the scalp. The electrodes measure fluctuations in the 

electrical field, and the specific electrodes used in EEG experiments are 

sensitive enough to measure microvolts—one-millionth the voltage of your 

AA battery. A lot of things affect the electrical field measured by electrodes 

placed on the scalp, including passing airplanes, elevators, and even the 

muscles firing when a participant blinks. But it turns out that highly sen¬ 

sitive electrodes can detect something far more important to cognitive 

scientists: the activity of neurons. When a neuron fires, at the chemical 

level a bunch of ions flow into or out of it. And those ions carry electrical 

charge (those pluses and minuses attached to Ca2+ or Cl'). So when a nerve 

cell fires, the flow of ions affects the electrical field around it. And when 
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thousands or millions of neurons oriented similarly and located close to 

each other fire at once, the electrical field change is strong enough for those 

sensitive scalp electrodes to measure. 

Over many decades of research, neuroscientists have observed people 

performing hundreds of tasks while measuring their brain waves using 

EEG. And they’ve observed that certain types of behavior produce pre¬ 

dictable changes in the measured electrical field. For instance, about four 

hundred milliseconds after you see a word, the electrical field centered over 

the top of your scalp deflects negatively. This is believed to index the pro¬ 

cess of interpreting the meaning of the word and integrating it into your 

ongoing understanding of the language you’re reading or hearing.23 Other 

components of the electrical signal relate to other specific behaviors and 

cognitive processes. 

And so, when you wire people up to an EEG and have them read error- 

inducing word pairs, their brains produce different electrical signals, de¬ 

pending on what type of error they’re avoiding.24 A temptingly taboo pair 

like bunt call induces a stronger negative-going inflection over the center 

of the scalp about six hundred milliseconds after the prompt to speak, as 

compared with what happens when the same brain sees a neutral pair, like 

bunt hall. And this is true even when the person doesn’t actually commit 

a verbal error. This tells us that the brain is doing different things when 

successfully avoiding a taboo error versus a neutral one. It doesn’t reveal 

exactly what those different processes are—we only know for sure that 

neurons are firing differently—but it does tell us when that difference oc¬ 

curs. At six hundred milliseconds after the prompt to speak, people’s brain 

activity diverges, depending on the type of error that would be produced. 

This suggests that the brain is doing something different when you’re 

planning speech and not making taboo errors than when you’re planning 

speech and not making mundane errors. 

But we want to know not only whether something different is hap¬ 

pening in people’s brains and when but also what is happening. And be¬ 

cause the human brain exhibits localization of function—as we saw in the 

last chapter, circuits located in different places execute different compu¬ 

tations—knowing the location of the brain differences revealed by EEG 

could help us figure out what they mean. Unfortunately, it’s notoriously 

challenging to extract locational information from EEG; changes to the 

electrical field measured at a particular electrode aren’t necessarily due to 

the activity of neurons located directly below that electrode in the nearest 
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piece of tissue. (The issue is complex, but it turns out that the direction the 

neurons are pointing matters, among other complicating factors.)* 

But other techniques can tell us something about location. One is func¬ 

tional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI), which measures fluctuations 

in the magnetic field from outside the body. When neurons fire, they use 

energy, and the more they fire, the more oxygenated blood flows to them, 

providing more energy (in the form of ATP, which you might remember 

from high school biology). Rushes of oxygenated blood can be measured 

by their magnetic signature, and so this can serve as a somewhat delayed 

and messy proxy for where neurons are firing in the brain. When you get 

more of this blood-flow signal to a particular region in the brain for one 

task than another, chances are the neurons in that region are doing more 

during the first task than during the second. 

Applied to the same word-pair reading task we’ve been tracking, 

fMRI starts to fill in the picture of what the brain is up to while it’s editing 

planned words. When you compare the brain’s blood-flow signal during 

the taboo-eliciting pairs (tool kits) and neutral pairs (tin cable), you find 

that they’re significantly different in one place, shown on the next page.25 

The little blob in the lower part of the frontal lobe of the right hemi¬ 

sphere is in a region called the right inferior frontal gyrus, which is impli¬ 

cated in inhibitory control—your ability to stop or prevent yourself from 

doing something. Suppose you’re waiting at a traffic light, for instance. It 

turns green, so you prepare to step on the gas, but then just as quickly, it 

turns red (perhaps because an emergency vehicle or train has overridden 

the usual light sequence). You need to quickly interrupt your plan to move 

forward. This appears to be the specialty of the right inferior frontal gyrus. 

It sends a hold-the-presses signal to stop action before it starts.26 

Is it just me, or does that sound a lot like what an internal editor would 

be doing when confronting a taboo word that’s about to come out of your 

mouth? 

# $ %! 

* The real issue is that this is a type of “inverse problem.” Here’s the basic idea. Even if you 

know what the output of a complex system is, tracking down its causes turns out to be impos¬ 

sible. This is because although the output is determined by the system, the system is complex 

enough that many different system behaviors could produce the same output. For more, see 
Baillet, S. (2014). 
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Inferior Frontal Gyrus 

The right inferior frontal gyrus (a brain region involved in inhibitory control) expe¬ 

riences increased blood flow when people avoid taboo errors as compared with 

nontaboo errors. 

The evidence from taboo speech errors and what happens when you avoid 

them implicates an internal process of self-monitoring. You are constantly 

censoring your words even before you articulate them in order to avoid 

slipups like the pope’s. And it looks like, as far as the brain is concerned, 

suppressing an error—in particular an erroneous taboo word—is a lot like 

suppressing an action in response to an external stop signal. 

But this is only the beginning. There are other ways to tell that people 

call in an all-systems-halt signal when they feel they’re about to inadver¬ 

tently say something obscene. We know this because psychologists have been 

trying to trick people into profane slipups in a variety of ways for decades. 

One way is a well-known phenomenon called the Stroop effect. Ba¬ 

sically, if you have people look at words and say what color font they’re 

printed in, they do pretty well. Show them a word written in blue, and they 

can say it’s blue. Unless, that is, the word printed in blue ink happens to 

be the word red. Then it gets a lot harder—people are slower and make 

more mistakes. That’s the normal Stroop effect, and it’s interesting in its 

own right because it reveals that you can’t help but process the meanings 

of the words that you read, even when willing yourself to pay attention 

only to the color of the ink. You process meanings automatically and you’re 

tempted to produce them. To avoid errors, you slow down. 
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Strangely, taboo words induce a Stroop effect as well: they interfere 

with people’s ability to say what color a word is printed in. It’s hard to 

demonstrate this on the printed page when you only have black ink (what 

century is it again?), but here’s a quick-and-dirty approximation. We’ll re¬ 

place color with typography. Your job is to go through the list of words 

below, in order, and say whether each one is printed in italics, bold, or un¬ 

derline. Do it as quickly and accurately as possible. OK, go. 

rib-eye 

stethoscope 

mountain 

pitchfork 

italics 

donut 

library 

underline 

fire-engine 

barley 

philanthropy 

bold 

stegosaurus 

clandestine 

cunt 

fortuitous 

bicycle 

fuck 

momentum 

If all worked according to plan, you should have noticed that this task 

was harder for some words than others. The words that denote a particular 

font style, like the words italics and bold, should have been tough when they 

didn’t match how they were printed. They should have taken longer, and 

you might even have made mistakes on them. That’s the normal Stroop ef¬ 

fect. But the taboo words should have taken longer as well: this is the taboo 

Stroop effect. You can see data from the first taboo Stroop experiment con¬ 

ducted on the next page, as described in a 1995 paper.27 As you can see, 

the normal Stroop task causes a delay of about 150 milliseconds—compare 
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Normal and Taboo Stroop 

Incongruent Control Taboo 

Word Type 

The normal Stroop effect causes people to name colors 

about 150 milliseconds slower, as shown by the difference 

between the control and incongruent conditions. The taboo 

Stroop is of similar magnitude, as demonstrated by the 

difference between the control and taboo conditions. 

the middle bar with the leftmost “incongruent” bar. The taboo Stroop (the 

middle bar versus the rightmost bar) is nearly as large. 

What causes the taboo Stroop? Certainly part of the story has to be the 

same as for the standard Stroop: it’s hard to ignore the meaning of words 

that you focus on. Otherwise, you could selectively attend to the style of 

printing, and there would be no Stroop effect for us to talk about in the 

first place. Taboo words of course are particularly hard to ignore. But why 

do taboo words cause a delay in speaking, as compared with control words? 

Suppose, as we conjectured earlier, that when you perceive that you might 

mistakenly produce a taboo word, your internal monitor hits the brakes. 

This would lead to longer reaction times when the information that you’re 

supposed to ignore (but might erroneously produce) is taboo. So the taboo 

Stroop effect could be explained once again by internal self-monitoring. 

To be fair, there are other possible explanations. Perhaps the most con¬ 

vincing one sidesteps the issue of production and inhibition entirely. We 

know that seeing a taboo word evokes an emotional response. As I men¬ 

tioned earlier, when you measure skin conductance as people simply lis¬ 

ten to words, even when they don’t need to speak at all, GSR is larger for 

taboo words than for neutral ones.28 So an alternative explanation of the 
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taboo Stroop effect is simply that this emotional response sucks up mental 

resources that you’d otherwise need to name the color of the word.29 In 

effect, the emotional jolt you get from profanity overwhelms you to the 

point where other tasks you’re trying to perform concurrently get put on 

the back burner and therefore take longer. 

There’s some corroborating evidence for this view. Experiencing strong 

emotions leads people to instantaneously encode a memory of what they’re 

experiencing when that emotion hits, generating a so-called flashbulb 

memory, like the birth of a child, seeing the space shuttle explode, and 

so on. So if the taboo Stroop stems from a strong emotional response to 

seeing a taboo word in the middle of a psychology experiment, then your 

brain should encode an image of the event—in this case the word—that’s 

stronger than memories typically encoded for less emotional experiences, 

like neutral words in the same experiment. 

In fact, when you spring a pop quiz on people who have participated 

in one of these taboo Stroop experiments, they remember the taboo words 

they saw far better than they do neutral ones. Not only do they remem¬ 

ber which words they saw, but they’re also better able to remember what 

color the taboo words were printed in and even where they appeared on the 

screen.30 

The upshot is that the taboo Stroop effect could provide further ev¬ 

idence that people are self-monitoring so they don’t accidentally say the 

wrong word, but it’s also consistent with this alternative, emotion-driven 

explanation. 

There’s another corroborating effect, similar to Stroop, which comes 

from a paradigm known as picture-word interference.31 The basic idea is 

that you have people name pictures of familiar artifacts and organisms— 

hammers, tigers, and so on. This isn’t hard. But the task gets slightly harder 

when you print words over the pictures. The words don’t really interfere 

with your ability to perceive the object, but they can make it harder to 

name it, depending on how the word and picture are related. The details 

are tricky, but, generally, if you show people a word that sounds like the 

name of the picture (for instance, if you print “dock” over a picture of a 

dog), then people name the picture faster; however, if the word is related in 

meaning (like “cat” over a dog), people take longer.* 

* A caveat in case you’re a psycholinguist or plan to become one: the precise timing with which 

the picture and word appear on the screen affects the size of these effects. 
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In picture-word interference, a person names a picture as quickly as possible 

while attempting to ignore the written word. Taboo words interfere significantly 

with picture naming as compared with neutral words. 

Just as there’s a taboo version of the Stroop effect, there’s a taboo ver¬ 

sion of this picture-word interference effect. If you print an unrelated, neu¬ 

tral word over a picture (above, left), people have no trouble naming the 

picture (it’s a dog). But put a taboo word there (above, right), and people 

slow down, by about forty milliseconds on average.32 

Again, an internal editor could be performing quality control here. Al¬ 

ternatively, this generalized slowing down could stem from the emotional 

reaction people have to the printed taboo word. Taboo words are special 

in several ways, which means that there are different ways that they could 

have the same effects on people trying to produce speech. 

# $ %! 

Why did the pope blunder into profanity? For the same reasons the rest 

of us occasionally do. There’s time pressure on a speaker to pronounce the 

present word while planning the ones to follow. Layer on top of that the 

stress of speaking in public, the challenge of negotiating a foreign language, 

and the Freudian attraction of thoughts you think you ought to suppress, 

and the pope’s ability to say anything fluently is a small miracle (but not in 

the technical sense that would qualify him for canonization). Mistakes like 

the pope’s reveal the pressures at work in every moment of language use. 

They underline what a remarkable feat we accomplish in navigating the 

gauntlet of potential gaffes at every turn of phrase. 

And although we tend to notice speech errors when they generate taboo 

words—those errors really grind our ears—these are far less frequent than 
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innocuous ones. We saw why. A person’s internal monitor isn’t as strongly 

compelled to censor unintended words when they’re inoffensive. And so the 

particular error that the pope made (replacing caso with cazzo) is actually a 

bit surprising, not just because it reveals him to be fallible but because you’d 

think his monitor would kick in when it detected a potential profanity. 

So why did the pope’s self-monitoring fail in this particular case, spec¬ 

tacularly producing the Italian C-word? Possibly the pressures of public 

speaking in a foreign language overwhelmed his ability to self-monitor, 

and that profanity slipped by unchecked. But let me offer an alternate ac¬ 

count. It’s also possible that he slipped into a profane error because his 

self-monitoring system didn’t know that he was about to make a profane 

blunder. In other words, the pope might just have revealed himself not to 

know the C-word in Italian. He may have produced a word whose mean¬ 

ing he didn’t know and then corrected himself from the to-him-innocuous 

slipup. Ironically, by flubbing a profane word, he might have shown him¬ 

self to be something less than the pope of the people that his public image 

suggests. 
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Fucking Grammar 

In every language there’s a logic to where words go. Nouns and verbs and 

prepositions snap into place to form phrases and sentences. This is gram¬ 

mar. I know that for some people, the mere mention of grammar triggers 

flashbacks to traumatic childhood moments, diagramming sentences on 

a chalkboard, covered in flop sweat, in front of a room of jeering class¬ 

mates. But if you recognize yourself in this description, let me offer you 

some comfort. What a cognitive scientist like me means by grammar isn’t 

the angst-inducing stuff of your childhood. We don’t mean admonitions 

against double negatives or ending sentences with prepositions. These pri¬ 

mary school lessons are called “prescriptive” rules of grammar. They’re 

part of some authority figure’s agenda about how a language ought to be 

used, rules laboriously hewn into young minds, where they are promptly 

forgotten. 

That’s not our game. A scientist’s place is not to prescribe. The biologist’s 

job, for instance, isn’t to instruct the birds and the bees on optimal mating 

techniques. Nor is it the chemist’s job to tutor the gasses on how to be noble. 

Scientists observe, document, describe, understand, and explain. Language 

science doesn’t come down on one side or the other in debates about split in¬ 

finitives or the Oxford comma (even though there’s clearly a right answer).* 

* The Oxford (or serial) comma is a comma inserted before and or or in lists of three or more 

items. For instance, it’s the comma right before and in I bought bread, milk, and carrots. The 

main argument in favor of the Oxford comma is that it can help to resolve ambiguities. For 

instance, without the Oxford comma, the following sentence would be ambiguous: This morn¬ 

ing, the president met with lunatic fringe groups, the Republicans and the Democrats. You could 

121 
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Instead, it aims to describe and understand the language knowledge al¬ 

ready teeming through the minds of people like you. 

And a capacity for grammar is one of the most extraordinary things 

that evolution has imbued the human mind with. The rules of grammar 

that you know, implicitly, without any instruction and without ever re¬ 

flecting on them, allow you to exercise the most powerful design feature 

of human language. You have the ability to string together new sequences 

of words to articulate any combination of thoughts you can come up with. 

And likewise, using your knowledge of grammar, you’re able to understand 

any meaningful sentence a person might wish to assemble, no matter how 

unexpected. 

This point, like many dealing with language, was perhaps best articu¬ 

lated by comedian George Carlin when he pointed out that there are cer¬ 

tain sentences no one has ever said before and that therefore no one has 

ever heard, like “As soon as I put this hot poker in my ass, I’m going to 

chop my dick off.” Or “Honey, let’s sell the children, move to Zanzibar, and 

begin taking opium rectally.”1 The fact that Carlin could utter these specific 

sequences of words and that you could understand them is a testament to 

the combinatorial power of language, which the unique grammars of every 

language on earth provide. 

All typically developing humans use grammar to combine old words 

in new ways. But other animals don’t, at least not as powerfully and flex¬ 

ibly, and the ability to assemble and interpret previously unexperienced 

strings of words makes human language a qualitative leap beyond every 

other communication system in the natural world. So it’s fair to say that 

grammar is kind of a big deal. 

But what are the rules of grammar in your head like? That is, what is it 

that you know—and are able to deploy—in order to understand a sentence 

you’ve never seen or heard before, like Honey, let’s sell the children, move 

to Zanzibar, and begin taking opium rectally? If you’ve never seen it before, 

the answer can’t be that you memorized it. Instead, you must be able to see 

how the words fit together because they do so in systematic ways shared 

by other words in your language. Although you might never have used the 

read this sentence as a list: the president met with three distinct groups. Or you could take the 

appositive interpretation, where the Republicans and the Democrats just provides more detail 

about the lunatic fringe groups. The Oxford comma makes it clear that you intend the list read¬ 

ing. The only argument against the Oxford comma is laziness. Really, dude, you can’t type one 

more comma? It’s right there by your middle finger. Yes, that finger. 
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children as the direct object of sell, you might have used sell with the car 

or the house. Children, house, and car behave similarly in English, and it’s 

largely agreed that the rules of grammar in your head are general enough 

to cover a range of like words. Instead of knowing one rule for car and 

another for children, you probably know something about nouns in gen¬ 

eral and what you can do with them. Add to this your knowledge (again, 

implicit) that children and car and house are nouns, and you have the be¬ 

ginning of a story about how you can do new things with old words. You 

know, implicitly, general rules of grammar that you can apply to the tens 

of thousands of words you know to construct any one of millions—or, in 

principle, a potentially infinite number—of new sentences that no one has 

ever said or heard before. 

But as soon as you add profanity to the mix, the rules start to change. 

Profanity, like the rest of language, follows the largely unstated and usually 

unnoticed but thoroughly essential rules of grammar floating around in 

your head. For example, a fluent English speaker might complain, “There’s 

too much homework in this fucking class.” I know this is grammatical—it’s 

a sentence that English speakers produce and understand fluently—because 

I overheard and understood this very sentence when it was uttered by a real, 

live college student.' This sentence complies thoroughly with the general 

grammatical rules that American English speakers have in their heads. 

But squeeze this sentence a little, and you’ll find that its grammar is 

a little strange. And fucking causes all the trouble. Look at what happens 

when you substitute other words in place of fucking, adjectives like stupid 

or inspiring. On the surface, these seem like innocuous little changes that 

don’t make much difference. But then again, swapping out a parachute for 

a tablecloth doesn’t really make a noticeable difference until you jump out 

of a plane. So let’s throw these sentences out of a plane—grammatically 

speaking. 

We begin with There’s too much homework in this fucking class, as com¬ 

pared with There’s too much homework in this stupid class. To intensify 

exactly how stupid the class is, you can add really or very right before stu¬ 

pid to give you There’s too much homework in this very stupid class. Ad¬ 

mittedly, this sentence sounds a little clunky. But even if it won’t win you a 

Pulitzer, it’s still English. You can generally add adverbs like very ahead of 

Let’s pretend that she wasn’t talking about my class. And while we’re engaging in self- 

delusion, why not also imagine that I’ve only heard this comment once. 
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adjectives like stupid without fear. Same with inspiring: this very inspiring 

class. But what happens when you try it with fucking? You get There’s too 

much homework in this very fucking class. I don’t know about you, but I 

just can’t interpret this as English at all. It doesn’t seem grammatical—it 

doesn’t seem to me (or other native speakers I’ve asked) like a possible sen¬ 

tence in the language. In short, a sentence with profanity doesn’t follow the 

same rules as those without. 

Here’s another stress test. Take a subtle variant of the same sentence. 

Suppose you put the word fucking not in the penultimate position but in¬ 

stead right after too, like this: There’s too fucking much homework in this 

class! Most native speakers I ask agree that this is a possible grammatical 

sentence of English. Again, that doesn’t mean that it’s the type of sentence 

you’ll see in a style guide or that your English teacher will make you recite. 

But remember, we’re interested in what people actually say, not in what 

they’re told to say (or not to say). 

And notice what’s special about this sentence. Other words, like god¬ 

damn, could replace fucking, as in There’s too goddamn much homework in 

this class! Works fine. Same for damn, bloody, darn, and friggin. These all 

work. But all of a sudden, you can’t replace fucking with known adjectives. 

It doesn’t seem grammatical to say There’s too inspiring much homework in 

this class. And it’s not just adjectives: you can’t replace fucking with any of 

the other types of words it commonly patterns with, like quantifiers (some) 

or intensifies (really).2 All of these give you clearly ungrammatical sen¬ 

tences, like There is too some much homework in this class! Apparently only 

profane words—or facsimiles of profane words, like friggin—can fit into 

this particular slot. This means that general rules of grammar can’t ac¬ 

count for this particular sentence pattern. Instead, you must know special 

rules of grammar that apply only to profanity and friends. 

Importantly, you can’t just toss fucking about willy-nilly. Hold out on 

the fucking in our sample sentence until the very end, and you get There 

is too much homework in this class fucking, which sounds pretty ungram¬ 

matical. So the rules you have internalized about fucking aren’t just more 

lax—you know precisely where fucking can go, what it can go with, and, 

importantly, where it can’t go. And what’s most fascinating about these 

special rules is that you know them implicitly. Before reading this chapter, 

you couldn’t have learned them through explicit instruction—I’d bet my 

shirt that no one ever sat you down to explain that fucking can go not only 

before a noun but also after a quantifier. You learned these rules through 
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observation, induction, imitation, and trial and error. You know a lot 

about the grammar of fucking without ever having brought it to conscious 

awareness. 

Here’s another example to tease your intuition. When you stick not 

into a sentence, you negate some part of its meaning. Compare Let’s sell the 

children with Let’s not sell the children. Important distinction. But this gen¬ 

eral rule meets its match when confronted with certain profane sentences. 

For example, compare You know jack-shit and You don’t know jack-shit. Is 

there any difference at all? Most people agree that both versions mean that 

you know nothing. So how can it be that not has no effect? Could we once 

more be in the presence of a special rule for profanity? 

For a science of language, special rules like these are both an abom¬ 

ination and an invitation. They call into question the very property that 

makes human language so expressive and powerful: the ability to flexibly 

mix and match words with general rules. And yet, as our job is to describe 

and understand, we’re forced to confront them. What is the nature of these 

rules? What do you know about the grammar of swearing in your lan¬ 

guage? And why do we have these rules in the first place? These questions 

have driven language scientists to sully themselves a bit by digging into the 

nitty-gritty and exceptional details of dirty grammar. And so I invite you 

to reflect for perhaps the first but hopefully not the last time on some of the 

things you know—but don’t know you know—about the profane grammar 

of your language. 

# $ %! 

Profane words in English occupy nearly every grammatical category. There 

are, of course, the familiar verbs (to fuck, to shit), nouns (a fuck, a shit), and 

so on. But one of the most grammatically bizarre is in evidence in sentences 

like the one I just mentioned: You don’t know jack-shit. Here, jack-shit is 

acting as something called a “minimizer.” You’ve probably never heard of 

such a thing, but still you use them all the time. If you had to come up 

with a nonprofane replacement, it would probably be the more frequent 

anything—that would give you You don’t know anything. In English, we 

have a variety of minimizers like anything that go along with negation and 

serve to emphasize how complete that negation is. These are words (or ex¬ 

pressions) like at all, one bit, or a drop, all of which can be appended to 

negated sentences like You don’t know or He doesn’t drink. Some of these 
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minimizing words are general, like at all, which you can stick into pretty 

much any negation: I do not skydive at all or It doesn’t hurt at all. Others 

are quite specific to the action, like a morsel in He didn’t eat a morsel or a 

drop, which appears only to be not spilled or not drunk. 

Minimizers like these follow a general rule: they have to be used in a 

sentence that describes something nonfactual—a sentence stating explic¬ 

itly that something isn’t the case. Negation with not is of course the best 

way to do this. So He doesn’t skydive provides a nice nonfactual home for 

at all. But a question is also somewhat nonfactual, because it questions 

whether something might be true. So you can stick at all and other mini¬ 

mizers into questions, like Do you skydive at all? Expressions of doubt work 

the same way because they also allow a shadow of possible nonfactuality to 

creep in: I doubt you skydive at all. And so on. But as soon as your sentence 

becomes factual—as soon as it asserts something as true—then you can’t 

use at all or its ilk. It wouldn’t make sense to say I skydive at all or He really 

wants to skydive at all. That’s a general grammatical rule about words like 

these. They’re only viable when the factuality of the statement is put lin¬ 

guistically in doubt. 

But jack-shit and its profane peers flout the rule. You can say You don’t 

know jack-shit, using it in a negative context, but you can also just as easily 

say You know jack-shit. Same with dick—I don’t draw dick unless the price is 

right is fine, as is I draw dick unless the price is right. And other terms like 

crap, shit, fuck-all, and the like all behave the same way. For instance. You 

get fuck-all until you say “please” works just as well as the negated version.* 

This special set of profane words and their strange behavior in this con¬ 

text have gained such notoriety among syntacticians (people who study 

* As I said, this is exceptional behavior. You can say I don’t know anyone but not I know any¬ 

one. But there are a few other words that seem to behave something like the profane ones, 

dick and others, in that they can be used in both positive and negative contexts. And one of 

these, occasionally, is anymore. Most Americans are perfectly willing to say Honey badger 

doesn’t give a shit anymore. But what about Honey badger gives a shit anymore? Fascinatingly, 

there are actually regional differences on this. If you think that it sounds perfectly fine to say 

Honey badger gives a shit anymore, then you (or your parents) are probably from the Midwest, 

particularly Ohio and Pennsylvania. You have so-called positive polarity anymore—you can 

use it, just like dick, in the presence or the absence of negation. The rest of the country, and 

possibly the world, will strenuously object to this use, largely because they categorize any¬ 

more as requiring a negative context. The difference between positive polarity anymore and 

vulgar minimizers like dick or jack-shit is that sentences using anymore have different mean¬ 

ings when negated and not—I go there anymore and I don’t go there anymore mean different 

things, whereas You know jack-shit and You don't know jack-shit mean about the same thing. 
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grammar for a living—yes, this exists) that they’ve been given a name. Two 

names, actually. They’re sometimes called “vulgar minimizers,” which is 

an apt description because they’re both vulgar and they minimize what 

precedes them.3 But “vulgar minimizers” isn’t as evocative as their other 

name, “squatitives,” in honor of the special place of the word squat among 

them.4 

More than their relative flexibility, the really remarkable thing about 

squatitives like jack-shit is, of course, that the negative and the positive ver¬ 

sions of the sentences seem to mean roughly the same thing. As I men¬ 

tioned earlier, this really is quite strange because putting a not in a sentence 

usually reverses some component of the meaning. Let’s sell the children 

should mean roughly the opposite of Let’s not sell the children. So when you 

use profane words as minimizers, the affirmative and negated versions of 

the sentence are similar in meaning. You don’t know dick is roughly syn¬ 

onymous with You know dick. He doesn’t know jack-shit means the same 

thing as He knows jack-shit. It’s almost like we’re looking at the sentence 

version of the English flammable-inflammable mess.* 

To a first approximation, these profane words seem to be subject to 

special rules that simply don’t apply to the rest of the language. They’re 

outliers, but not random ones. They form little coalitions that pattern alike 

among themselves but flout the rules that apply to nonprofane words. 

# $ %! 

In Emma Lazarus’s poem “The New Colossus,” which is inscribed on the 

Statue of Liberty, you’ll find the famous verse “Give me your tired, your 

poor, your huddled masses yearning to breathe free.” While this particular 

sentence has had immeasurable social impact, linguistically speaking it’s 

grammatically unremarkable. The sentence is all constructed around the 

verb give, and in this sentence, it’s doing what it normally does. The sen¬ 

tence explicitly identifies both the things that are to be given (your tired, 

your poor, and so on) and also the recipient, me. Who me is, I suppose, is 

* To be clear, I’m not talking about irony here. It’s always possible for a speaker (or writer) to 

say anything while really meaning the reverse. For example, you can say Mary doesn’t know 

jack-shit ironically to mean not what it literally means—that she doesn’t know anything—but 

instead to mean the reverse. For instance, Mary has spent twenty years as a veterinarian car¬ 

ing for orphaned kittens and puppies, so obviously she doesn’t know jack-shit about animals. 

Jack-shit and other squatitives make a sentence and its negated opposite unironically mean 

the same thing. 
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subject to interpretation—it could be Lady Liberty or more likely the na¬ 

tion she represents—but it’s important for give to have a recipient. It’s kind 

of the sine qua non of giving. You can’t give something without giving it to 

someone. Consequently, even when not explicitly stated in a sentence, the 

recipient of give is almost always implied and inferable from context. For 

example, the statement I don’t give handouts implies that there’s someone 

you don’t give handouts to. Of course, you can put this person in the sen¬ 

tence: I don’t give handouts to bums like you, Mr. Lebowski. But even when 

such a statement does not expressly identify the recipient, it goes without 

saying that someone is or isn’t getting something. 

But profanity again is the exception. When you give profanely, and 

here I’m thinking specifically of giving a fuck, the rule about give having 

a recipient doesn’t appear to apply. You can give (or choose not to give) a 

fuck—without any potential recipient in mind. And the same goes for a 

shit, and a damn, and so on. For example, the famously resilient honey 

badger can reportedly be stung by a thousand bees, with what conse¬ 

quence? He doesn’t give a shit. At the end of Gone with the Wind, Scarlett 

O’Hara asks Rhett Butler what she should do when he leaves. His answer: 

Frankly, my dear, I don’t give a damn. This kind of giving or nongiving—of 

shits, damns, and fucks—is grammatically special. You don’t mention the 

recipient: you don’t specify whom you don’t give a damn to. But it’s even 

more bizarre than this. Not only is there no explicitly mentioned recipient; 

there’s not even an implied one. We can tell for sure that there’s no implied 

recipient because you couldn’t even force a recipient into such sentences if 

you had to. It doesn’t make sense to say I don’t give you a fuck or I don’t give 

any fucks to you to mean I don’t care. 

So why can’t you give a fuck to anyone? One reasonable explanation 

could be that this is merely a consequence of I don’t give a fuck being a fixed 

expression. Maybe it’s a set of words that implies a recipient but into which 

you can’t force one because those five words have to be said in exactly that 

order, as though I don’t give a fuck were one single word spelled with inter¬ 

nal spaces. The problem with this argument is that the words in give a fuck 

are in fact quite flexible. You can make it passive: No fucks were given. Or 

you can be crystal clear: Not one single fuck was given. And you can modify 

the fuck that you’re not giving: it can be a flying fuck, the slightest fuck, or a 

single fuck. No, it’s not that give a fuck is too rigid to admit a recipient. It’s 

that there’s something about recipients that give a fuck doesn’t like. 
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You’re going to start detecting a trend here, because it seems, again, that 

there’s a special grammatical rule at play for give a fuck, one that also ap¬ 

plies to give a shit, give a damn, and so on, but doesn’t pertain outside of the 

realm of profanity. It’s not that give a fuck is more lax, as in the case of fuck- 

all and other squatitives. No, in this case, the grammar is actually more 

rigid for give a fuck than for giving anything else. The general characteriza¬ 

tion of give and how it works (it has an explicit or implicit recipient) doesn’t 

apply equally to all its uses. In order to use these profane expressions gram¬ 

matically, you must know very specific things about how to make a sen¬ 

tence—grammatical patterns specific to particular uses of selected words. 

# $ %! 

So we’ve now seen that in some cases profane grammar is more flexible, 

and in other cases it’s less flexible than the grammar of the language as 

a whole. But on the whole, the differences we’ve seen have been relatively 

superficial—subtle changes in specific ways that words can or cannot be 

used. How deep does the special behavior of profanity go? Are there ways 

in which profanity seems to follow its own, qualitatively different system of 

rules entirely? Maybe. 

It’s generally agreed in grammar circles that every sentence has to have 

a subject. In English, you usually express the subject overtly. For example, 

look at the sentences in this paragraph. The first sentence has the subject it, 

which the verb is (contracted to s) agrees with. The next sentence has the 

subject you, which express agrees with. Now, sometimes a sentence has no 

overt subject. Imperatives are an example of this. In Look at the sentences 

in this paragraph, there’s no subject. But still we all know who’s doing the 

looking: the person to whom the imperative is directed. You, dear reader, 

are the subject of Look at the sentences in this paragraph. Imperative sen¬ 

tences like this still have a subject; it’s just implicit. 

The idea that subjects can be implicit is a neat notion because it allows 

us to preserve the generalization about English sentences that they all have 

subjects. Some are overt; others are implicit. That’s believed to be a general 

rule of English. A very general rule. Science likes general rules because 

generalizations enable concise descriptions and explanations of diverse ob¬ 

servations. Gravity explains both orbiting planets and plummeting skydiv- 

ers, and that’s a good thing. 
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So suppose all sentences have subjects. Great. In that case, what’s the 

subject of Fuck you?5‘ It’s not obvious. You might be tempted to think that 

the you in the sentence is the subject. And certainly in the case of the sim¬ 

ilar sentence You fuck (a declaration of what you do), the subject—the one 

performing the action—is obviously you. But in Fuck you, the you can’t be 

the subject because you isn’t performing an action. 

In that case, you might reasonably conjecture, Fuck you is probably 

an imperative. And if it’s an imperative, it has an implicit subject, just like 

Look at the sentences. But that can’t be true either. And we can tell for a 

very subtle grammatical reason that I’ll now attempt to explain. 

Syntacticians pay close attention to how words can or can’t combine 

in order to figure out what’s really going on under the surface—in this 

case, whether something is a subject or not. Here’s a clever test we can use. 

When the subject and the object of a verb refer to the same person or thing, 

something special happens. The object adds -self to the end. For example, if 

I want to describe an act in which you cleaned yourself, I couldn’t say You 

cleaned you; I’d have to say You cleaned yourself, just like I cleaned myself, 

He cleaned himself, and so on. So we know that whenever we see these re¬ 

flexive -self pronouns, the subject and the object are the same person. This 

is a kind of grammatical test you can apply to sentences. 

The powerful thing about this test is that it also detects the implicit 

subjects of imperatives. If I wanted to tell you to clean yourself, then I 

would say Clean yourself, not Clean you. Because yourself is required, we 

know that the implicit subject of an imperative must be you. Neat. Further 

evidence that imperatives have you as an implicit subject. But notice what 

that means about Fuck you. If it were Fuck yourself, then we’d know that 

this was an imperative with you as the implicit subject—just like Clean 

yourself. And indeed, it’s possible to say Fuck yourself, but this means some¬ 

thing different from Fuck you. Fuck yourself is an actual imperative—it’s a 

command for the subject, you, to perform an action, fuck, on an object, 

* This is the topic of a classic piece of scholarship by James McCawley, a former University of 

Chicago linguist whose PhD from MIT was supervised by Noam Chomsky. By all accounts, 

McCawley was a polymath (for instance, he had several degrees in math), a prodigy (who 

started as a student at the University of Chicago at sixteen), and an inveterate prankster. 

Under the pseudonym of Quang Phuc Dong, ostensibly of the South Hanoi Institute of Tech¬ 

nology (or SHIT), he wrote several seminal papers in what he called “scatolinguistics.” The 

first, “English Sentences Without Overt Grammatical Subject,” deals with the grammar of 

Fuck you. McCawley died in 1999 and with him a lot of the fun of linguistics. 
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which is also you. But with Fuck you, the subject can’t be you because the 

object is you, not yourself. The subject has to be something or someone else. 

So maybe Fuck you is just a special kind of imperative with a subject 

that’s not you. We can put Fuck you to a number of other grammar tests 

to diagnose whether it’s an imperative. And they all come back negative. 

For example, you can negate imperatives—for instance, Don’t read this sen¬ 

tence1 But you can’t say Don’t fuck you! You can add please or do to the 

front of imperatives: Please read this sentence. Do look at this sentence. But 

there’s no way to interpret Please fuck you or Do fuck you. By all measures, 

Fuck you is not an imperative, and if it’s not an imperative, it doesn’t have 

an implicit subject, and because it also doesn’t have an overt subject, that 

means it has no subject at all. 

It’s not just Fuck you that’s missing a subject. Other vulgar maledic¬ 

tions are in the same boat. Damn you works the same way. Notice the 

same difference between Damn you and Damn yourself that we saw before. 

Damn you isn’t telling you to perform an act of damning on yourself, but 

Damn yourself is. And again you can’t negate it to make Don’t damn you. 

Same with Screw you. It appears that Fuck you, Damn you, and Screw you 

aren’t imperatives. And as a result, none of them have a subject, not even 

an implicit one. 

Right now, you might be thinking about God. As a subject, I mean. 

Couldn’t Damn you really be a shortened version of God damn you or May 

God damn you? And likewise for Fuck you, couldn’t it really be May God 

fuck you? It’s possible—at least for Damn you—that this is the historical 

source of the expression, as evidenced by the presence of God in goddam- 

nit. But looking just at the grammar of the language as it’s used today, 

there’s no God left in Damn you or Fuck you, and we can tell by using the 

same reflexive pronoun test that showed us that yon isn’t their subject. Sup¬ 

pose you want to denigrate not the person you’re talking to but some third 

party. You’d say Damn him or Fuck her. Well, it turns out that if the per¬ 

son you want to denigrate isn’t a person but a deity, then you can perfectly 

grammatically (albeit blasphemously) utter Fuck God or Damn God. And 

here’s the rub. If God is the subject of these sentences, then we shouldn’t be 

able to say Fuck God. It would have to be Fuck himself; God is the subject, 

so the direct object should agree with it. But you can’t say Fuck himself to 

mean Fuck God. And that implies that God is not the implicit subject of 

either Fuck God or Fuck you. They don’t appear to have any subject at all. 
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This is a big problem. These profane maledictions are breaking argu¬ 

ably the most important rule of grammar. All sentences are supposed to 

have subjects, whether overt or implicit. That was the laudable generaliza¬ 

tion we started with. It’s as if we’ve found one type of matter that the rules 

of gravity don’t apply to. And so one of two conclusions follow. 

One: Fuck you doesn’t have a subject. But it’s grammatical. And if all 

grammatical sequences of words are sentences, then we have to conclude 

that some sentences, like Fuck you, can live without subjects. That’s going 

to be a hard pill to swallow. There’s an exception to gravity. 

If you don’t like that, you do have another option. Conclusion two: 

all sentences still have subjects. But Fuck you and other maledictions are 

something other than sentences. The reasoning behind this would be the 

following syllogism: Sentences have to have subjects. Fuck you doesn’t 

have a subject. Therefore, Fuck you is not a sentence. By this logic, sen¬ 

tences make up only one of several types of things you know how to say in 

English. There are also other things, like epithets. Perhaps certain epithets 

follow their own, distinct rules of grammar. Sentences have subjects. Epi¬ 

thets need not. They’re a whole separate class of things people know how 

to say. This would be as big a deal for linguists as finding a type of matter 

that’s immune to gravity would be for physicists or discovering a new phy¬ 

logenetic kingdom would be for biologists. 

And it’s not just Fuck you. When you start to dig, you find that other 

profanity places you astride the horns of this same dilemma. Consider, for 

example, an utterance like White wedding, my ass! Is this a sentence? To 

begin with, it’s not clear what the subject is here. It might be white wedding, 

or it might be my ass. Or neither. But that’s not the real problem. Some¬ 

thing else is missing. If you look closely, you’ll see that there’s no verb. And 

it’s not like there’s an implied verb. What could the verb possibly be? You 

couldn’t say White wedding is my ass! Sentences need not just subjects but 

also verbs. If this is a sentence, it’s profoundly degenerate. 

You can see the problem even in one-word utterances, like the isolated 

word Fuck! There’s one way to use this word that can, in fact, form a real 

sentence: an imperative one in which you are the implicit subject of a com¬ 

manded action. For instance, it might be a command a breeder gives to her 

goldendoodles when they’re in heat. Fuck! But the more common way to 

use the same single word Fuck! does not form a normal sentence. When 

used as an expression of frustration, anger, or excitement, it has no sub¬ 

ject. No one is being instructed to do anything to anyone else. The same 
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ambiguity between sentence and epithet is present in Shit! or Crap! or any 

epithet that also happens to be a possible verb. Epithets appear to have their 

own rules of grammar. 

And although these utterances might not be sentences that we could 

construct using the general rules of grammar we’ve reviewed so far, they 

are still subject to very precise grammatical constraints. For instance, con¬ 

sider the nuances surrounding White wedding, my ass! For one thing, you 

don’t have much leeway with whose ass it is—you couldn’t get away with 

saying White wedding, his ass! or White wedding, our asses! And it seems 

like it has to be the word ass or a near synonym in that last position. So 

you could say White wedding, my tuchus! or White wedding, my butt! But it 

would be harder (though possibly still acceptable) to use other parts of the 

body: White wedding, my hymen! 

The upshot is this: Certain types of profanity, from Fuck you onward, 

belong to their own class, or classes, of utterance. They’re not sentences 

by any normal definition; nor are they abbreviations of full sentences that 

omit little bits. They’re their own class of thing that you can utter. There’s 

a chasm between the grammar of profanity and that of the language as a 

whole. 

# $ %! 

And yet, despite this profound specialness, the profane utterances we’ve 

been looking at—even though they aren’t normal sentences—still follow 

some general grammatical rules. For instance, in White wedding, my ass- 

type sentences, even though the pronoun pretty much has to be my and 

the noun has to be a posterior-related body part, there’s nevertheless some 

flexibility. I believe it’s still grammatical to say White wedding, my fucking 

ass! or White wedding, my big fat Greek ass! That is, you can use the very 

same normal rules for putting things together into sentences, in these cases 

modifying nouns with adverbs, adjectives, and the like, that apply in the 

language in general. So these utterances live in a nebulous space. On the 

one hand, they’re a totally different type of thing—not like any sentence we 

know of. On the other, they can hook into the language’s general rules of 

grammar in limited ways. Profanity has its own grammar, but it is built on 

top of the general principles that govern the language as a whole. 

Here’s another case of a specific grammatical pattern that still follows 

other general rules. The verb tear is usually transitive, meaning that it has 
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a direct object. For instance, you might say I tore my hamstring. Here, I is 

the subject, the “tearer,” and my hamstring is the object, the thing affected 

by the tearing, or the “torn,” as it were. But sometimes, rarely, tear can have 

more than one object. It can be “ditransitive.” An example of ditransitive 

verb use is Mary tore me a new asshole. There are two grammatical objects, 

me and a new asshole. 

Just like with give a fuck, there’s a little slack in this pattern. And this 

is where the rest of what you know about the grammar of your language 

comes in. The verb doesn’t have to be tear. You can also rip, ream, pound, 

or possibly even fuck someone a new asshole. And there’s a little leeway 

with the new asshole as well. It can be a new one, another asshole, or really 

anything that describes a new orifice. If I’m not mistaken, then, it would fit 

the pattern to say that you’re going to shag someone a supplementary shit 

shoot or hammer him home a hasty Hershey highway. Like give a fuck, this 

grammatical pattern imposes constraints on what can occur in it, within 

limits. But otherwise it behaves as you would expect, given the rest of the 

language. 

So why do these profane grammatical patterns flout certain grammat¬ 

ical conventions of English while obeying others? In some cases, it’s hard 

to know. But perhaps not in all. There might be a hint of reason in this last 

pattern we looked at: tear someone a new asshole. Unlike general rules of 

grammar (the rule that sentences have subjects, for example), the patterns 

we’ve been looking at encode a very particular meaning or are tailored to 

a specific function. The tear him a new one pattern conveys the particu¬ 

lar meaning that the person in the subject beat up the first object phys¬ 

ically or verbally. And this meaning might explain how it patterns. Not 

just any verb can occur here—only verbs that can plausibly describe an act 

of orifice-creation qualify. And the verb takes not just any direct object. 

The first one has to be someone or something that can be beat up, and the 

second has to describe a new orifice. Could meaning or function impose 

constraints on the grammatical behavior of profane language? 

This might be clearer in a different pattern of profane grammar. Con¬ 

sider where you can stick the fuck, specifically, when used in questions. 

The fuck can of course be inserted directly after what to make what the 

fuck. Certain other “w/z-question words,” like who and why, work the same 

way: Who the fuck do you think you are? Why the fuck would I tell you?* 

* Much of this discussion is inspired by Fillmore, C. J. (1985). We miss you, Chuck. 
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But the king of these w/i-question words really is what—the now perva¬ 

sive acronym WTF usually refers to what the fuck rather than why or who 

the fuck. (Notice that the list of relevant wfi-question words includes how, 

even though it doesn’t start with a wh-, as in How the fuck should I know? 

But it might not include which—many, but not all, English speakers find it 

ungrammatical to ask Which the fuck should I choose?) When used in this 

way, the fuck is largely interchangeable with the hell, the shit, the devil, the 

deuce, and a few others, with corresponding changes in intensity. 

This is yet another case where profanity is behaving differently from 

the rest of the language. You can insert the fuck and friends into wh- 

questions, but only wfi-questions of a certain type. The rule appears to be 

that the wfi-word has to be the very first word of the clause. So it’s gram¬ 

matical to say What the fuck did you open that jar with? but not With what 

the fuck did you open that jar? You also can’t say You opened the jar with 

what the fuck? 

These inserted fucks are also unique in the language because, as with 

the other profane patterns we saw before, there are no other words you can 

drop into just these places with these precise restrictions. For instance, it’s 

possible to insert did you say into a question directly after the wh-word to 

ask for clarification, as in What did you say you opened that jar with? But 

in this case, it’s also totally acceptable to put the with at the front, as in 

With what did you say you opened that jar? or even to embed it: You opened 

the jar with what did you say? In other words, the rules for profanity are 

similar to but different from those for the rest of the language. This should 

seem quite familiar. 

But this pattern is also revealing for the question at hand: Is the gram¬ 

matical behavior of this pattern constrained by the meaning or function of 

these words? 

Consider the following facts: You can embed a wh-clause in a larger 

sentence. A clause is just a sentence-like thing inside another sentence. 

For instance, a sentence like I can’t imagine what he cooked contains the 

clause what he cooked. Now, in this case, the fuck can be inserted just fine, 

right after the what, because what is still the beginning of the embedded 

clause. This gives you the fully grammatical I can’t imagine what the fuck 

he cooked. So far so good. But you can’t always stick the fuck there. Sen¬ 

tences that seem superficially quite similar do not seem grammatical to 

most people. For example, what do you think about I can’t disclose what 

the fuck he cooked. If you agree that this sentence seems strange, or at least 
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stranger than I can’t imagine what the fuck he cooked, then this must be 

due to a difference between imagine and disclose. Why is imagine more 

welcoming to the fuck than disclose is? 

They mean different things. In the case of imagine what he cooked, 

which can have the fuck in it, the thing that he cooked is unknown, won¬ 

dered about. In the case of disclose what he cooked, the thing that he cooked 

is some specific thing that the speaker knows but doesn’t want to reveal. So 

could it be that sentences that you can embed the fuck in express uncer¬ 

tainty about the event? Let’s see. You can say I have no idea what the fuck he 

cooked. And sure enough, it expresses uncertainty and allows the fuck. But 

when the sentence expresses certainty, then all of a sudden the fuck seems 

out of place: I can’t eat what the fuck he cooked sounds strange to many 

people, as does This is what the fuck he cooked. In other words, the gram¬ 

mar of the fuck is in part constrained by what the sentence means. You 

insert the fuck after what to express incredulity at something unknown. 

And as a result, sentences that don’t express uncertainty don’t allow you to 

insert the fuck. This shows that grammar cares about meaning. What you 

know about how to put words together is sensitive to the meaningful work 

you’re trying to do with grammar.* 

* One final thing that’s interesting about this case is that the profane word (fuck or hell) looks 

like a noun—it follows the, as nouns are wont to do—but it doesn’t behave like just any noun. 

That is, if we care about what people know about the grammar of their language, part of what 

we want to know is what categories they’re using in their grammatical rules. For instance, 

English appears to have a rule in which the can precede nouns in general, from aardvark to 

zythology. (Zythology is of course the study of beer making.) But the rule of grammar that 

allows us to create and understand what the fuck is far less general. You can’t insert just any 

noun whatsoever after a wh-word: What the aardvark is on your plate? seems out of place, 

as does How the zythology am I supposed to drink this? So how can we describe what people 

know about the fuck or the hell? What rule of grammar allows these words to be inserted as 

we’ve seen they can be? It certainly can’t be a rule of grammar stating that nouns in general 

can be inserted after a wh-question and the. It must be more specific. It must say that a short 

list of specific nouns are available for this particular rule. 

So you might again be tempted to think that the hell or the fuck is just a fixed expression 

or “idiom,” or maybe that What the hell is the idiom. If so, then you just memorize the whole 

thing and forget about applying rules. What the hell is basically just a big word with some 

spaces in it. But the problem is that hell and fuck in this expression are variable—they act a lot 

like any regular, lively noun. For instance, they’re available for certain normal grammatical 

operations you perform on nouns in general. You can modify nouns by putting adjectives 

in front of them. That works here too: What the bloody hell? You can add an adverb then an 

adjective, as in What the everlasting bloody hell? The point is that hell seems to be acting a lot 

like a noun here, just with very limited flexibility. It has to be preceded by the and not, for 

example, a. What a hell! doesn’t cut it. And it has to be singular, as there’s no sense to be made 

from What the hells! 
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# $ %! 

There’s another reason why some profane patterns follow or refuse to fol¬ 

low just the rules they do. And that has to do with their history. To see this, 

let’s look at two other uses for the fuck.6 Although they look quite similar, 

each has its own idiosyncratic meaning and subtly different grammar. 

The first is found in sentences like Step the fuck down or Shut the hell 

up. We’ll call this the Get-the-hell-out-of-here construction, based on the 

earliest known attested use, from 1895, which was that, verbatim.7 Superfi¬ 

cially very similar but, as we’ll see, clearly distinct is a second use of the + 

expletive. It looks like this: That girl knocked the hell out of that pihata or I’m 

going to eat the fuck out of this lasagna. Let’s call this one the Beat-the-devil- 

out-of-her construction, after the earliest known usage from an 1885 ro¬ 

mance novel: Loubitza will beat the devil out of her when she gets her home.8 

Why should we think that Shut the hell up is a different beast from 

Knock the hell out of that pihata? After all, they have striking similarities. 

They seem to admit the same taboo words {shit, hell, fuck, and so on), and 

they display the same taboo form: the + expletive. But there are several 

reasons to think that you actually follow distinct rules for them: they have 

different properties and yield to different constraints.* 

First, the expletive seems mandatory for the Beat-the-devil-out-of-her 

construction but optional for the Get-the-hell-out-of-here construction. 

We know this because taking the fuck or the hell out of Get the hell out 

or Step the fuck down or Shut the fuck up produces perfectly grammatical 

sentences: Get out, Step down, and Shut up. Their meaning just becomes a 

little less intense, as you would expect when you omit profanity. But the 

same doesn’t hold when you take the epithet out of The girl knocked the hell 

out of that pihata. That produces the ungrammatical The girl knocked out 

of that pihata. Strange. Removing the fuck from I’m going to eat the fuck 

out of this lasagna yields I’m going to eat out of this lasagna, which can’t 

be interpreted as describing the same sort of thing that eating the fuck out 

of this lasagna does. (It might be interpretable, but with a totally different 

meaning, where the lasagna becomes a container for the food being eaten.) 

Optionality of the epithets is only one way in which Beat-the-devil and 

Get-the-hell differ. They also display different behavior when you apply 

Hoeksema, J„ and Napoli, D. J. (2008) have a thorough and delightful exploration of these 

two constructions, which I’ve leaned on heavily for the following. 
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other grammatical rules to them. For instance, in English, you can make 

an active sentence like John ate the carrots passive, so that it becomes The 

carrots were eaten by John. When you try to apply the passivization rule 

to the two constructions we’re looking at, you again see that they differ. 

Specifically, Beat-the-devil-out-of-her sentences can be made passive, but 

Get-the-hell-out-of-here sentences cannot. For instance, you can say The 

pinata got the hell knocked out of it by the girl and maybe even The hell got 

knocked out of the pinata by the girl. But take a Get-the-hell-out-of-here 

sentence like Get the hell out of here, and you’ll be hard pressed to passivize 

it. Neither The hell was gotten out of here nor Here was gotten the hell out of 

does justice to the active original. These two types of sentences, although 

they superficially contain similar inserted epithets, actually behave quite 

differently. The best we can do is call Get-the-hell-out-of-here and Beat-the- 

devil-out-of-her different grammatical patterns and try to understand why 

they work the different ways they do. 

And as I hinted at the outset of this section, we can find part of the ex¬ 

planation for their different and idiosyncratic properties in their histories. 

As its earliest use would suggest, the Beat-the-devil-out-of-her construc¬ 

tion was originally patterned off of an existing sentence form in English. 

They beat the devil out of her is a sentence of the very same form as They 

pulled the survivors out of the ship or They forced the mayor out of office. 

Namely, there’s a subject (they), a verb that describes acting on something 

with enough force for it to move (beat, pull, force), then an object that is 

forced to move (the devil, the survivors, the mayor), and finally a direction it 

is forced to move in (out of him, out of the ship, out of office). This pattern is 

often called the caused-motion construction because it describes someone 

acting on something forcefully to cause it to move.9 

In other words, originally, sentences like Loubitza will beat the devil 

out of her when she gets her home were actually not unambiguous instances 

of a special Beat-the-devil-out-of-her construction. Instead, they were 

probably talking about actually acting on someone (her) via a forceful ac¬ 

tion (beating) to make something (the devil) move in some direction (out of 

her). Many examples of the Beat-the-devil-out-of-her construction remain 

ambiguous to this day, hovering between a caused-motion interpretation 

and a Beat-the-devil-out-of-her interpretation. For instance, does If you 

keep misbehaving, I’ll knock the hell out of you mean that upon completion, 

the hell (namely the bad intentions and behavior) will have been removed 
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from you? Does They’re going to beat the shit out of me describe literal or 

metaphorical feces being punched out of the victim? 

The origins of the Beat-the-devil-out-of-her construction explain its 

idiosyncratic behavior. The epithet is mandatory because the hell or the 

fuck or the devil was, at the origin (and perhaps continuing in some am¬ 

biguous cases to this day), an actual thing being acted on such that it 

would move. The caused-motion construction generally makes this par¬ 

ticular component mandatory. For instance, you can’t omit the mayor in 

They forced the mayor out of office; that produces the ungrammatical They 

forced out of office. And the Beat-the-devil-out-of-her construction, like the 

caused-motion construction it derives from, allows passivation without 

hesitation: The mayor was forced out of office by them. In other words, the 

Beat-the-devil-out-of-her construction behaves the way it does in terms of 

grammar because of patterns established when it was still being created. 

The Beat-the-devil-out-of-her construction originated in ambiguity. 

But over the more than one hundred years of its use, this construction has 

expanded to include other cases that we can no longer interpret via the 

originating caused-motion construction. For instance, I’m going to eat the 

fuck out of this lasagna clearly doesn’t imply that there’s fuck in the lasagna 

that I will somehow remove via eating. And this construction seems to 

be on the move in that more and more verbs are being recruited to it. It 

now seems to many people perfectly grammatical to say I’m going to sprint 

the fuck out of this marathon or After this semester, I’m going to know the 

hell out of physics. These are clearly not about causing motion, but remark¬ 

ably they still exhibit the hallmark grammatical properties carried forward 

from Beat-the-devil’s origins. The epithet is still mandatory: you have to say 

you’ll know the hell out of physics; you can’t say you’ll know out of physics.' 

So our grammatical minds are littered with traces of the history that these 

particular profane expressions have traversed. 

# $ %! 

Profanity has a grammar all its own, after a fashion, but it’s not a tidy af¬ 

fair. If the grammar of a language is a system of regularities—uniform 

* However, in some cases, it cannot now be passivized: The hell will be known out of physics by 

me and Physics will be known the hell out of by me are both quite ungrammatical. See Hoek- 

sema, J., and Napoli, D. J. (2008) for an explanation. 
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patterns of behavior—then profanity simultaneously taps into some of the 

regularities and imposes a number of distinct subregularities all its own. 

Sometimes this produces utterances that, by any of the standard criteria, 

are not sentences at all. At other times it produces sentences that appear to 

be missing components or that flout the overriding rules of the language. 

Some of these subregularities we can explain by appealing to the meaning 

they’re used to convey, the function they’re put to, or the history of how 

they came to be. 

When we broaden our scope a bit, it’s fair to speculate that other types 

of language, aside from profanity, may work similarly. There are proba¬ 

bly specialized subgrammars for each of the purposes we put language to. 

There’s a special way we recite numbers and dates. Recipes have a particular 

formula (compare the standard English Mix the eggs into the flour and heat 

them together with Recipese: Mix eggs into flour. Beat together). So does 

speech directed at children or pets. And of course we know that differ¬ 

ent groups of people use different rules of grammar and that some people 

who can easily flit between such subgroups may even have the capacity for 

language in multiple distinct dialects of a language, with different rules of 

grammar. Although we began with profanity, a bigger question is really 

at play here. When we talk about grammar and try to understand how it 

works in the human mind, should we be talking about a single grammar 

for a language or a patchwork of subgrammars specialized for particular 

purposes? The structure of the grammar seems to be shaped by what you’re 

trying to do with it. 

I’m all for simplicity. And it would be far simpler if grammar would 

just keep to itself. Let words convey meaning so grammar can just be in 

the business of putting them together into bigger structures. But human 

language doesn’t appear to work this way. Instead, specific grammatical 

choices seem to carry with them—or to be driven by—the meanings and 

functions they’re paired with. The question that remains is, how much of 

language is like this? What’s the balance between the specific, meaningful, 

idiosyncratic patterns we’ve been looking at here and the ostensible pat¬ 

terns of grammar that are truly general and truly meaning-free? Profanity 

raises the question, but we don’t yet have the answer. 
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How Cock Lost Its Feathers 

A thousand years ago, people living in the British Isles spoke various 

manifestations of Old English, the language that would evolve over 

the subsequent millennium into what we now know as Modern English. 

In terms of its words, what they mean, how they’re pronounced, and how 

they’re arranged grammatically, Old English is probably just as foreign to 

the contemporary speaker of English as is German or Dutch. For example, 

take the Old English version of the Lord’s Prayer (to jog your memory, this 

is the one that now goes “Our Father who art in heaven, hallowed be thy 

name,” and so on). In Old English, it looks like this, in its entirety: 

Feeder ure \>e eart on heofonum; Si f»in nama gehalgod to becume f»in 

rice gewurf»e Sin willa on eorSan swa swa on heofonum. urne gedaegh- 

wamlican hlaf syle us todaeg and forgyf us ure gyltas swa swa we forgyfaS 

urum gyltendum and ne gelasd f>u us on costnunge ac alys us of yfele 

sojdice.1 

If you’re lucky, you might be able to pick out a couple of vaguely 

recognizable words, especially once you know that a rough word-by-word 

translation into Modern English starts with “Father ours, you who are 

in heaven . . .” As you can see, father used to be feeder, and heaven was 

heofonum. Like great-grandparents depicted in a blurry black-and-white 

photograph, some of these words bear a family resemblance to their mod¬ 

ern kin. Other words are totally unfamiliar. Gedceghwamlican means 

“daily.” Alys means something like “redeem.” The passage of time does this 

141 
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to a language. As the years tick by, words morph into progressively less 

recognizable forms, while others are replaced entirely. 

The Lord’s Prayer isn’t the only preserved record from the ancient his¬ 

tory of English—liturgical, scientific, legal, and literary texts enshrined in 

the museums and archives of the Anglophone world contain within them 

the necessary rudiments to trace out the histories of not just the sacred 

words of our language but the profane ones as well. 

Illustrative of how profanity changes is cock, a word as old as English 

itself. In ancient records, it can be found spelled variously as coc, cocc, or 

kok—as you can see, orthography was just as inconsistent during the Mid¬ 

dle Ages as it is during the Texting Age. But from its earliest recorded use in 

ad 890-897, we know that in the first millennium, the word referred to one 

particular kind of cock, the kind that crows.2 Eleven hundred years later, 

the word has transformed. To contemporary American ears, of course, a 

cock is most likely something else, something not typically outfitted with a 

beak and feathers. The meaning of cock has changed radically.' 

In the place of cock, contemporary American English speakers prefer 

to refer to the male of the species Gallus gallus domesticus using the word 

rooster. We can track this shift through the historical record of English. 

The Google NGram corpus provides a count of how frequently different 

words have been used over time, at least as recorded in the books that Goo¬ 

gle has scanned to date. The record gets less reliable the farther back you 

go, especially for relatively infrequent words, like cock, that only pop up 

now and then. But if you track cock over the past 150 years, you’ll quickly 

see that it has come to be used progressively less and less over the years. 

The chart you see on the next page plots time on the x-axis—from 1850 to 

the present. And on the y-axis is the frequency of cock among all words in 

books from that particular year. You can see that cock has been quite infre¬ 

quent for centuries: only about one word in 100,000 is cock. Presumably, 

that’s because writers have other things to discuss than fowl and penises. 

But what’s important is the change over time. By 2000, cock was used only 

about a third as often as it was one hundred years before. And lest you 

think this is merely because male chickens have progressively fallen out 

of favor as a writing topic, compare the downward trend of the cock curve 

* If Mark Twain had wanted to write A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court as a farce, he 

could have gotten a lot of mileage out of this. Think about the riotous malentendus when an 

uptight courtesan proclaims I’m hungry for a cock tonight or I woke up this morning to that 

damned cock again. 
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The decline of cock and the rise of rooster. 

Cock 

Rooster 

with the upward trajectory of rooster, below it. Rooster was basically un- 

attested in i860 and has since risen to a nearly cock-like level. People are 

using cock less and rooster more. 

Wait a tick. Does the Google corpus really contain no recorded in¬ 

stances of the word rooster in i860? Or in 1850? Or anywhere in between? 

Zero? How could this be? Rooster feels like a word as old as the language. 

Isn’t it? 

We’ll get to that. 

But first, to sum up what we know so far: cock was once an innocuous 

animal term. Now, however, with the twenty-first century in full swing, 

if you ask a rancher about his livestock, at least in the United States, he’s 

unlikely to say that he has three hundred pigs and five hundred cocks. The 

original sense of cock has shriveled up and been replaced by rooster, a word 

that seemingly appeared in the nineteenth century. 

What’s special about profanity—what makes it distinct from other 

types of language and particularly important to study—is that all of these 

facts repeat themselves again and again in one profane word after another. 

When profanity evolves, it tends to follow certain recurring patterns that 

open a window onto how and why languages change. 

# $ %! 
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Exhibit B is dick. 

There are many famous Dicks. Here are the first that come to my mind: 

Dick Van Dyke, Dick Smothers, Dick Cheney, Dick Cavett, Dick Clark. If 

you’re twenty or younger, it’s possible that none of these names are famil¬ 

iar to you—you who have missed out on unique American cultural trea¬ 

sures like Mary Poppins and American Bandstand. If you don’t know these 

Dicks, it’s because they’re all old. Their respective birth years? 1925, 1938, 

1941, 1936, and 1929. In fact, as it turns out, there are a lot of guys named 

Dick from the early half of the twentieth century and well before. The first 

attested use of Dick as a name appears in 1553,3 just eleven years before 

Shakespeare was born. The Bard himself might well have had Dicks as con¬ 

temporaries. For a while, Dick was as common a name as Tom and Harry. 

But you know who isn’t named Dick? Most anyone born after 1968. 

It’s impossible to get hard numbers on nicknames, ephemeral as they are. 

But we do have data from the Social Security Administration (SSA), which 

tracks the names given to babies born each year.4 As you can see from the 

graph on the next page, Dick was once a quite popular name to give to 

young boys. To be clear, these aren’t babies named Richard and nicknamed 

Dick. Oh no. These are babies whose birth certificate proudly displays their 

given first name as Dick. According to the SSA, there were eight hundred of 

them per year in the 1920s and 1930s. As you can see, Dick started petering 

out after reaching its high point in the early 1930s. Newborn babies were 

still being named Dick through the 1950s, but by the 1960s, Dick was clearly 

on its way out. And then, starting in 1970, no more Dicks. Instead, Ricks. 

The similarity between cock and dick is striking. In both cases, at one 

time, the word is entirely anodyne. At a later point, it means something 

different and profane, and the role it originally played passes to a different 

word altogether—rooster or Rick. The list of profane words in English is 

largely a list of words with similarly humble, inoffensive origins. Bitch used 

to refer just to female dogs. A faggot used to be a bundle of sticks. Ass used 

to be a donkey. And so on. 

For a language scientist, a trend like this screams out for a deeper look. 

How are these particular words selected to become profane? Where do the 

old meanings go? And where do the replacement words come from—words 

like rooster and Rick? So what follows is an outline of the career arc that 

cock and dick and many other taboo words have scratched out, from banal¬ 

ity to profanity and eventually to obscurity. 
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Step one: a word extends its meaning 

Before cock and dick became profane, they already existed as words but 

with different meanings. This is true of most profanity. I mentioned bitch, 

ass, and faggot earlier, but other examples abound. Jesus used to just be a 

nice name for a Jewish boy, for example. 

The history of fuck appears similar, despite fanciful stories you may 

have heard to the contrary. There’s a claim floating around that fuck was 

created as an acronym—perhaps for something like For Unlawful Carnal 

Knowledge or Fornicate Under Command of the King. Acronyms are cer¬ 

tainly a bountiful source for profanity—as demonstrated by recent exam¬ 

ples like MILF and even GILF, THOT, and WTF. But the historical record 

leaves no reason to believe that fuck was born as an acronym. A key bit 

of evidence is that fuck has apparent cognate words in languages related 

to English. As far as we can tell, fuck is related to its German equivalent 

ficken, which is roughly synonymous with its English cousin (though less 

widely used and less profane), as well as Dutch fokken (“to breed”) and 

Icelandic fiuka (“to be tossed by wind”).5 This suggests that the word’s an¬ 

cestor can be traced back thousands of years to a time before the languages 
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that evolved into modern-day German and English diverged. So if fuck 

were formed as an acronym (and there’s no evidence it was), this would 

have happened thousands of years ago, and the particular words whose 

first letters it spelled out would have been totally different from words of 

contemporary English. Words like carnal, knowledge, command, and so 

on were not part of the common ancestor of English and German and so 

could not have been used to form an acronym. 

So if not from an acronym, how did fuck become the go-to swearword 

of modern English? Because fuck is so old and has had its meaning for so 

long, it’s hard to know if it had a life prior to its profane one—we simply 

have very little in the way of preserved written texts that go back that far. 

But there’s a bit of indirect evidence that in its ancient history it derives 

from an Indo-European root from thousands of years ago meaning some¬ 

thing like “to strike,” “to stab,” or “to stuff.”6 That is, before it came to refer 

to copulation and before it became profane, it was likely a mundane Indo- 

European verb that described a simple and inoffensive physical action. 

Precisely when it extended its meaning to specify a particularly lurid 

type of striking, stabbing, or stuffing is currently unknown, though this 

appears to have happened at least as long ago as the fourteenth century. 

Medievalist Paul Booth recently uncovered the earliest known record of 

the word to date, in legal documents from 1310 identifying a man as Roger 

Fuckebythenavel; parsed out, that makes Fucke by the navel. Booth ex¬ 

plains that the name “could either mean an actual attempt at copulation by 

an inexperienced youth, later reported by a rejected girlfriend, or an equiv¬ 

alent of the word ‘dimwit,’ i.e., a man who might think that that was the 

correct way to go about it.”7 This suggests the word has been doing dirty 

work for at least seven hundred years. 

This common pathway to profanity suggests that although the Holy, 

Fucking, Shit, Nigger Principle tells us which semantic fields profane words 

are most likely to be drawn from, those words often have an even earlier 

history. Before they refer to genitalia or copulation, they have other lives, as 

words referring to farm animals or commonplace actions like hitting, for 

instance. So the first step toward profanity is actually to acquire a Holy-, 

Fucking-, Shit-, or Nigger-related meaning. 

The ways they add these new meanings are largely typical for words. A 

common mechanism is metaphor: words commonly come to be used for 

something perceived to be similar to the original meaning. Consider why it 

is that we refer to the face of not just a person or animal but also of a clock. 
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Although a clock face has no eyes, nose, or mouth, one may apprehend 

global visual resemblance to a human face. This explains why the word, 

first recorded referring to part of a human in ad 1300, was extended to 

clocks as well soon thereafter.8 In this case, the similarity between the two 

faces is superficial and visual. Cock is probably an example of this as well. 

A.s early as around ad 1400, we have records of cock referring not just to 

roosters but also to the male member. And the reason may well be super¬ 

ficial visual similarity between a rooster and a penis. Similarly, the name 

Dick gained an additional meaning in the 1870s. It’s not the one you’re 

thinking of. It came first to refer to a riding whip (how, we don’t know). 

From there, in the following decades, Dick was extended once again to a 

new meaning, this time referring to the male member (according to some 

sources, perhaps initially in military usage).9 The superficial visual similar¬ 

ity between the handle of a whip and the male member is probably respon¬ 

sible—though, importantly, it’s not sufficient. Many words denoting things 

longer than they are wide have not over the years come to refer to the male 

member. So chance is surely at play in this part of the process. 

But metaphor doesn’t restrict itself to the surface. Words can also find 

themselves metaphorically extended to new meanings due to deeper, struc¬ 

tural connections. We now use face in expressions like on the face of it, 

which can refer to things that don’t have any physical manifestation at all: 

On the face of it, this theory doesn’t have a leg to stand on! This kind of 

deeper metaphor has also generated some of our profane words. Consider 

bitch. Assuredly bitch was not extended from dogs to people due to super¬ 

ficial visual similarity. Although it’s now used to refer to a malicious or 

unpleasant person, particularly but not only a female one, its original foray 

into humanity was to denote a lewd or sensual woman. Again, there’s little 

visual similarity between a female dog and such a person. But extending 

bitch in this way might have constituted an appeal to perceive an abstract 

similarity between the behaviors of female dogs, particularly during es- 

trus, and lascivious women.10 

Metaphor might explain how the plausibly anodyne ancestor of fuck 

came to refer to sexual intercourse. Presumably I don’t need to explain the 

superficial visual similarities between stabbing, stuffing, or striking and cer¬ 

tain aspects of intercourse. These ways that meanings get extended are in no 

way unique to profanity. What’s special about profane words like dick, cock, 

bitch, and fuck is that the meanings they gained were in an optimal position 

to become profane. They referred to copulation, genitalia, and so on. 
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Step two: dissemination 

In order for a word with a new meaning to become profane, that change has 

to catch on. Let’s say that someone introduces a change into a language— 

for instance, someone starts using cock to refer to the male member. In 

order for it to have the string of consequences we now know that change 

had, other people have to start using it too. The thing is that most changes 

don’t catch on. For instance, consider a word that I myself invented, hum- 

merbird. This word is meant to refer to someone who flits from sexual part¬ 

ner to sexual partner performing oral sex.' I hope you find some use for the 

word. But if you do, you’ll be basically on your own, because it has most 

certainly not caught on. No matter how useful you and I find hummerbird, 

no matter how frequently we use it, unless other people start using it too, 

the change will be lost as soon as you and I stop. You might know people 

who make up new words and then try to get other people to use them. 

Those people usually fail—almost all changes introduced into a language 

die off before they ever catch on. Urbandictionary.com is a graveyard for 

words people thought up that were going to be their big claim to fame, 

only to be entombed in the obscurity of two upvotes and three downvotes 

forevermore. 

Occasionally, though, a change gains traction. Someone said the word 

taint, and the English-speaking world was forever changed. Why? It’s 

worth trying to understand what makes a change more or less likely to 

diffuse through a community. Do new words contain intrinsic properties 

that make people want to reuse them? And how do words spread? Who has 

to use them for other people to decide they want to use them too? How, for 

example, did cock manage to spread its wings after losing its feathers? 

We know a little about how this works. The success of a new word or a 

new use for an old word depends on at least three things. First, the intrinsic 

properties of the word itself matter.11 All innovations are not equal. Some 

words are shorter, easier to pronounce, or easier to remember than others, 

which may contribute to their eventual success. With English profanity in 

particular, as we’ve seen, there’s also a sound pattern (one syllable, with a 

consonant at the end) that makes words sound like swearwords. So a word 

* It has come to my attention that certain birders, particularly in Texas, already use the word 

hummer bird to refer to hummingbirds. Influential though the birding community may be, I 

don’t believe it’s responsible for obstructing my innovation from catching on. 
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with this particular phonological property is more likely to succeed, all 

things being equal, than one that doesn’t. 

Another intrinsic aspect that appears important is how transparent 

(versus opaque) the word is. There’s a sweet spot for potentially profane in¬ 

novations. A word is transparent if you can easily figure out what it means 

from how it sounds; conversely, opaque words are inscrutable. Opaque 

words are hard to remember and as a consequence may be less likely to 

spread. So if you started calling the perineum the baint, which is com¬ 

pletely opaque, you probably wouldn’t find adolescents using the word in 

five years. If you called it something totally transparent, like interorgan re¬ 

gion, it wouldn’t likely make much of a splash. But there’s a middle ground 

between transparency and opacity. Words can be “motivated.” For exam¬ 

ple, taint has been quite successful. And that might be due to the fact that 

it lives in the Goldilocks region of motivatedness. It’s not obvious to an 

outside observer why the perineum would be called the taint, even if taint 

does have another negative meaning (a stain or black mark). But if you’re 

an insider who knows the perhaps apocryphal origin story,* then it takes 

on a whole new life. It’s motivated. 

A word that’s totally opaque faces a long, uphill climb to acceptance. 

At the same time, a word that’s completely transparent may fail to bestow 

cachet on people who know it. But taint is right in the middle of these two 

extremes. The same is true of MILF or butterface and plausibly, at their 

origins, bitch, cock, fuck, and others. Motivated words may be more likely 

to catch on than transparent ones because they require a little additional 

knowledge to interpret. They’re like a secret code that only insiders have 

the key to cracking. Opaque words are equally novel to everyone, while 

motivated words are, in a way, transparent to insiders only. 

And that leads us to the second reason word changes may spread. Often 

changes in language catch on precisely because of the social functions they 

serve—in the case of profanity, allowing people to feel and identify them¬ 

selves as part of specific social in-groups. Said another way, if a teenager’s 

parents could figure out right away what the child meant by hummerbird, it 

would take the fun out of it. So she might not use it. In other words, just as 

* Ostensibly, the taint is so named because “Taint your ass, taint your balls.” I can’t verify this 

account—it’s equally plausible that this is a post hoc folk etymology and that the original 

motivation for the word really comes from the other meaning of taint (“uncleanness”). Either 

way, Goldilocks should be happy. 
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life forms thrive when they find a suitable environmental niche to exploit, 

so words thrive in fertile linguistic niches. 

For any new word or new way of using an old word, we can ask, what 

niche does this innovation satisfy? Lets look at an example of a successful 

innovation, the tear someone a new one pattern from the last chapter. This 

relatively new invention describes the very frequent and frequently talked 

about situation in which one person verbally or physically attacks another. 

Interpersonal conflict is one of our favorite things to talk about. So there’s 

demand for language to describe it. Now, it’s true that there are other ways 

to talk about conflict. For instance, focusing just on verbal conflict, you can 

chew someone out, bite someone’s head off, give someone an earful, and so 

on. But tear someone a new one expresses this meaning in a courser, more 

vulgar way. Other successful recent innovations like MILF and THOT also 

claim semantic territory that was previously underpopulated. 

And finally, the third factor in a word’s success is in no small measure 

who is using it—the status of its users and how they’re connected within 

the network of people who make up a language community. Even assum¬ 

ing that you have a good innovation, which satisfies a particular linguistic 

niche and is intrinsically promising, that doesn’t guarantee it will spread 

throughout a population. Changes disperse through a language commu¬ 

nity in somewhat predictable ways. They spread first among people who 

talk to each other most and especially those who identify as belonging to 

the same social groups. We can quantify this in studies of how linguis¬ 

tic innovations spread over social media. For instance, one recent paper 

looked at what predicted whether a new word used by people in one city 

would spread to other cities.12 The researchers found that cities closer to 

each other are more likely to share new words and, in addition, that similar 

socioeconomic and ethnic makeups increase the likelihood that a change 

will spread between populations. So both geography and demographic 

similarity are important. We can interpret this to mean that changes will 

spread among people who communicate with, and think they’re similar to, 

each other. 

But change doesn’t flow in every direction equally. In any group—kids 

hanging around a locker room, coworkers hanging around the break room, 

or gamers hanging around an online chat room—individuals will be un¬ 

equally dominant or influential. If the more influential ones use language 

in a new way, then others are likely to follow suit. Of course, the changes 

don’t spread as fast in the other direction. Differential influence has the 
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most outsized effects in the mass media. Stephen Colbert can coin a term 

(and does frequently), then use it on his television show, and it will catch 

on, whereas one of his millions of fans will never enjoy the same success, 

no matter how hard he or she yells at the screen. Many profane words gain 

traction through the media. 

But this doesn’t necessarily mean that’s always where those words orig¬ 

inated. For instance, many people believe the word MILF to be the brain¬ 

child of the writers of the 1999 movie American Pie, in which the acronym 

is spelled out amid boisterous chanting by teenage boys. But a little Inter¬ 

net sleuthing reveals that it dates to at least a few years earlier. The earli¬ 

est attested use I was able to find dates from 1995, in a Usenet post about 

a Playboy spread. Here’s the Usenet post I found" (though this might not 

be the earliest use—T. J. Kelleher reports an instance several years earlier 

in a slang dictionary by University of California, Los Angeles, linguistics 

students13): 

WOW! I saw the pictorial in the Feb issue and boy was I impressed. 

Those moms are babes!! Almost unbelieveable [sic], especially that 

union worker one towards the front, you almost have to look twice ... 

We have a term for it around here, its [sic] called “MILF” 

It stands for “Mothers I’d Like to Fuck.” 

Maybe that is what they should have titled the section :) 

-Just my $0.02 

Mike 

Michael Andreano Chi Phi Fraternity 

Hoboken, NJ Stevens Insititute [sic] of Technology 

Although the term had a life prior to the movie, its current popularity 

no doubt results from its use on screen rather than on a Playboy fan news- 

group. Likewise, the popularity of the word Johnson for “penis” exploded 

after it appeared in the 1998 film The Big Lebowski. But just as MILF has 

* I contacted Mr. Andreano to ask where he thinks the word originated but didn’t hear back 

from him. In case you’re concerned that including his name here is a violation of his privacy, 

I was too, and I originally was going to anonymize the post. But I changed my mind for two 

reasons. First, the post is accessible online; a search that includes even a little of the text of 

the message will reveal the author’s signature. And second, I thought it would be a useful 

reminder that everything you do online will remain publicly accessible in perpetuity. 
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roots preceding the release of the movie, so the Nihilists in The Big Leb- 

owski were far from the first people to talk about harm to people’s Johnsons. 

Take a look at the following entry from Walter Butler Cheadle’s Journal of 

a Trip Across Canada, which predates the 1998 Coen Brothers film and de¬ 

scribes an expedition from Quebec across the Canadian Rockies to British 

Columbia: “Neck frozen. Face ditto; tights ditto; Johnson ditto, & sphinc¬ 

ter vesicae partially paralyzed.” Walter Cheadle put pen to frigid paper to 

write that journal entry in 1863.14 

In modern times, it’s comparatively easier to track how words dissem¬ 

inate throughout a speech community. For instance, we know that ctfu 

(“cracking the fuck up”) spread mostly from Cleveland to a number of 

other mid-Atlantic cities, as you can see in the figure on the next page.15 

And we know this because people leave quantifiable records of their lan¬ 

guage use in the form of GPS-coded tweets. 

But we have no such luxury for changes that occurred in the deep his¬ 

tory of English—pre-Internet. So we know little about exactly how cock's 

new meaning spread throughout the English-speaking world starting in 

the fifteenth century. But we do know what niche it filled. Every language 

has a way to describe human sexual organs. They’re pretty important, cul¬ 

turally, biologically, personally. It seems reasonable to assume that the new 

use of cock was somewhat motivated—there’s a passing similarity between 

a rooster and a penis—and we now know that as a closed monosyllable, 

it conforms to the sound pattern of English taboo words. We don’t know, 

however, who used it first or how it spread. It’s very likely that it diffused 

through networks of people talking to one another, where the status of the 

people using the word influenced its ultimate success. And mass media of 

the day—songs and poems and eventually books and newspapers, for in¬ 

stance—may have played a role, as they do to this day in spreading changes 

in a language. 

Step three: all the action is in the reaction 

So we’ve arrived at the point in our story where a previously unremarkable 

word has gained a new meaning that has spread within a language commu¬ 

nity. Dick now means not only Richard but also penis, and a lot of people are 

using it this way. But to be clear, these words have not yet become profane. 

Dick and cock came to refer to the penis in the fourteenth and nineteenth 

centuries, respectively, but those shifts by themselves didn’t make the words 
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Weeks 1-50 

Tracking the use of ctfu over time via GPS-coded 

tweets. Source: J. Eisenstein et al. (2014). 

profane. Fuck has referred to sexual intercourse since at least the fourteenth 

century, but it only became so taboo as to disappear from the correspon¬ 

dence of upper-class ladies at the end of the eighteenth century.16 

The same is true of the word cunt. It had been in general use for cen¬ 

turies with the meaning “vagina” before people began to find it offensive. 

In fact, it was apparently of such widespread and untainted use in early 

English that it even appeared in people’s names. The Oxford English Dictio¬ 

nary lists several names built from cunt, like John Fillecunt (1246), Robert 
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Clevecunt (1302), and Bele Wydecunthe (1328). Cunt also appeared in place- 

names. It was a long-standing tradition in England to name streets after the 

economic activities that predominated on them. This produced names like 

Silver Street and Fish Street. And in many English towns of the thirteenth 

through the sixteenth centuries, when prostitution was concentrated in 

specific places, these streets were commonly named some variant of Grope- 

cunt Lane. Let’s be clear: that’s Gropecunt, as in grope plus cunt.17 Not very 

subtle, England. And cunt was so pervasive because, at the time, the word 

was a straightforward and inoffensive description of female genitalia. It 

even shows up in Middle English medical texts like Lanfrank’s Science of 

Cirurgie18 from ad 1400: 

In wymmen pe necke ofpe bladdre is schort, & is maadfast to the cunte. 

“In women, the neck of the bladder is short, and is made fast to the cunt.” 

This shows that becoming profane is a social change, not a seman¬ 

tic one. Like other human behaviors, language use is at the whim of cul¬ 

tural beliefs, norms, expectations, and prohibitions. Consider the way that 

norms for acceptable attire change over time and from culture to culture. 

We often think of history as making inexorable progress toward increased 

freedom, and you can take, for instance, norms about how people dress at 

the beach as an example of this, from Victorian full-body tunics through 

the bikini and speedo a hundred years later. But clothing norms ebb and 

flow. Over the last several decades, Afghanistan and Iran, for example, 

have seen substantial decreases in the parts of the body—particularly the 

female body—that people can acceptably show in public. The same goes 

for other behaviors, which are accepted or prohibited differently over time 

and across cultures. For example, spitting on the ground is illegal in Hong 

Kong, where it carries a fine of thousands of dollars, while Taiwanese 

people consider spitting out bones onto the table or floor while eating pref¬ 

erable to using their hands. 

The point is that while beliefs about what behaviors are permissible in 

what contexts may often have some moral, spiritual, religious, scientific, 

or medical foundation, they’re also culturally relative. What’s sanctioned 

in one place, or at one time, or when done by one person might be socially 

unacceptable in other circumstances. And so it is with language. 

There are different reasons why people at a given time or place might 

find a word unacceptable. Perhaps they find it offensive because it leads to 
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thoughts that they don’t wish to have—about taboo concepts, for instance. 

Or perhaps they find the word insulting to them or a social group they 

belong to. (We’ll look in more detail at slurs and where they come from in 

Chapter 10.) These personal feelings about acceptable behavior become so¬ 

cial norms when enough people engage in actions that constrain the behav¬ 

ior. Everything from public indecency laws down to muttered indications 

of displeasure enforce norms about clothing or spitting: Can you believe 

he’s wearing THAT? And these same types of enforcement take linguistic 

innovations—new words or new ways of using words—into the realm of 

profanity. Marginalizing a word through direct interpersonal action, like 

ostracizing or punishing people who use it, or indirectly through social 

and state actors that impose censorship will render those words profane. 

Step four: the balance shifts 

Once a word has gained additional meaning and once that additional 

meaning has come to be socially proscribed, as happened for dick and cock, 

the new meaning starts to color any use of the word. When words have 

multiple meanings, as many words do, it’s often impossible to use them in 

one way without activating other possible interpretations in people’s heads. 

For example, when you hear a news anchor tie up a report featuring a vari¬ 

ety of exotic animals, including a lion, by saying, “Nice pussy!”19 it’s simply 

impossible to contain your interpretation to the single, intended sense of 

pussy. You shouldn’t feel guilty about this. It’s just how your brain works. 

When a word has multiple meanings, you systematically and automatically 

activate the different meanings, regardless of whether the speaker intended 

them or not.20 

This is equally true for cock and dick. At the dawn of the twentieth 

century, Dick was living parallel lives. At the same time that it was refer¬ 

ring to sexual organs, there were still children, adolescents, and adults 

named Dick. The word had several meanings. That led to confusion, some 

unintentional, some quite deliberate. For an example of what I can only 

imagine is the latter, enjoy the actual campaign button for Richard Nixon 

reproduced on the next page. 

This effect—the spontaneous activation of the multiple meanings of a 

word—is so overwhelming that only under the rarest conspiracy of condi¬ 

tions does pussy evoke only the thought of a cat.21 For that to happen, the 

context has to be strongly compatible with the intended sense but totally 
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Source: Gene Dillman of Old Politicals Auctions, www.oldpoliticals.com. 

incompatible with the unintended one. What a nice pussy is compatible 

with both interpretations, and you really have to stretch your imagination 

to find contexts only consistent with the feline one. Perhaps I predict that 

my cat is going to give birth to a calico pussy would be an example. But 

maybe not. And second, in order for the unintended sense to remain out of 

mind, it has to be a peripheral and infrequent sense of the word. The geni¬ 

talia sense of pussy does not currently qualify as peripheral and infrequent. 

Tea-bag might be a better example of a word that, at least for many peo¬ 

ple, has an infrequent and peripheral profane sense. But profane senses for 

words can become central quickly. As we saw earlier, profanity grows deep 

roots into the brain’s emotion systems. Merely seeing or hearing a word 

that has a profane meaning activates this meaning immediately, context 

be damned. There’s no number of cat videos that would keep pussy from 

activating the other meaning in your mind. 

And people seem to know this, whether consciously or unconsciously. 

Double entendres make use of this very feature of human language pro¬ 

cessing. Writers play on it all the time. The James Bond character Pussy 

Galore was not thus named blithely. On The Simpsons, in an early episode 
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(“Treehouse of Horrors III”), Marge is about to board a ship, at which 

point Smithers (Mr. Burns’s assistant of ambiguous sexuality) comments, 

“I think that women and seamen don’t mix.” Mr. Burns’s response: “We 

know what you think.”* 

The safest strategy for the speaker who doesn’t want to make a verbal 

misstep is simply to avoid those words in general that have a possible sec¬ 

ond meaning. I know that I for one simply don’t ever use the word pussy to 

refer to a cat, period. I don’t refer to a rooster as a cock. I will call my dog 

a bitch, but that’s always with malice aforethought, and I only do it when I 

think the audience will be forgiving or when I want to be a little edgy. 

So the consequence is this: When words acquire new meanings through 

natural processes of meaning extension, and when those new meanings are 

profane, then to the extent that speakers feel that those profane meanings 

will have negative consequences, they’ll start to use the words only when the 

profane meaning is what they intend. And they’ll avoid using the word with 

the original meaning. In the case of Dick, we can see why some people might 

find the ambiguity untenable. By the 1960s, it came to a head. The profane 

use was too much to overcome, and people gave up on Dick as a name. Sim¬ 

ilarly, we can presume that something similar happened with cock—that at 

some point, the profane meaning overwhelmed the original galline one. 

And just like that, the balance can shift, often quite quickly, from an 

older meaning to a new one. This is something special—or at least particu¬ 

larly pronounced—about profanity. We don’t readily see it with nonprofane 

word change. For instance, although cell now refers not just to a jail room 

and the basic structural unit of biological organisms but also to the thing 

in your pocket that you watch cat videos on, this hasn’t led us to stop using 

the word cell in its old senses as well. Same with mobile, which used to (and 

still does) describe the thing hanging over a crib, even though it now also 

refers to the cat video machine in your pocket (although some people might 

pronounce the two mobiles differently). That’s not to say that new meanings 

can’t usurp old ones unless they’re profane. Certainly they can. But they’re 

not as likely to do so, and they don’t do so as quickly or as completely. 

To be clear, this shift doesn’t have to happen. Although the earlier 

senses of cock and dick have largely fallen out of favor in American English, 

most other varieties of English have exhibited no such shift. Cock is still in 

* The astute linguist will have noticed that this is actually an example of homonymy—seamen 

and semen are distinct words that happen to be pronounced similarly. Nonetheless, taboo 

homonyms, as you can tell, exert the same tug on the mind that words with multiple senses do. 
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favor as the default term for the rooster in most varieties of English spoken 

in Great Britain, for example. Clearly, in some times and places, speakers 

of particular language varieties are more comfortable with unintended in¬ 

nuendo. But the situation is unstable. 

Step five: the replacements 

So we’ve seen how, once a word gains a new, profane meaning, this new 

meaning can start to push out the old one. But this leaves a logical gap in 

the language. You need a way to refer to roosters, and you need a nickname 

for Richards. What do you do? 

Sometimes, there’s already a good alternative out there. As we saw, 

when Dick grew a new meaning, Rick stepped up and took its place. (You 

can see this in the SSA naming data chart. Ever since 1970, there have been 

more Ricks than Dicks.) Similarly, as broad came to have a derogatory con¬ 

notation for a woman, it was replaced in the name of the track-and-field 

event that became, in the late 1960s, the long jump. And although it’s a little 

cumbersome, female dog has largely (but not entirely) replaced bitch. 

In other cases, there doesn’t already exist a viable alternative to a word 

that has been made unusable in polite contexts. In this case, you have no 

other recourse than to make up a new word. People make up new words all 

the time in certain regular ways. 

Although rooster seems like a word that should be as old as English, as 

we’ve seen, it’s a relatively recent addition. The first recorded use dates from 

1772, in the diary of a Boston schoolgirl.22 The word was actually manufac¬ 

tured by design. It was the end of the eighteenth century, and the balance 

of cock had shifted to the point where its “male member” meaning had 

gained prominence. As a result, to simply talk about a rooster, puritanical 

Americans had to tread delicately around this second taboo meaning of 

cock. So they simply invented a new word, rooster. And the way they did it 

was pretty straightforward. They already had the word roost at their dis¬ 

posal, which, as it still does, described the place where chickens hang out. 

There was also a verb to roost, which denoted the action of hanging out 

in that place. And these linguistic innovators figured that just adding -er 

to the end, in the normal way that English is fond of, would create a new 

word that described something that roosts without the “penis” meaning 

attached. And they were right. Rooster has been largely free of profane con¬ 

notations for the two hundred or so years it’s been around. 
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This rule allowing us to add -er to a verb to create a new noun is par¬ 

ticularly robust in English and pervades both profane and nonprofane 

language. Other mundane examples are catcher and pencil sharpener, and 

profane ones include cock-blocker, shit-eater, and muff-diver. But the ap¬ 

plication of a rule to generate a new word is only part of the story. Sub¬ 

sequently, rooster and all these other constructed words have to come to 

be used with this specific new meaning. They have to become “conven¬ 

tionalized”—the linguistic community has to decide that this word will be 

preferentially interpreted as having this specific meaning. We now agree, 

by convention, that rooster refers just to the adult male chicken and not 

to anything that happens to be on a roost. For instance, if an egg or a nest 

were on a roost, we wouldn’t refer to it as a rooster. It’s the same with other 

words invented using normal English processes. Cock-blocker has become 

a conventionalized word in English. We can tell because it has a specific 

meaning—it only refers to one type of cock (the type without feathers) and 

only to blocking of (and not by) that cock. Motherfucker is another word 

created using the same noun-verb-er template in surprisingly recent his¬ 

tory; it is first recorded in the twentieth century!23 But since then, it has 

come into very frequent use and now merits being considered a word in its 

own right. And like rooster and cock-blocker, motherfucker has a specific, 

conventional set of meanings. 

Adding a suffix to an existing word, as in these cases, isn’t the only way 

to coin new words, of course. As we’ve already seen, totally new words can 

sprout in a language, assembled from the generative grammatical and lex¬ 

ical resources that the language makes available. Some are constructed by 

blending together existing words—merging them together to form a new, so- 

called portmanteau word that sounds something like a combination of them. 

For instance, mangina is a blend of man and vagina. In the same way, fucking 

and ugly give us fugly, and pornography plus cornucopia yield pornucopia. 

Any of these tools for innovating words can create replacements for 

words tainted by new, profane meanings and can fill a gap in the language. 

So, to take stock of where we are, we’ve now seen that banal words 

can change meaning to the point where they are candidates for becom¬ 

ing taboo. In the eventuality that this happens, people start to avoid using 

the words in their earlier senses and need to find or create a replacement, 

which the language in general provides various tools for. One small change 

in the meaning of one word can have downstream consequences for other 

words as well. 
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Step six: minced oaths 

There’s another way around using profane words—another externality of 

words becoming taboo. Once people start avoiding a word in certain cir¬ 

cumstances, what do they say instead? Let’s say you’re in pain because you 

slammed your finger in a car door. Or you’re angry because your neighbor 

is laughing at you for slamming your finger in the car door. This is prime 

profanity territory. And yet, if for reasons personal, religious, cultural, or 

otherwise, you decide that an expletive fuck! or shit! is out of line, then 

what do you do? 

One option is to say something that sounds like a particular taboo word 

but isn’t, like frick or dang. These are known as “minced oaths.” Sometimes 

these minced oaths are actual, existing words used in new ways, like shoot 

or fudge. They get more elaborate, too, like cheese and rice! as a minced 

oath for Jesus Christ! or Shut the front door! to replace Shut the fuck up! 

But minced oaths can also be entirely new words. For example, over the 

years, people have come up with novel ways to avoid saying Jesus Christ, 

like sheesh, gee whiz, or crickey. Other invented minced oaths like gosh, 

shucks, and frig sound equally similar to the words they’re used instead of. 

There’s a fine line to walk with minced oaths. They have to sound sim¬ 

ilar enough to their taboo target to be recognized as standing in for it. But 

they have to be different enough for the speaker to maintain plausible de- 

niability—no, of course I didn’t mean that filthy word (wink, wink). Quite 

often, the sounds at the front end of a minced oath are similar to the taboo 

word they’re shadowing, as in the examples above. This might be related to 

the strategy that some people with coprolalia deploy—reshaping an exple¬ 

tive once it’s started. 

But minced oaths can also rhyme with the profane words they’re re¬ 

placing, and some of the most elaborate minced oaths to be found occur 

in a British form of slang called Cockney rhyming slang.24 This linguistic 

art form starts by taking an expression that rhymes with a swearword. For 

instance, Richard the Third rhymes with turd. Cattle truck rhymes with 

fuck. So that expression comes to stand as a sort of minced oath for the 

profane word. But rhyming slang takes it one step further and uses some 

other, nonrhyming word from the same expression as a disguised cue for 

the whole thing. So instead of saying cattle truck or just truck to mean fuck, 

people say cattle. To mean fuck. Got it? OK, England, that’s a little subtler. 
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A more concise strategy is to abbreviate the profane word. As mentioned 

in Chapter 1, the now rather tame (but formerly very profane) zounds is an 

abbreviation of God’s wounds. In the most extreme case, the offending word 

is reduced to a single letter, as in acronyms. WTF or MILF take the first let¬ 

ters of the words in taboo expressions. Other similar cases are BJ and T&A. 

And for the most potent words, we can even refer to them simply by one let¬ 

ter. The F-word isn’t the only word in English that starts with F—it’s not even 

close to being the most frequent one. (That crown belongs to for, which is 

among the top twenty most frequent words in English.)25 Nor are the C-word 

or the N-word particularly outstanding representatives of the language, ex¬ 

cept in terms of their offensiveness. These acronyms can be used to refer to 

the words in question (He said the N-word!), but they can also be used as re¬ 

placements for the words themselves in normal use. For instance, F replaces 

fuck in expressions like F off! or Fyou in the A! or, of course, What the F? 

Minced oaths and abbreviations have the advantage of preserving 

enough of the sound or spelling of the unsaid term that the sufficiently per¬ 

spicacious audience can easily retrieve the intended but unsaid word. But 

some situations warrant a more delicate approach. If you don’t want to be 

on the hook for even having thought about the profane word that you sub¬ 

sequently didn’t say, then you need a euphemism. For example, people often 

want to avoid talking about death directly using the word die. Instead, they 

retreat to words and expressions that refer to the concept indirectly, such as 

to pass on or to leave us. Similarly, talking about the male member as a John¬ 

son or a wiener is a way to euphemistically avoid overtly vulgar language. 

As a case in point, below you can see a whole stable of words and ex¬ 

pressions that all refer to broadly the same thing but with varying degrees 

of likelihood of offending sensibilities. The words and expressions toward 

the top, like powder my nose and visit the ladies’ room are euphemisms. 

They tend to incorporate words that do not refer directly to the described 

act but instead mention related, innocuous activities. 

powder my nose 

visit the ladies’ room 

go to the bathroom 

use the toilet 

defecate 

take a shit 
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cop a squat 

do some paperwork 

drop the kids off at the pool 

pinch off a loaf 

As you work your way down to the bottom of the list, you find ways 

to describe the same act much more vividly. These terms at the bottom go 

as far toward impropriety as the euphemisms at the top of the list go away 

from it. They’re filling another niche. Whereas the euphemisms at the top 

fulfill the desire to describe a taboo topic in the most linguistically hygienic 

way possible, the dysphemisms at the bottom satisfy an urge to offend, im¬ 

press, or entertain through lurid, evocative language. Oftentimes they de¬ 

scribe vivid details of the described event (like squat or pinch). Sometimes 

they metaphorically describe the activity in terms of something else that 

itself evokes vivid imagery (like loaf). This makes for language that’s par¬ 

ticularly graphic, creative, or descriptive, while crucially not being strictly 

profane. A child who says she needs to pinch off a loaf might be chastised 

for being disgusting but not due to any of the specific words she selected. 

Dysphemisms abound, especially around taboo topics. In place of to die, 

people might choose to use stronger words like to croak, to bite it, to eat it. 

And for our current purposes, the most important bit is that in all of these 

cases, the meanings of existing words have been extended to cover new 

ground—croak now means more than just “to make a croaking sound.” 

Dysphemisms are just the other side of the same coin that euphemisms 

and minced oaths are embossed on. Profane words have external effects on 

the rest of the language, as people scramble to not say, or say without say¬ 

ing, or say even better, words that they know are taboo. 

Step seven: change is the only constant 

Words continue to change throughout their lifespans—becoming profane 

isn’t an end point but a waypoint. This is clearly visible in the histories of 

dick and cock. For instance, even after gaining anatomical meanings, they 

came also to refer to an unpleasant person. And although that person orig¬ 

inally had to be male, recent usage shows that for some English speakers, 

maleness is not a prerequisite to being labeled with one of these words; nor 

does it necessarily shield one from being addressed as bitch or cunt. 
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Even more radical changes are apparent in the history of profan¬ 

ity. Some words change their grammatical category, or part of speech. Of 

course, we’ve already seen how dick and many other profane words have be¬ 

come vulgar minimizers in expressions like You don’t know dick. But that’s 

just the beginning. Although dick and cock started their lives as nouns— 

referring to things—they soon came to be used as verbs as well. Cock gained 

its verb use—to cock—in the seventeenth century, and dick was verbed, as in 

to dick around or to dick someone over, only in the twentieth century. And 

other examples abound. For instance, tea-bag now acts as a verb as well as a 

noun, as in Dave fell asleep at the party so Ray tea-bagged him. (That means 

that Ray put his scrotum on Dave—and knowing the two of them, there’s 

probably a picture of it somewhere.) English, as it turns out, is particularly 

prolific at verbing nouns or nouning verbs. Conversions from one gram¬ 

matical category to another generate new meanings. In the recent history of 

the language, the noun nut (which had previously been extended metaphor¬ 

ically to mean “testicle”) has also been verbed, perhaps via the expression to 

bust a nut, to become the verb to nut, meaning “to ejaculate.” 

And like all things, profane words eventually meet their end, ultimately 

fading away into banality and then obscurity. In the fifteenth century, the 

word swive (meaning “screw”) was used similarly to our modern-day word 

fuck. But you’ve probably never heard it because it’s disappeared since and 

in fact hasn’t been used in hundreds of years, except perhaps in heated ex¬ 

changes between impassioned maidens fighting over a mutton chop be¬ 

hind the bleachers at the Renaissance Faire. 

Swive isn’t the only profane word we’ve lost. You’ve probably never 

been called a fart-sucker. But that used to be a common term to describe 

the same thing as brown-noser, for reasons that you can surely surmise. 

And the list of now obsolete profanity goes on . . . zounds and gadzooks, 

which we’ve already discussed, as well as others, like consarn, which means 

something like damn, as in consarn it! You can see zounds wane over time 

in the chart on the next page (swive predates it by several centuries, where 

the written record is far sparser). Zounds had its moment in the 1800s, but 

by 1900, it had begun to peter out. Today, cunt is clearly in vogue. But this 

too will most likely pass, though probably not during this century. 

Profanity has been in flux for all of recorded English history. And it 

still is. The reason relates to the effects profanity has on people and the ef¬ 

fort it takes to maintain those effects. 
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Cunt 

Zounds 

The decline of zounds and the rise of cunt. 

Let me flesh that out. Using a profane word has an impact on people 

who have strong emotional associations with that word. But that impact 

weakens as a function of use. The first time you heard shit on television 

(possibly on the cartoon South Park), it was probably jarring—like the first 

time you bit into a chili pepper. But with uncensored cable television, pod¬ 

casts, and social media now using the word de rigueur, your tolerance for 

this linguistic spiciness has increased. You might not even notice when you 

hear it. The more a profane word is used, the less impact it will come to 

have. But those words whose use is still restricted, like cunt, nigger, and to 

some extent fuck, continue to pack a punch. At least they do now. As they 

come to be used more, my best educated guess is that they’ll fade into in¬ 

nocuousness and then into obscurity, just like swive and zounds. 

And so, as sad as it seems, by every indication the days of dick and 

cock are numbered. There may well be a time in the not-too-distant future 

when little Dicks once again play in the schoolyard next to Peters and Wil- 

lies, innocent to what their names once meant. At the same time, while we 

can’t predict which they will be, we can be assured that other words will 

rise to fill the gaps dick and cock have left unoccupied in the ecology of the 

language. 



8 

Little Samoan Potty Mouths 

There’s a good chance you know what your first word was. Mine, for 

what it’s worth, was apparently tick-tock. I say “apparently” because, 

like you, I have no personal recollection of anything that happened when I 

was twelve months old. You and I, like everyone else, only know what our 

first words were because parents and relatives have told and retold the stories 

of these words like the revealing pieces of our identities they’re believed to 

be. After all, a child’s first word is a critical developmental milestone. But 

whereas there’s little to distinguish your first smile or first step from mine, a 

first word reveals something unique about the individual. We tend to believe 

that what a child says first tells us something about her burgeoning mental 

life, about her values or interests. A child who says tick-tock might be partic¬ 

ularly interested in sounds or mechanical devices or might be in a hurry. A 

child who says the dog’s name first (like my son did) might have a future as a 

biologist or might think the dog is more interesting than his parents. 

So we care a lot about children’s first words, especially when we are 

personally invested caregivers. Words for dogs and clocks are actually rel¬ 

atively rare first words for English-speaking children. Far more often, chil¬ 

dren first name one of their parents. A 2010 poll conducted in Great Britain 

found that a full 63 percent of parents reported that their children said 

some variant of dada or mama as their first word. And probably not in the 

proportions you think. In that poll, 25 percent of children were reported to 

have articulated a variant of mama (including mom and mommy) as their 

first word, but fully 38 percent started with some variant of dada (includ¬ 

ing dad and daddy).1 

165 
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The fact that most English-speaking children ostensibly first produce 

the name of a parent, caregiver, or other family member makes intuitive 

sense to a lot of people because it comports nicely with our belief that 

these people are the most important parts of the child’s developing uni¬ 

verse. But interest alone can’t fully account for what words a child pro¬ 

duces first. After all, we have no reason to believe that children who say 

dada before mama are more interested in their fathers or love them more 

than their mothers. Frequency of exposure might also play a role. In those 

cases where a mother talks to the child more than a father does, she might 

say names for other people (like dada, for instance) more frequently than 

for herself. Higher frequency of exposure to dada than mama could make 

learning dada first more likely. And for that matter, maybe some words are 

easier than others for a one-year-old to pronounce. 

All in all, it’s quite hard to say why a child articulates a particular word 

as his or her first. And when we move beyond English, we find that it gets 

even more complicated. What if I told you that there’s a place, an island, 

where children don’t say mama or dada first. Nor do they say the name 

of the dog or an older brother or sister. And what’s more, these children 

don’t vary wildly like English-speaking children do, with some saying one 

word first and others another. On this island, all children say the same 

word first. And what if I told you that word was shit? That would probably 

change what you think a child’s first word means and where it comes from. 

In the late 1970s, University of California, Los Angeles, anthropologist 

Elinor Ochs recorded arguably the most surprising discovery ever made 

about how children acquire their first words, and she did it in the middle of 

the Pacific Ocean. Ochs was conducting research in Samoa, looking at how 

people there interact and use language.2 She spent time with locals, ob¬ 

serving their daily routines and asking about their experiences. One ques¬ 

tion she asked mothers was what their child’s first word was. She doubtless 

expected something along the lines of patterns we’re familiar with from 

English and many other languages: names of (human or animal) members 

of the household or other nouns for common objects, like ball or bottle (or, 

as the British survey found, beer). She probably also expected a lot of vari¬ 

ability. While over half of English-speaking kids do produce a name for a 

caregiver first, the distribution has a long tail. When I ask students in my 

classes, there are usually nearly as many first words as there are students. 

But when Ochs asked the mothers in the families she was working 

with about their children’s first words, she got a completely unexpected 
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response. Every single one of them reported the very same word. It did 

happen to be a noun, but it was a special one, used in a very specific way. 

It was the word tae, which, as suggested earlier, doesn’t mean “mommy” or 

“daddy.” It means “shit.” More precisely, it’s an abbreviation of the Samoan 

expression ‘ai tae, which means, “Eat shit.” 

This startling fact turns what we thought we knew about children’s first 

words on its head. It means that a child’s first word is determined by more 

than just his or her internal values. Obviously, the children in these fam¬ 

ilies didn’t value telling people Eat shit more than they valued their care¬ 

givers. No, something else must have been going on—maybe the children 

were exposed to specific language early on, or maybe something about the 

word’s pronunciation made it particularly easy for them to articulate. As 

we’ll see, nothing reveals better where first words come from and what 

they mean than the story of these particular Samoan children and their 

little potty mouths. 

# $ %! 

Why was shit the first word these children said? Let’s look first at the en¬ 

vironment. Perhaps this word happened to be particularly frequent in the 

ambient language that the child was exposed to. Children, of course, are 

linguistic sponges during their second year of life. Words that you had no 

idea they were even paying attention to boomerang back at you in a tiny 

voice. And so, the words that children say often reveal, in an unsettling 

way, things that their parents don’t notice saying. It’s reasonable to pre¬ 

sume that these Samoan children were telling people to ‘ai tae because 

their parents were casually tossing the expression about as well. They just 

got caught in the act by their little parrots. 

Blaming the parents for the linguistic sins of the child is reasonable 

in principle, but in this particular case, the children probably didn’t learn 

the word from their parents. When Ochs asked the Samoan mothers, they 

rejected outright the idea that they could be the sources. They reported em¬ 

barrassment that their kids were using words that the mothers themselves 

shied away from. And even if we retain some lingering suspicion—perhaps 

the mothers simply weren’t aware of what they were saying or were em¬ 

barrassed to admit it to some strange woman from California or perhaps 

the fathers were the culprits—the story still seems unlikely. Imagine how 

many factors would have to line up. A derogatory epithet like ‘ai tae would 
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have to populate the parent’s speech with such overwhelming frequency 

that it would take pole position in the child’s vocabulary ahead of other 

words denoting familiar people, objects, actions, or events. And this would 

have to be the case for every parent in every family. That’s the type of pa¬ 

rental behavior a careful anthropologist like Ochs would have noticed. 

So if we think it’s unlikely that parents were the sole source, then per¬ 

haps the children were learning this word from some other source in the 

environment. This is of course a common complaint among parents—you 

don’t have to travel to Samoa to find parents asking where a child learned 

to say something vulgar. Often the answer is other kids. Could the Samoan 

children have been parroting not parents but older relatives and neighbors? 

Again, on the surface, it looks likely. These young Samoan children in¬ 

teracted with other children a lot. When Ochs looked closely at how young 

children in this village were reared, she saw a clear difference from what 

she was familiar with in North America. Most American children spend 

the majority of their time in the care of adults—parents, older relatives, 

nannies, babysitters, or teachers. But in the families she observed, parents 

primarily cared for only very young infants. After a certain period, they 

recruited their older children to take over the infants’ primary care. So a 

one-year-old might be supervised distantly by a mother and more closely 

by a six-year-old. Children were taking care of children. 

So perhaps rather than parents, other juvenile caregivers were respon¬ 

sible for seeding little ears with profanity. It’s not hard to imagine six-year- 

olds telling each other and their infant charges to ‘ai tae—especially if 

that was the child caregiver’s own first word! The Samoan infants might 

have been hearing the scatological input that led to their first words not 

from other adults but from the children who were raising them—children 

who themselves may have learned to swear from the older kids who raised 

them, and so on. 

This idea has legs. Although we like to imagine that adult caregivers 

provide the bulk of the linguistic guidance to young children, the fact is 

that children quickly reach a stage where they’re learning more from other 

children than from adults. 

Developmental psychologists Paul and Lois Bloom encountered one 

very clear example of this when they conducted a little experiment on their 

own children. They wanted to see if they could trick their kids into not 

swearing by surreptitiously training them to use a made-up curse word. 

Thus began the short and underachieving life of the pseudo-swearword 
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flep. When one of the elder Blooms stubbed a toe, flep! Broken dish? Flep! 

Another red light? Flep! As Paul Bloom reports, however, it was a total fail¬ 

ure. Whenever the Blooms cried out flep! their kids looked at them like 

they were out of their flepping minds.3 

Once they reach a certain age, kids actually learn most of their lan¬ 

guage from peers and older children, and they do a very good job of ig¬ 

noring what they hear from their parents, as psychologist Steven Pinker 

points out.4 As a consequence, kids often come home with words that their 

parents don’t use and often don’t even know. They also come home using 

words the parents do know in ways that the parents would never imagine. 

Profanity is especially likely to be learned from peers, not only because it’s 

more likely to be said on the playground than at the dinner table but also 

because of what kids use it for. Profanity is different from mama and bottle 

and other words that kids learn from their parents in that children use it 

as a way to show who they are—to forge their own identity. And for most 

kids, a lot of their identity is wrapped up in their relations with their peers. 

As a result, while kids learn their earliest words from their caregivers, they 

tend to learn later words, including taboo ones, from other kids. 

But like parental swearing, kids raising kids doesn’t provide a satis¬ 

factory explanation for the case of Samoan ‘ai tae. For one thing, getting 

the kind of consistency that Ochs observed would require an organized 

effort on the part of the child caregivers. Consider that merely 63 percent 

of British children reportedly say a variant of mom or dad first, despite the 

impassioned full court press that their parents apply. Certainly juvenile 

caregivers couldn’t pull something so extensive off with ‘ai tae, with or 

without malice aforethought. 

In sum, environmental factors—the way people speak around kids— 

seem like a red herring. There must be another explanation for Samoan tae. 

# $ %! 

If ambient words alone didn’t lead these children, across the board, to say 

tae as their first word, then perhaps the cause has to do less with what the 

children hear than with what they’re able to articulate. Although chil¬ 

dren eventually develop mastery of the sounds of their language—by two 

or three years old, they’re often quite proficient at repeating most of the 

speech sounds they hear—they don’t start that way. Learning to speak is 

hard. Maybe tae is just easy for a one-year-old to pronounce. 
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Again, there’s a lot to recommend this explanation for the tae mys¬ 

tery. So let’s break it down into its component parts. First, it assumes that 

learning to articulate language is hard, which we know to be true. Sup¬ 

pose you’re a year old, and you’re about ready to pronounce your first word. 

People around you are flapping their lips, and sounds are coming out—in 

English, say, or Samoan—and you think this seems like an activity you 

could get into. But you have a lot to figure out. For one thing, you don’t 

know what the important sounds are—which differences are worth paying 

attention to. The first sound of tuck seems different from the first sound of 

truck (the latter sounds more like what we’d spell as ch). Is that important 

enough that you need to pronounce them differently? Furthermore, you 

can’t see much of what’s going on when people pronounce words because 

lips and skin hide from view most of the vocal tract (the lungs, the larynx, 

the velum, and so on). So you have to figure out what to move when via 

inference and trial-and-error exploration of your own vocal tract. And fi¬ 

nally, learning to articulate words is hard because even if you knew which 

sounds were important and how to produce them, you’d still have to put 

in the work of actually training yourself to pronounce them. You have to 

get the different actions right, like opening your lips and engaging your 

larynx, and you have to perform them at just the right time. Delay your 

larynx a couple of milliseconds and you might accidentally produce a p 

instead of a b. And all of this is just for one sound; it’s even trickier to string 

together exactly the required sounds for a given word in the right order in 

real time. So we know that, as a consequence, kids systematically struggle 

to pronounce words early on. 

The kids-say-fae-because-it’s-easy-to-articulate story also assumes that 

not all sounds are equally hard to pronounce. This is also true. Some sounds 

come more naturally to young children than others. By about six months, 

infants enter a developmental stage during which they babble—producing 

nonsense sounds and sequences of sounds, like dadada or bidubidubidu. 

And the particular sounds they articulate are remarkably consistent,5 not 

only within but across cultures and languages.6 Leading theorists have 

even proposed that babbling, including the specific sounds children articu¬ 

late, is part of a universal, genetic program children are born with and that 

babbling, like secondary sexual characteristics or menopause, is an auto¬ 

matic part of the individual’s natural, scheduled maturation.7 

The early sounds that infants around the world produce during bab¬ 

bling won’t surprise anyone who’s spent time around children. As far as 
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consonants go, the ones you typically find in babbling include m, n, b, and 

d, and these are often followed by p, h, f t, k, g, f and w.8 As for vowels, 

across languages, children seem to be more proficient early on with vowels 

that you might transcribe as ee, ey, uh, and ah.9 

Of course, as there is for just about every claim regarding innate pre¬ 

dispositions driving human development, there’s conflicting evidence on 

this. For example, deaf children were once believed to babble just like hear¬ 

ing infants—which would be a pretty bulletproof piece of evidence for a 

universal genetic basis for babbling.10 But more thorough recent studies 

show that deaf children don’t start verbal babbling until about ten months, 

several months after their hearing counterparts.11 At the same time, deaf 

infants do display early manual babbling—repeated and stereotyped 

language-like movements of the hands.12 The fact that deaf children babble 

manually, together with the delay in their verbal babbling, suggests that 

input matters for the babbling that children do. What’s more, other evi¬ 

dence demonstrates that the language surrounding an infant can shape, if 

subtly, the sounds he or she produces.13 

Nevertheless, early speech sounds—at least in hearing infants—are rel¬ 

atively predictable. And so are the syllables that children assemble those 

sounds into. As I discussed in Chapter 2, syllables are the rhythmic units 

that structure words. And they aren’t all equally easy for children. Syllables 

come in different types. In the simplest terms, you can think of any syllable 

as structured around one vowel and optionally one or more consonants that 

precede and/or follow it. So if we write out consonant and vowel sounds as 

C and V respectively, then the is a CV syllable. (Importantly, the isn’t CCV 

because we’re focusing not on spelling but on pronunciation. The word the 

has just one consonant and one vowel because the two letters th indicate a 

single consonant sound, produced by putting the tongue between the teeth 

to create a noisy baffle for air passing through. In Old and Middle English, 

in fact, this sound was written with just one single letter, J>.) The simplest 

syllable is a V syllable, like the words a or /. Children are pretty good at V 

syllables. They’re even decent at VC syllables, like it and up. But early on, 

they seem to prefer CV syllables, which are in evidence in words like mama 

and dada, each of which just repeats a single CV syllable twice.14 

We know that CV syllables are the young child’s go-to because even 

when trying to imitate more complicated words, they often reduce them to 

fit this frame. A commonly encountered example is spaghetti, which ren¬ 

dered in syllables is CCVCVCV, as you can see on the next page. 
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s p a gh e tt i 

I I I I I I I 
C C V C V C V 

That first syllable spa often trips children up, and they get around it by 

simplifying the word in their pronunciation. Often they omit a sound (pa- 

ghetti) or even a whole syllable (ghetti). Reductions like this are so import¬ 

ant for us because what the child says differs from what he or she hears. 

That tells us what the child can and can’t do at a given age. Generally, at 

around a year of age children are good at CV, V, and VC syllables, and 

they’re decently proficient at a range of sounds. 

So we’ve established that learning to pronounce speech sounds is hard, 

but not uniformly so. Children follow largely similar pathways in develop¬ 

ing their first sounds and syllables. This means that they’re more likely to 

articulate certain word-like sequences of sounds early in life and to sim¬ 

plify words of the ambient language in particular ways. Could it be that tae 

just happens to be assembled from easy, typically early sounds? 

To answer this, we need to break down the word. The t seems like a 

good candidate for early children’s speech. But it’s not pronounced how 

you think it is. Spelling can be deceiving. Samoan words spelled with t 

are only pronounced like the English t in formal speech. In informal reg¬ 

isters—for instance, when telling someone to ‘ai tae—it’s pronounced like 

k.’5 (If that seems unreasonable, consider how much stranger English or¬ 

thography is by comparison. Compare how t is pronounced in tree, nation, 

and the.) So the word begins with k, a sound that children around the globe 

are a little slow to master. K doesn’t usually come online until after m, n, 

b, and d. Then comes the ae. This is a diphthong. You should be familiar 

with diphthongs from English, which has a lot of them. They’re just vowels 

that start in one part of the mouth and end somewhere else. For instance, 

the vowels of English night and out are diphthongs. The diphthong in tae is 

similar to the vowel of night, but it ends with the mouth a little wider open. 

The upshot is that it’s a complicated sound. Not exactly what you’d expect 

in a first word. 

In sum, tae seems like it would be moderately challenging for a child 

to pronounce. The t—that is, the k sound—is not well represented among 

children’s earliest sounds, although it does come along soon after. The 

diphthong vowel itself would not be easy. So it’s a stretch to think that chil¬ 

dren would regularly articulate precisely tae as part of their exploration of 
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speech sounds. And even if they did, this would still be only one of many 

syllables they’d be articulating and typically not among their first. 

So the question remains, why is this rare, somewhat challenging syl¬ 

lable interpreted as the Samoan child’s first word? The answer will bring 

us back to the parents. After all, English-speaking infants presumably also 

articulate something like this same syllable at points. And yet English- 

speaking parents rarely record their children’s first words as caw or kite. 

Although we originally exonerated the parents for tae, at least in modeling 

behavior, we have to return to them now to understand why, in the face of 

a flood of word candidates during babbling and then single syllables, they 

interpret this particular sound as their child’s first word. 

# $ %! 

Suppose that children across the world and across languages produce 

largely similar patterns of sounds through babbling and early word at¬ 

tempts, modulo some influence of the ambient native language. In that 

case, several factors will determine what a caregiver counts as a child’s first 

word. Not least of these are, of course, the words of the caregiver’s lan¬ 

guage. If your child produces something that sounds like dada and your 

language has a word that sounds something like that, then there’s a chance 

you’ll interpret it as that word. 

But perhaps more important are your expectations about what sorts 

of words a child is likely to say. If a child says something like dada, a care¬ 

giver could interpret that as an approximation of dada or daddy. But be¬ 

cause infants’ word-like vocalizations at around one year don’t quite use 

the specific sounds of the language around them, it might sound less like 

the father label dada and more like Dada, the European avant-garde art 

movement of the early twentieth century that’s pronounced slightly differ¬ 

ently. The same vocalization might sound a lot or even more like dawdle or 

ta-ta or duh-duh. A caregiver might assume that this ambiguous sequence 

of sounds is an incipient approximation of dada in part due to the belief 

that a one-year-old will have no particular interest in or knowledge of Da¬ 

daism or dawdling. No, the caregiver presumes that the child is interested 

in Dad. 

And these two factors are causally related. Paradoxically, the assump¬ 

tions of the caregiver affect the words that a language has to choose from. 

Let me explain. 
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Language 
Swahili 
Kikuyu (East Africa) 
Xhosa (South Africa) 
Tagalog (Philippines) 
Malay 
Romanian 
Welsh 
Urdu 
Turkish 
Pipil (El Salvador) 
Kobon (New Guinea) 
Basque 
Hungarian 
Dakota (United States) 
Nahuatl (Mexico) 
Luo (Kenya) 
Apalai (Amazon) 
Chechen (Caucasus) 
Cree (Canada) 
Quechua (Ecuador) 
Mandarin Chinese 

“Mother” “Father’ 

mama baba 
nana baba 
-mama -tata 
nanay tatay 
emak bapa 
mama tata 
mam tad 
mang bap 
ana,anne baba 
naan tatah 
amy bap 
ama aita 
anya apa 
ena ate 
naan ta’ 
mama baba 
aya papa 
naana daa 
-mama -papa 
mama tayta 
mama baba 

In Chapter 1, we saw that most words in spoken languages are arbi¬ 

trary, with the exception of sound symbolism (or onomatopoeia). But I 

glossed over another exception at the time. The world’s languages show 

remarkable systematicity in their labels for parents. Consider the above list 

(compiled by Larry Trask in a delightful essay on the topic) of words for 

mom and dad in a host of largely unrelated or distantly related languages.16 

Nearly every word for mother in this list has an m in it, and those that 

don’t have an n. Words for father are more variable but still use the same 

collection of sounds that we’re familiar with from babbling: b, p, d, and t, 

along with the vowel a. And these trends are representative of the world’s 

languages. In 1959, anthropologist George Murdock published a very large 

survey of terms for parents in nearly five hundred of the world’s languages.17 

More than half (52 percent) had words for mothers that used m or n. Words 

for fathers again showed more variability, but more than half (55 percent) 

included one of four syllables: pa, po, ta, or to. This is clearly not random. 

Some process or processes must be conspiring to populate the languages of 

the world with words for mothers and fathers that sound similar. 

The explanation isn’t sound symbolism: mothers don’t sound more 

or less like m or n than any other thing that a word could name. It’s also 

not due to some sort of linguistic founder effect, whereby the words used 

by humans 100,000 years ago have persevered to this day. That would be 

impossible. Given how quickly words are replaced in the languages of the 
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world, words spoken at a time before all languages diverged from one an¬ 

other (if indeed that’s what happened, which the jury is still out on) would 

be totally unrecognizable by now. 

No, the languages of the world have mama- and papa-like words be¬ 

cause parents hear what they want to hear. 

Influential linguist Roman Jakobson—an exile of the Bolshevik revo¬ 

lution in Russia who founded the influential Linguistics Circle of Prague 

in the early twentieth century before he was again exiled during World 

War II and found his way to a chair at Yale—explained this better than 

anyone has since.18 Parents, he argued, have expectations about what their 

children will say, and they specifically expect that their children will talk 

about them. Since mothers throughout history—for biological and cul¬ 

tural reasons—have tended to spend more time with infants than fathers, 

they’ve often been the closest on hand to deploy that assumption, and as 

children most commonly produce something like mama before dada or 

papa (contra the findings of the recent British survey), mama gets inter¬ 

preted as referring to the mother. 

This is especially true when a language already has a word like mama 

for mother, but it’s also true even when that’s not the case. Parents are 

quick to allow for deviations between how adults use language and how 

children approximate it. So it’s common for caregivers to accept children’s 

deviant words and pronunciations as proxies for adult equivalents. If I ex¬ 

pect my child to call me daddy, but he’s saying something like dahdah. I’ll 

take it. But parents go farther. They don’t just categorize what the child says 

as an instance of an existing word; they frequently repeat, reuse, and re¬ 

inforce it. At fourteen months, my son couldn’t (or just didn’t) pronounce 

the t sounds of night-night. (Notice that he predictably changed CVC syl¬ 

lables to CV.) Sc the rest of the household copied him and told him it was 

time to go nigh-nigh. At fifteen months, he couldn’t say lifeguard, and we 

followed his lead in referring to the gar-gar at the pool. Adults come in this 

way to adopt changes originated by children that the caregivers interpret as 

meaning specific things. As a consequence, the language changes. When 

enough adults use a word, the word effectively becomes a word of the lan¬ 

guage. And by this process, even if a language doesn’t have a word like 

mama to start with, it can gain that word in a generation. 

This explains why so many languages have such similar words for 

mothers and fathers. And it also explains why, even when they’re dissim¬ 

ilar, words for mothers and fathers are simple for children to pronounce. 
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They’re simple because of the interplay of evolution—which has endowed 

children with brains and bodies that are similar in their abilities and their 

proclivity to pronounce certain sounds at certain stages—with cultural ex¬ 

pectations that caregivers apply to their children and with cultural change 

on the time-scale of years and decades, during which changes to a lan¬ 

guage take hold in a community. 

And so, with that in mind, we can return to Samoa. Samoan does have 

words for mother and father, tina and tama, respectively (pronounced 

kina and kama). But Ochs’s study reported neither of these as a child’s first 

word. That, of course, was tae. So why doesn’t Jakobson’s explanation apply 

here as well? Why would mothers in Samoa not believe what their counter¬ 

parts around the world do—that their children’s first interpretable utter¬ 

ances refer to them? It came as a surprise to me, though perhaps it wouldn’t 

to anthropologists more familiar with how cultures can vary around the 

world, that the Samoan parents Ochs was working with had specific beliefs 

about children that led them down a different logical path. 

Here’s the way the Samoan villagers whom Ochs worked with thought 

about children, as explained by Ochs herself:19 

From the Samoan point of view, the small child is heavily under the influ¬ 

ence of amio [natural drives that lead people to act in socially destructive 

ways]. Infants and small children carry out such outrageous behaviors as 

running and shouting during a church service or formal chiefly council 

meeting, throwing stones at caregivers, hitting siblings and the like, be¬ 

cause they are [believed to be] incapable of... suppressing amio.20 

These Samoan parents considered children uncontrollable, unruly, and so¬ 

cially destructive. It’s not hard to see what would lead someone to such 

a belief. I have thirty pounds of insuppressible amio at home myself. The 

difference between these Samoan mothers and, say, my household isn’t that 

Samoans think children are out of control, whereas we don’t. It’s in the 

balance between this set of beliefs and the idea that children are incipient 

little communicators, seeking engaged interactions with another person. 

My family has a little more of the latter, in the balance, and the Samoan 

mothers, more of the former. And if you’re more prone to think children 

are ruled by amio, then your expectations about what they’re likely to say 

will reflect this belief, just as your belief that children are trying to con¬ 

nect through language with their parents will create your expectation that 
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they’ll say a caregiver’s name first. Uncontrollable, unruly, socially destruc¬ 

tive little people are more likely to tell those around them to at tae. And so, 

whereas an English-speaking North American might interpret something 

a child emits that sounds like ka as car or cat, the Samoan parents in ques¬ 

tion were apparently led by their expectations to believe that the child’s 

little amio was hurling an antisocial epithet.* 

And so ends the mystery of the diminutive Samoan swearers. Their 

parents were exceptional not because they happened to have diabolical 

children or because they let themselves incautiously swear in the presence 

of infants. Like caregivers around the world, they let their beliefs affect 

their expectations. In the mushy, imprecise vocalizations of their children, 

they heard what they anticipated hearing. In other words, in this particular 

case, the kids didn’t have potty mouths; the adults had potty ears. 

* The Samoan mothers told Ochs something else, which she was kind enough to relay to me. 

They told her that, at some level, they liked their kids to be tough, for self-protection. Sticking 

up for yourself can be a useful survival tool. And so, as they explained it, “sometimes bad 

is good.” This belief might have contributed to making the parents more prone to hearing 

profanity. 
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Fragile Little Minds 

In the summer of 2014, Danielle Wolf was arrested after swearing in front 

of her two children in a North Augusta, South Carolina, supermarket. 

Accounts of the event differ. Everyone agrees that she said, “Stop squish¬ 

ing the fucking bread!”1 But there’s some debate over whom she said it to. 

Wolf claims she uttered it to her husband, who she said was throwing fro¬ 

zen pizzas into their shopping cart, crushing the bread beneath. A witness 

claims Wolf said it to her children. Regardless, by all accounts the children 

were within earshot. The witness called the police, and Wolf was arrested 

for disorderly conduct. According to a North Augusta city ordinance 

(§ i6-88[i2]), disorderly conduct includes “utter[ing], while in a state of 

anger, in the presence of another, any bawdy, lewd or obscene words or 

epithets.”2 

And lest you think this is just a peculiarity of South Carolina (not 

that I’m suggesting there’s any reason to expect aberrant behavior in 

South Carolina),3 something very similar happened in my own backyard, 

in Southern California, in 2006. Elizabeth Venable, a PhD student at the 

University of California, Riverside, was at the John Wayne Airport when 

she was overheard using profanity with a friend. As the Los Angeles Times 

reports it, a sheriff s deputy, “noticing several families with small children 

nearby,” asked Venable to “please watch her language while at the airport.”4 

According to the Orange County Register, Venable asked, “Is it against the 

[expletive] law to say [expletive]?”5 Although the paper didn’t report what 

the expletives were, we can make an educated guess. That’s when the dep¬ 

uty cited her. Later she was charged with two misdemeanors: disorderly 
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conduct and disturbing the peace. The rule she violated appears to be an 

Orange County ordinance that applies specifically to John Wayne Airport 

and prohibits people from being “disorderly, obnoxious, indecent or com- 

mit[ting] any act of nuisance.” Given how strongly he objected to profanity 

in film, I suspect the Duke himself would have approved of this enforce¬ 

ment of the ordinance in his eponymous airport. 

To be clear, in neither of these cases was there a question of harm being 

done to anyone, including children, beyond direct or indirect exposure to 

profanity. Wolf was not charged with physically or verbally abusing her chil¬ 

dren; nor was Venable accused of threatening children in the airport ter¬ 

minal. The deed that landed them in court was using the word fuck around 

children. There’s a lot to say about whether laws like these are constitutional, 

especially with respect to the constitutionally protected right to freedom 

of speech. We’ll pick up that thread later in the book. For now, I just men¬ 

tion these cases to highlight our deep-seated belief—entrenched in our legal 

codes and our social practices—that exposure to profanity harms children. 

If profanity causes harm, we should care. Society, its public institu¬ 

tions, and we as individuals all have a responsibility to ensure the well¬ 

being of children. Do we need to monitor the language our children are 

exposed to in order to protect them? If profanity really does hurt children, 

there should be social and legal consequences—swearing around children 

might be most appropriately considered a form of child abuse and should 

be punished accordingly. 

The American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) appears to have the 

answer. In the fall of 2011, it issued a press release warning that exposure to 

profanity is harmful to children.6 The AAP was relying on a recent study 

from the prominent and respected medical journal Pediatrics. The AAP’s 

statement had two parts. First it announced that being exposed to profan¬ 

ity increases children’s use of profanity—in the case of the study, middle 

school students. That by itself probably wouldn’t surprise many people. We 

know that kids pick up on what they hear. But the AAP then went on to re¬ 

port that swearing by minors was “a risk factor for increased physical and 

relational aggression.” Young minds, the AAP would have us believe, are 

fragile—so fragile that even profanity can damage them. 

The media picked the story up quickly and, as they will, amplified it in 

the retelling. For example, the Daily Mail quoted a media expert who inter¬ 

preted the results as indicating that “children who use profanity are more 

likely to make them more aggressive towards others [sic].”7 Medical News 
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Today reported the findings like this: “Bad language and profanity . . . 

appear to increase aggression in teenagers.”8 And one article cited the first 

author of the study in question explaining how it works: “Profanity is kind 

of like a stepping stone. . .. You don’t go to a movie, hear a bad word, and 

then go shoot somebody. But when youth both hear and then try profanity 

out for themselves it can start a downward slide toward more aggressive 

behavior.”9 The party line is clear: profanity is dangerous because it’s a gate¬ 

way form of aggression. 

And this is just one way in which profanity has been argued to harm 

children. The Pediatrics article identified several other possible dangers 

that profanity poses.10 First, “exposure to profanity can induce a numbing 

effect on normal emotional responses.” And second, exposure to profanity 

causes people to “experience negative physiologic responses, such as in¬ 

creased heart rate or shallow breathing.” 

If true, these claims are a big deal. For instance, if they’re genuine, then 

you probably shouldn’t let your twelve-year-old read this book. 

So let’s take a close look at the Pediatrics article’s argument. To reiter¬ 

ate, it raises three core issues: 

1. Exposure to profanity can cause direct harm to children. 

2. Exposure to profanity makes children more likely to use it. 

3. Using profanity in turn makes children more likely to act aggressively. 

Because this article appeared in the prestigious, peer-reviewed journal Pe¬ 

diatrics, it’s tempting to take these claims at face value. But not everything 

you read withstands the weight of careful scrutiny. So let’s take a look, as 

informed consumers of science, at each of these points. How compelling is 

the evidence? What do we need to protect children from and why? 

# $ %! 

Point one: Does exposure to profanity directly harm children? 

The original 2011 Pediatrics article describes two direct effects of pro¬ 

fanity—a numbing effect on normal emotional reactions and an increase 

in immediate negative physiological reactions. Let’s deal with both of these 

in turn. 

First, numbing. The paper claims, “Studies have found that exposure to 

profanity can induce a numbing effect on normal emotional responses.”11 
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This is a pretty bold claim. Where does it come from? The paper itself 

doesn’t actually demonstrate this—it’s part of the article’s review of the 

existing scientific literature. But if you follow the references, the Pediat¬ 

rics article only cites a single study that ostensibly demonstrated emotional 

numbing, a 1989 article titled “Desensitization to Television Violence: A 

New Model.”12 Here’s the problem. That article doesn’t mention profanity— 

at all. It doesn’t contain the word profanity. Or even the word word. Or 

language. To its credit, the paper is quite interesting: it offers a new theoret¬ 

ical explanation for the finding that exposure to prolonged “scenes of vio¬ 

lence,” like “primitive mutilations,” over time leads to decreased emotional 

reactions in viewers. That may well be true! But the article doesn’t talk 

about language at all. And it only talks about adult viewers—no mention 

of children. Here’s the final nail in the coffin: the desensitization article is 

completely theoretical, so it presents no new data and has nothing to do 

with language. Nor do any of the twenty-three other articles that it cites. I 

checked. 

You might reasonably be wondering why the Pediatrics study didn’t cite 

more relevant research showing that profanity numbs emotions. For in¬ 

stance, what about studies demonstrating empirically that profanity desen¬ 

sitizes people to violence? Those articles were not cited because they simply 

do not exist. There’s no evidence of the numbing effects of profanity—not 

for adults, not for children. Now, I’m not the first person to note that ab¬ 

sence of evidence is not evidence of absence. It could well be that exposure 

to profanity does in fact directly desensitize people to violence and that 

scientists simply haven’t asked the question in the right way. But at present, 

there’s no empirical evidence that exposure to profanity dulls children’s 

reactions to violence. None. The Pediatrics article got that wrong. Good 

thing we checked.' 

The Pediatrics article further claimed that profanity affects well-being 

by leading people to “experience negative physiologic responses, such as 

increased heart rate or shallow breathing.”13 This is sort of the opposite of 

the initial claim, on a shorter scale. It asserts that profanity causes harm in 

the moment of exposure because people’s bodies react strongly to it. The 

authors cite no evidence for this claim. But a glance at the literature on 

the effects of exposure to profanity reveals that the Pediatrics article is half 

* I don’t mean to sow mistrust in science generally. But scientists are humans, and humans 

sometimes get things wrong. So it’s not unreasonable to take a page out of Ronald Reagan’s 

book: trust, but verify. 
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right. There is indeed a lot of evidence that the body reacts to profanity 

in predictable ways, including increased heart rate and shallow breath¬ 

ing. As you might recall, we discussed this in Chapter 5. For example, one 

2006 study measured people’s heart rates while they read neutral words, 

school-related words, unpleasant words, and taboo words.14 Heart rates 

started going up about two seconds after participants saw a taboo word 

and kept going up for several more seconds. 

But does an increase in heart rate mean, as the Pediatrics article claims, 

that people were experiencing a “negative physiologic response”? Not at all. 

Increased heart rate and shallow breathing both accompany an assortment 

of fundamentally quite different states. Heart and breathing rates increase 

when people perform a hard mental task, like solving an arithmetic prob¬ 

lem or playing a computer game; they also increase when people are emo¬ 

tionally aroused, whether angry or fearful or overjoyed.15 They increase in 

response to not just taboo language but pretty much anything that’s arous¬ 

ing. (The word arousal has a specifically sexual connotation in English, but 

psychologists use it for responsiveness to stimuli in general.) For instance, 

a study of college students showed that heart and respiration rates both in¬ 

creased during texting, especially while students were sending and receiv¬ 

ing a message16 (perhaps because they were in a more aroused state when 

anticipating how their message would be received or what they would find 

in the response). The point is that these two physiological changes provoked 

by profanity aren’t intrinsically negative. The problem with the Pediatrics 

paper’s claim lies not in the facts about the immediate reaction profanity 

causes in your heart and lungs but in the interpretation of what that reac¬ 

tion means. It means only that people become emotionally aroused when 

you bring them into a lab and present them with profanity. That’s not sur¬ 

prising. But this in no way implies that profanity causes harm—any more 

than sending text messages or doing mental arithmetic does. 

The closest thing to profanity causing harm that you can find in the 

literature—and you really need to dig for it—comes from public health 

studies. But, as we’ll see, even those don’t directly address the question 

of profanity. A number of these studies ask how different types of care¬ 

giver abuse predict children’s psychological and physical health outcomes. 

For instance, take a large 2010 study that surveyed nearly ten thousand 

Scandinavian teenagers. It asked them whether they had experienced cer¬ 

tain types of abuse in the previous twelve months. Aside from physical 

abuse, they were also asked about verbal abuse. And this category included 
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questions about “sulking or refusing to talk, insulting or taunting or swear¬ 

ing, throwing objects and threatening with violence.”17 Teens who reported 

exposure to at least one of these behaviors were pooled together as subject 

to “verbal abuse,” and as a group they were more likely than those who 

reported no abuse of any kind to also report psychological problems like 

depression, anxiety, aggression, and hyperactivity. 

Surveys like this one focus our attention—appropriately—on how ver¬ 

bal abuse might affect the psychological well-being of adolescents. There’s 

ample evidence that abuse correlates with psychological problems. This 

study showed that verbal abuse, defined in the study’s specific way, cor¬ 

related with an increase of about 16 percent in aggregate psychological 

difficulty score—a measure of the psychological problems the adolescents 

were having. Far more damaging was physical abuse, which correlated 

with an increase in this score of 37 or 49 percent, depending on whether 

the abuse was classified as “mild” (e.g., pushing, shoving, shaking, or whip¬ 

ping) or “severe” (e.g., battering, hitting with objects, or kicking). I point 

out the substantial effects of physical abuse not to marginalize the effects 

of verbal abuse but just to highlight the different things known to correlate 

with negative psychological health outcomes in minors and their relative 

severity. Different types of abuse hurt children to different degrees. 

According to this Scandinavian survey, profanity is not demonstrably 

one of those types of abuse. Studies like this one don’t tell us anything about 

profanity per se because all such studies slip profanity in with things that 

are clearly verbal abuse and don’t allow us to tease them apart. In this case, 

profanity was lumped together with things like threatening with violence, 

throwing objects, and insulting the child, for instance. And any participant 

who said yes to any of the verbal abuse questions was categorized as having 

been subject to verbal abuse. So there’s no way to tell whether these other 

activities—which clearly constitute abuse—were responsible for the entirety 

of the effects observed or whether profanity also played a role. 

And there’s good reason to suspect that if you were to split out exposure 

to profanity, you wouldn’t see any effect on child well-being at all. Profanity 

can, of course, be used for many different purposes. It’s absolutely true that 

some of those are abusive. But it stands to reason that calling a child worth¬ 

less or threatening physical harm is likely to increase the child’s depression 

and hostility, whether profanity makes an appearance or not. Conversely, 

it’s hard to imagine what harm is likely to come from telling an adolescent 

his report card is fucking fantastic. Compare that with telling him You're 



FRAGILE LITTLE MINDS 185 

stupid, and I hate you. You can use profanity positively, and you can use 

“clean” language abusively. Profanity is orthogonal to abuse. 

Verbal abuse of children is, of course, an issue we should be studying 

more and raising vigilance about. But there’s no evidence either that pro¬ 

fanity itself does direct harm to children or that abusive language is more 

harmful when it includes profanities. Again, I have to raise the specter of 

the absence of evidence. We know only that we don’t have evidence that 

profanity hurts children directly. But in the absence of that evidence, one 

would also expect an absence of the pretense that evidence exists. 

# $ %! 

So we’ve debunked the Pediatrics article’s first claim: that exposure to pro¬ 

fanity harms children directly. Let’s move on to the second claim: that the 

more children are exposed to profanity, the more they will come to use it 

themselves. 

In the limit, a categorical version of this claim must be true. Children 

learn language based on what they hear around them. That usually in¬ 

cludes profanity. So if they don’t ever hear profanity, they won’t learn it. 

And although many parents try to shield their children from profanity, 

this is largely impossible. Parents often try to self-censor when a child ar¬ 

rives, but this can be challenging, as anyone who has stepped on a Lego 

block in bare feet or been micturated upon at the changing table can attest. 

Not every swear gets stifled. 

And, of course, children learn language not just from their primary 

caregivers but also from other speakers of the language around them. And 

these other people often don’t buy into the idea—an aunt, grandfather, 

older sibling, or friend might not see any problem with an occasional shit 

here or bastard there. Maybe one of those individuals even secretly—or 

not-so-secretly—wants to sabotage the whole “linguistic whitewashing for 

the children’s sake” enterprise. So children are going to be exposed to pro¬ 

fanity by people around them. 

And also: the Internet. 

But the article proposes a more nuanced, quantitative relationship. 

Does more frequent use of profane words around a child lead that child to 

use them more? Maybe. 

There’s a long history of studying how a word’s frequency in a child’s 

environment affects acquisition of that word. Children typically begin to 
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understand a few words in their first year of life and utter their first words 

around their first birthday, as we saw in the last chapter. From there, they’ll 

typically acquire a few words per month until sometime around eighteen 

months (give or take six months), when their vocabularies begin to ex¬ 

plode in a “word spurt.” By the time they start school, their vocabulary will 

have ballooned to something like 10,000 words, and by college, it will be 

five times larger. 

And it’s reasonable to think that the words children hear most fre¬ 

quently are also those that they learn earliest and use most. But it’s compli¬ 

cated. Children’s early words tend to name people, animals, things, parts 

of things (especially body parts), and actions, or to mark social interac¬ 

tion routines (like bye-bye, up, or all gone). The distribution of these sets 

of words in a child’s early lexicon varies between children and across lan¬ 

guages and cultures—English-speaking kids learn more early nouns than 

their Korean-speaking counterparts, for instance.18 And while many of a 

child’s first words are frequently occurring ones (the name of a family pet 

or a word for a commonly experienced object, like a doll, ball, or bottle), a 

child’s earliest words often do not include the most frequent words in the 

language. For example, the ten most frequent English words (as measured 

by the spoken component of the American National Corpus)19 are, starting 

with the most frequent, the, of, and, to, a, in, it, is, for, and I. Yet none of 

these are commonly found in a child’s earliest words. In fact, if you look 

at caregiver speech directed at children (“child-directed speech”), you find 

that more frequent words are learned slightly later than less frequent ones, 

in large part because more frequent types of words (like articles, preposi¬ 

tions, and so on) are learned later than less frequent words like nouns.20 

So at the very least, we can say that the story is more complicated than 

merely frequency influencing word learning. In fact, when you split words 

into different groups—common nouns, words describing people, action 

words, and so on—you do indeed find that within each category the more 

frequent words tend to be learned earlier. For example, here’s a graph of 

the age at which one particular child first used each of his nouns (his age 

is on the x-axis) plotted against how frequent that word was in the child- 

directed speech he heard (it’s actually the log of word frequency because 

frequency effects in language have logarithmic effects).21 You can see that 

within nouns, the child learns more frequent ones earlier, on average, and 

then moves on to learn less frequent ones as well. 
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Each dot represents the first time the child produced a 

particular noun; more frequent nouns tended to be learned 

earlier than less frequent ones. Image reproduced from 

B. C. Roy et al. (2009), used with permission. 

Of course, a reasonable person could object to studies like this one. 

Correlation does not imply causation. So the fact that children tend to 

learn more frequent words earlier doesn’t entail that frequency is the rea¬ 

son for earlier word learning. Other factors might be in play. For instance, 

more frequent words are shorter, all things being equal. And children learn 

shorter words earlier. Maybe frequency plays no causal role. 

To know for sure, you’d need to run an experiment: you’d have to ma¬ 

nipulate how often children heard particular words and see whether this 

factor alone, holding all other possible causes constant, affected children’s 

learning of the words. There have been several such studies. Perhaps the 

best known took place in the early 1980s.22 Researchers interacted with 

one- to two-year-old children over the course of four months and, among 

other things, introduced them to some made-up words, like tete or fus. 
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The words had to be made-up because otherwise the children might en¬ 

counter them by chance in their normal lives as well. And the researchers 

carefully manipulated whether, over those four months, the children heard 

each word ten times or twenty times. And they measured how likely the 

children were to spontaneously use those words. The result was clear: they 

learned the frequent words relatively often (on average, kids learned 44 

percent of them) and far better than the infrequent ones (29 percent). This 

effect was observed for both nouns and verbs. 

So it seems that a causal relationship exists between how frequent 

words are in a child’s environment and when he or she will start using 

them. But how well does this scale? Once an older child knows a larger, 

more adultlike number of words, say on the scale of tens of thousands, 

does the frequency with which those words entered the child’s ears affect 

the frequency with which they come out of his or her mouth? 

We don’t have a conclusive answer to this question. We don’t even 

know exactly what proportion of children know what profane words at 

what age, because that research hasn’t been done. Typical surveys asking 

parents about their children’s vocabulary tend to leave out profanity, and 

parents usually aren’t particularly forthcoming in offering swearwords that 

their children know. The one source we have is an observational study, in 

which a set of researchers spent a year recording all taboo words uttered by 

children around them—predominantly middle-class kids from the north¬ 

eastern United States.23 The results showed that the swearwords children 

use change with age. The youngest English-speaking children are more 

likely to use words like poopy or stupid with the force of profanity, whereas 

by adolescence they’re using more adultlike profanity: fuck, shit, and so on. 

We also know that boys and girls swear differently. Oh my God ranks as the 

most frequent profane expression among girls aged one through twelve, 

whereas boys in the same range are most likely to use shit. 

So we have some hint as to when children use which profane words, but 

we certainly have no evidence of how frequently they use them. The only ex¬ 

ception is the Pediatrics study. And that evidence is rather weak, as we’ll see. 

# $ %! 

Let’s look at exactly what the Pediatrics study did. The researchers asked 

students from a large midwestern middle school a series of questions. To 



FRAGILE LITTLE MINDS 189 

get a measure of how much the children were exposed to profanity, they 

asked the kids to list their three favorite television programs and video 

games, then rated these for how much profanity they contained. To de¬ 

termine what the children thought about profanity, the researchers asked 

them to give their opinion about statements like “I think it is okay for me 

to use profanity in my conversations” on a scale from 1 (never true) to 5 (al¬ 

most always true). They also wanted to know how often the children actu¬ 

ally used profanity, and to measure this they asked them to rate a series of 

statements like “I use profanity in my conversations with my friends” from 

1 (never true) to 5 (almost always true). And finally they wanted to know 

how aggressive the children were. So they asked them to rate a number of 

statements describing physical aggression (“I hit, kick, or punch others”) 

or relational aggression (“I have tried to damage [a] person’s reputation by 

gossiping about that person”), again on a scale of 1 to 5. 

With these data secured, the researchers dug into them to discover any 

significant correlations among the various measures. And some of them 

did correlate. In particular, children who reported being exposed to media 

with more profanity were also more likely to report that they found pro¬ 

fanity acceptable. In turn, those who found profanity more acceptable were 

also more likely to report using profanity. And those who reported using 

more profanity were also more likely to report acting aggressively. The ar¬ 

ticle interprets this chain of correlations as implicating profanity in aggres¬ 

sion: observing profanity affects attitudes about words, attitudes affect the 

use of those words, and word use affects aggression. 

But not so fast. Can a study like this actually tell you whether profanity 

causes this chain of effects? 

Let’s tease them apart, starting with the first couple of steps. Right now 

we’re focused on the question of whether exposure to profanity increases 

its use. The study states that adolescents who reported watching shows and 

playing games with more profanity in them also reported finding profanity 

more acceptable and using more profanity themselves. Does this answer 

the question about frequency? Does this mean that exposure to more pro¬ 

fanity leads to more use of profanity? 

We don’t know, because the study was correlational. It’s not always ob¬ 

vious why correlation doesn’t imply causation, so let me just remind you 

here. (If this is old hat to you, by all means, skip to the next paragraph.) 

Here’s a nice example of why you can’t infer causation from correlation.24 
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Suppose you want to know whether religious faith causes an increase in al¬ 

cohol consumption. You might try to find an answer by counting the num¬ 

ber of bars and the number of churches in each of a large number of US 

cities. You’d surely find a significant correlation; overall, cities with more 

bars have more churches. But what’s the right causal interpretation of these 

data? That religious practice causes drinking? Maybe. I certainly know 

people who claim to need a drink after church. But the reverse causality is 

equally possible: maybe increased drinking causes more religious practice. 

You can come up with a story for this too. Maybe when people drink more, 

they do more things that they feel they need to atone for. And even worse, 

it’s equally possible that something totally unrelated to churches or bars— 

some hidden variable that you didn’t even consider—causes concurrent 

increases in both. For example, maybe cities with more churches also have 

more bars because those cities have larger populations in general. In short, 

a correlation between two things cannot tell us whether they’re causally re¬ 

lated or, if they are, in which direction. That’s true whether we’re interested 

in the number of churches or exposure to profanity. 

So let’s apply this reasoning to the Pediatrics study. The data about ex¬ 

posure to profanity, attitudes toward profanity, and use of profanity were 

all self-reported. So we know that children who reported exposure to media 

with more profanity also reported more positive attitudes toward using 

profanity, and in turn those who reported more positive attitudes toward 

profanity also reported using more profanity. You might be able to spot the 

hidden variables here. The problem is that all the data rests on the children’s 

reporting. We don’t have any idea of their actual behaviors, beliefs, or view¬ 

ing patterns. And these children’s reports could differ from reality for many 

reasons. Perhaps some of the children intentionally misled the researchers. 

For example, some children could have been afraid to confess that they 

were exposed to, had positive attitudes toward, and tended to use profanity. 

Imagine yourself as a middle school student. A team of researchers from 

prestigious Brigham Young University shows up asking about profanity and 

aggression. You might think twice before giving truthful answers. Some 

children might be more honest than others. And if the less honest children 

artificially deflated their scores on each of these questions, this would pro¬ 

duce the precise correlation that the study found. It would create the false 

impression of correlations in experience and behavior where the real effect is 

just a tendency for some children to respond less truthfully across the board. 

Note that it could also work in the other direction: some children could have 
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been boasting about both the shows they liked to watch and the amount 

they swore. This too would create a spurious correlation in exactly the same 

direction: children who reported watching more profane media would boast 

of more positive attitudes toward profanity and more profanity use. 

This is just one of many possible hidden variables that might describe 

the actual causes underlying the correlations that the study observed. For 

instance, maybe children with caregivers who don’t believe there’s any¬ 

thing wrong with swearing both allow their children to watch media with 

profanity and are more likely to encourage or permit its use. 

And there’s also the problem of reverse causation to deal with. It could 

very well be, as the article suggests, that exposure to profanity causes in¬ 

creased use of profanity. But what about the opposite direction? Maybe 

children who swear are more strongly attracted to profane television shows 

because such programming sounds more like what they sound like or what 

they want to sound like. 

So does increased exposure to profanity lead to greater use of profan¬ 

ity? The noun and verb research discussed earlier suggests that it’s certainly 

possible that children exposed to more profanity will learn it earlier. But 

that doesn’t imply that they’ll use it more, and the correlational study we’ve 

just been discussing is causal Swiss cheese. However, just to see where the 

argument goes, let’s suspend disbelief and stipulate, for the moment, the 

possibility that children will use profanity more the more often they’re ex¬ 

posed to it. The really important part of the story is whether using more 

profanity causes harm to children. That’s next. 

# $ %! 

The Pediatrics study discovered a correlation not just between profanity 

exposure and use but also between how much children reported using 

profanity and how much they reported engaging in both physical and 

relational aggression. This part of the study suffers from the very same 

problems we just identified. For one thing, there’s still the hidden vari¬ 

able caused by self-reporting. As we saw before, correlations between self- 

reported variables might tell you more about how the respondents deal 

with the survey than about the behavior it asks them about. People in a 

study like this might not tell the truth for a variety of reasons. Adolescents 

who were more candid about aggression might also have been more candid 

about the media they were exposed to. 
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Many other possible hidden variables could be behind the correlations 

between profanity use and aggression. Which of these seem plausible to 

you? Maybe children exposed to more profanity also happen to be exposed 

to more violence in media, which causes them to be more aggressive. Or 

maybe children exposed to more violence in real life both seek out media 

with more profanity and also act out more aggressively. Or maybe children 

who come from families that are more predisposed to aggressive behavior 

for any of a number of reasons (medical, cultural, socioeconomic, genetic, 

and so on) both seek out more profane media and also exhibit more ag¬ 

gression. I’m not committing to any of these as the single, real cause of 

aggressiveness. But if you think any of these are plausible, and actually even 

if you don’t, they reveal the hidden variable problem inherent in correla¬ 

tional studies. People come with baggage. And some of that baggage might 

be causally related in a systematic way to the things you’re interested in. 

The people who do correlational studies cleverly try to control for those 

other factors by measuring and including them in their models. So if you 

believe that exposure to violence in media could be a confounding factor— 

it correlates with exposure to profanity and could explain some amount 

of aggression—then you measure not only how much profanity but also 

how much violence children are exposed to. The two will probably cor¬ 

relate, but the key point is that you can measure exactly how much media 

violence correlates with child aggressiveness, and you can pull that apart 

in a statistical model from the amount that profanity exposure correlates 

with child aggressiveness. The authors of the Pediatrics study tried to do 

this. But to know that profanity exposure per se and not any of these other 

possible confounding factors is responsible for increased reports of aggres¬ 

siveness, you’d need to do the same thing not just for exposure to media vi¬ 

olence, as the authors did, but for every other possible confounding factor, 

which they did not. That means that the real culprits—the real causes for 

increased aggression, if in fact there are any—may still be out there. 

And once again we have to deal with the possibility of reverse causation. 

Suppose we find that people who swear more really are also more aggres¬ 

sive. Which do you think is more likely? That using more profanity causes 

people to be more aggressive, as the article posits? Or that being more ag¬ 

gressive causes people to use more profanity? I would bet on the latter. In 

fact, there’s even some experimental evidence of this. A study conducted at 

Keele in the United Kingdom asked whether feeling more aggressive would 

cause people to swear more.25 Researchers randomly assigned participants 
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to play one of two video games, a golf game or a first-person shooter (a 

first-person shooter involves navigating through a virtual world and trying 

to kill people with weapons like guns, missile launchers, and knives). Par¬ 

ticipants were then asked to name as many profane words as they could in 

one minute. The result was that after the (violent, aggressive) first-person 

shooter, they were able to name significantly more profane words than 

after the golf game. 

The upshot is that although suggestive, the Pediatrics study is only 

lightly so. In the way that if I polled a bunch of schoolchildren about their 

favorite color and found that the ones who liked red were more likely to 

also say they played sports frequently, that would suggest that color prefer¬ 

ences cause sports participation. So, very, very lightly. 

The current state of our knowledge is this. We have no meaningful 

evidence that profanity causes aggression, just as we have no evidence that 

it causes changes in emotional responsiveness. Correlational studies don’t 

help. To know for sure, you’d need to run an experiment, which is the best 

way to ask a question about causation. You overcome the many limitations 

of correlational studies by manipulating one thing and seeing whether it 

has an effect on some other thing. If you do your job well (and designing 

experiments is not easy), then you can conclude whether or not the thing 

you manipulated caused a change in the thing you measured. The example 

everyone is familiar with is randomized drug trials. You give people a drug 

or a placebo (that’s what you manipulate), and you measure the effects on 

their health. Because you’ve randomly assigned people to the placebo or 

the drug condition, a meaningful difference between the two groups in 

terms of health outcomes means that the drug caused a difference in health 

compared with the placebo. It can’t be the reverse because the arrow of 

time doesn’t work that way. And as long as you make sure that the only dif¬ 

ference between the groups is whether or not they receive the experimental 

drug, then you know there aren’t any hidden variables. You can conquer 

correlation through experimentation. 

So an experiment about profanity and aggression might go something 

like this. You take kids and randomly assign them to conditions that ex¬ 

pose them to more or less profanity. There are no other differences between 

the groups. And after sufficient exposure, you measure how aggressively 

the children in each group act in some social task. Maybe you have a bully 

take away a child’s favorite toy and see how the kid responds, or something 

like that. And you look to see whether the kids who, through no fault of 
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their own, were randomly assigned to greater profanity exposure act more 

aggressively as a consequence. 

As you may already be thinking, there’s an ethical dilemma here, 

which may be the reason this study hasn’t ever been conducted. In order to 

run this study, there has to be a reason to think that the hypothesis might 

be true—that increased exposure to profanity will increase aggression. But 

increased aggressiveness could be harmful to the child and those around 

him or her. So if the study found the effect it was set up to test for, it would 

harm half the participants. And those participants are children, who in 

general you’d prefer not to harm. As a result, the risk would outweigh the 

potential benefit, making a study like this a nonstarter. 

I posed this problem to the students in my lab, and one of them came 

up with a clever way around this problem.* Because the experiment I de¬ 

scribed is ethically impossible, suppose instead you took the opposite tack. 

What if some people were already opting-in to exposure to some profanity¬ 

laden media. Say, people who preordered some video game with swearing 

in it or who decided to watch an R-rated movie. What if you could con¬ 

vince the software company or the movie distributor to randomly send 

users one of two versions that differ only in the amount of profanity used. 

One is the normal version, with all the profanity; the other, an expurgated 

version without profanity. And then after these people have watched the 

film or played the game, you measure their aggressiveness in some social 

task. Neat idea. And it’s totally ethical in that the people will be exposed to 

the video game regardless, and if the hypothesis is correct, then the half of 

them who get the expurgated version will experience lower risk by dint of 

being in the experiment. It’s a win-win (as long as the only hypothesis in 

play is that more profanity makes people more aggressive).1 

The upshot is this: If exposure to profanity increases aggression 

through increased acceptance and use of profanity, that fact is in principle 

* It was Tyler Marghetis, for what it’s worth. 

t The only drawback I can come up with is the following. Suppose exposure to profanity actu¬ 

ally decreased aggression. For instance, suppose that people seek out profanity specifically in 

order to have an outlet to deal with feelings of aggression. And what if shielding them from 

profanity actually deprives them of this outlet, thereby causing them to find other outlets 

for their aggression? If there’s reason to believe this (and to date there’s effectively as much 

evidence for this position as for the reverse effect), then the study again becomes unethical. 

Because as soon as it’s possible that your manipulation will harm children, there had better 

be some really remarkable payoff for conducting the study. This imaginary study would not, 
for instance, cure cancer. 
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knowable. There’s an experiment to do. It’s complicated, but it’s doable. 

But the current state of our knowledge is basically that we have none. We 

don’t know—although there’s reason to believe it from other findings in 

language learning—whether increased exposure to profanity increases 

children’s use of profanity. We don’t know whether increased use of pro¬ 

fanity increases aggression, and there’s as much evidence of this as of any 

other possible relation between these variables: that increased aggression 

increases profanity use or that increased profanity use decreases aggres¬ 

sion. In other words, we have no idea. 

# $ %! 

So let’s take a step back. If there’s no evidence of profanity causing harm, 

then why would so many people—including researchers, journalists, par¬ 

ents, and legislators—believe it? Why would the American Academy of Pe¬ 

diatrics issue a press release describing this research? Why would it seem 

so plausible? 

I think two things are going on here. The first has to do with moral 

thinking. Many people believe profanity is immoral. Bad words are bad. 

We’ll get into why people think that in a later chapter, but I want to focus 

here on the cognitive consequences of thinking that something is bad. 

If you believe that something is good, you’re more likely to believe other 

good things about it, and if you think something is bad, you’re more likely 

to believe other bad things about it. The positive version of this, known 

as the halo effect,26 has been studied for a century.27 The negative version, 

the horns effect (halo: angel; horns: devil), appears to apply to what you 

think about everything from people to products. Politicians use the halo 

effect; if they dress well, sound smart and approachable, and look friendly, 

then you’re likely to think they’re good at their job.28 Marketers use it too.29 

People who like Apple Computer, Inc., for instance, are more likely to 

think good things about its individual products—that they’re high in qual¬ 

ity or useful or well designed—than the products of a company they don’t 

know anything about. And something similar is probably going on with 

profanity. People think shit is a bad word. So they’re likely to believe that 

it can also be dangerous, cause harm, and have other negative attributes— 

more so than they’d believe these things for a “good” word, like please or 

thank you. The bar to convince people that sir or ma’am increases aggres¬ 

sion would be far higher than a single correlational, self-reporting study. 
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People might also be prone to believe bad things about profanity due to 

a second cognitive consequence of negative beliefs: rationalization. When 

people have unfounded moral beliefs, they often come up with explana¬ 

tions for them. Those explanations (“rationalizations” or “justifications”) 

may or may not be true, but they do make people feel better about their be¬ 

liefs. If you believe something is bad, like profanity, but don’t really have a 

good reason why, then you might be strongly attracted to explanations that 

would justify your belief. If profanity increases aggression, that justifies 

your belief that profanity is bad. This sort of reasoning from back to front 

leads people to overlook logical weaknesses in an argument as long as it 

supports something they already believe. 

People who believe that profanity is bad are psychologically biased to 

believe a variety of other bad things about it, like that it increases aggres¬ 

sion or numbs normal emotional responses. In essence, people who believe 

profanity is bad conclude that little minds are fragile things, perverted and 

deformed by the linguistic deviants around them. But this gives children 

too little credit. While the effects of abuse are real, there’s every reason to 

believe that children’s minds are resilient to profanity. The real fragility 

resides in the minds of those adults who are easily swayed to believe in the 

deleterious effects of profanity. 

\ 
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The $100,000 Word 

Kobe Bryant was the starting shooting guard for the Los Angeles Lak¬ 

ers from the time he was drafted straight out of high school in 1996 

until he retired in 2016. Over those twenty years, he saw most everything 

the National Basketball Association (NBA) has to offer. Yet even he was 

still prone to emotional swings on the court. In a game against the San 

Antonio Spurs on April 12, 2011, Bryant was whistled for an offensive foul 

and then a technical foul. He demonstrably disagreed with the calls— 

as he came off the court, he punched a chair and threw a towel onto the 

ground. The producers of the live broadcast kept the cameras trained on 

the commotion, a fact he might not have been aware of when, from the 

bench, he yelled at referee Bennie Adams, “Bennie! Fucking faggot!” Ana¬ 

lyst Steve Kerr immediately suggested to the producer on air, “You might 

want to take the camera off him right now, for the children watching from 

home.”1 

Even for a twenty-year veteran like Bryant, sports are emotional. Be¬ 

yond the familiar thrill and agony of, respectively, victory and defeat, 

athletes experience anxiety about performance, pain from injury, anger 

at officials’ decisions, relief after prevailing in a must-win situation, and 

so on. As we’ve already seen, profanity is a privileged conduit to emotion. 

Add to the mix the intensity, pressure, competition, and spontaneity of 

sports, and it’s really no surprise that athletes swear. 

And they swear a lot. This probably wouldn’t stir up too much con¬ 

troversy if we were just dealing with enthusiastic fuck yeahs of victory 

and saturnine aw fucks of defeat. But we’re not. Oftentimes, as in Kobe 

197 
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Bryant’s case, the profanity belongs to the linguistic third rail of slurs. 

Fucking might not be hard to play off, but faggot is going to keep your pub¬ 

licist busy. 

Now, to close out this particular episode, Bryant later apologized and 

explained that he had spoken “out of frustration during the game, period” 

and that “the words expressed do not reflect my feelings toward the gay 

and lesbian communities and were not meant to offend anyone.” And to 

his credit, he’s refashioned himself as an advocate for LGBTQ rights and 

respectful speech. For example, when Jason Collins came out as the NBA’s 

first openly gay player, Bryant had this to say: 

I think him coming out was really brave. As his peers we have to support 

him, just rally around him and hopefully everybody else comes out and 

be themselves in who they are.2 

And when a pair of Lakers fans used a slur on Twitter, he called them 

out (in an economical 131 characters): 

Just letting you know @PacSmoove @pookeo9 that using “your gay” as a 

way to put someone down ain’t ok! #notcool delete that out ur vocab 

But his contrition was a day late and a dollar short. Actually, to be pre¬ 

cise, it was a tad more than a dollar short. The NBA decided the day after 

the incident on the court to levy a fine for use of “offensive and inexcus¬ 

able” words. The bill they sent Bryant: $100,000. 

Bryant is just one entry in a long list of basketball players punished 

for using slurs. In 2012, New York Nicks forward Amar’e Stoudemire was 

fined $50,000 for a tweet calling a fan a fag. In 2013 Roy Hibbert was fined 

$75,000 for using the expression no homo in a press conference. In 2015, 

Rajon Rondo was suspended for a game for calling a referee faggot. And so 

on. Simultaneously, the National Football League (NFL) has started penal¬ 

izing players for slurs. The league’s officiating video, distributed to teams 

before the 2014-2015 season, stated, “The NFL will have ‘zero tolerance’ this 

season for players’ on-field use of racial slurs or abusive language relating 

to sexual orientation.”3 The penalty? Fifteen yards for the first infraction, as 

well as possible fines or other disciplinary action. San Francisco quarter¬ 

back Colin Kaepernick was caught in the dragnet during the second game 
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of that initial season, when he was fined $11,000 for ostensibly using the 

word nigger on the field.' 

On the surface, leagues and teams champion these policies as ways 

to ensure sportsmanship and to create safe and respectful environments. 

A more cynical interpretation sees them bowing to the same pressures 

as other entertainment organizations, like broadcast television and the 

film industry, blanching the entertainment product to the point where no 

viewer can find anything in it to object to. Regardless of the impetus, the 

consequences to players’ pocketbooks are real, and the message is clear: 

no slurs tolerated here. And for all of sports leagues’ documented evils 

(baseball’s history of segregation,4 football’s suppression of head trauma 

research,5 basketball and football’s exploitation of unpaid “amateur” col¬ 

lege athletes),6 the antislur campaign in play in the major North American 

sports leagues is at least one thing that no one could possibly object to. 

Even if we accept that profanity in the aggregate doesn’t cause harm 

to children or adults, slurs seem like a different creature. They’re built to 

hurt. In this chapter, we’ll see how. But that doesn’t mean that banning 

them is the most productive approach. I’ll make the case below that even 

though slurs may cause harm, blanket policies outlawing them—like those 

adopted by the NBA and NFL and many other private and public organiza¬ 

tions—can actually do more harm than good. 

# $ %! 

Slur-banning policies may at first blush seem reasonable for compelling 

psychological and historical reasons. To begin with, people find slurs more 

offensive than any other class of words, including other profanity. We can 

see this clearly from Kristin Janschewitz’s data, discussed in Chapter 17 

You might recall that people were asked a number of questions about taboo 

and nontaboo words. I categorized the taboo words according to the now 

familiar Holy, Fucking, Shit, Nigger Principle. Naturally, in doing so, I had 

to make some judgment calls. Is whore a slur or a sex-related word? (I clas¬ 

sified it as a slur.) Does jism pertain to bodily effluvia or to sex? (I went 

with the latter.) But since these groupings are meant to give a general idea 

The league eventually reduced the fine by half due to an absence of evidence that Kaepernick 

had actually uttered the slur: Sandritter, M. (October 15, 2014). 
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Holy Fucking Shit Nigger 

Taboo Word Type 

Each dot represents an English word in one of the four major categories 

of profanity. Slurs are judged far more offensive than any other group. 

of how the language populates its profane vocabulary, let’s not get hung up 

on these questionable cases—they turn out not to make a difference for the 

big picture issue I want to extract. Look at what happens when you split 

profanity in this way. In the graph above, each word is a dot, and the mean 

offensiveness rating for each word is on the y-axis. So higher-up words are 

judged more profane on average. 

As you can see, the offensiveness of the various words ranges broadly. 

There’s one single, lonely data point all the way on the top right, perched 

peerlessly at the zenith of offensiveness. That’s nigger. But although it’s an 

overall outlier, other slurs behave consistently with it. Directly below it is 

cunt, then fag, chink, and so on. The horizontal bars show averages by cate¬ 

gory, and you can see that on average slurs are judged more offensive than 

any other group by a full point or more. And this might actually understate 

how offensive slurs are. Some of the most offensive words in the other cate¬ 

gories are arguably slurs—the list of most offensive Fucking words, starting 

at the top, are cocksucker and motherfucker. 

But this demonstration probably just confirms what you already know. 

People find slurs offensive. For some slurs, this is nothing new: they were 



THE $100,000 WORD 201 

built to offend from the outset. It’s their reason for being. As far as we can 

tell, Ching-Chong is and always was a term of offense. Same with wetback, 

sand-nigger, camel-fucker, and so on. And just as there are typical sources 

from which profanity in general draws, particular semantic pathways lead 

to slurs.8 A common one is physical characteristics believed to identify 

members of these groups. Sometimes these terms identify stereotyped skin 

color, like yellow or Redskin. Slurs can also identify body features, like snip- 

dick, slant, slope, or thick-lips. They can identify ways people in a group are 

believed to sound (like Ching-Chong). They can come from animal words, 

like coon or bitch, and from stereotypical occupations, activities, clothing, 

or foods, like cotton-picker, towel-head, breeder, carpet-muncher, or cracker. 

Using words associated with stereotypical appearance or behavior is an 

effective way to dehumanize members of a group. 

In other cases, otherwise neutral words have grown into slurs, not 

necessarily from original intent but due to the social contexts of their use. 

Even nigger wasn’t always the linguistic powder keg it now is. Nor were Chi¬ 

naman or cripple. In the long history of these words, they’ve gone through 

changes, just as our attitudes toward language and toward members of mi¬ 

nority groups have evolved. And they’ve followed a similar trajectory. It’s 

worth expanding on that a bit to see how words evolve into slurs. 

Nigger originally derives from the Latin root nigr-, which just means 

“black.” Before the 1900s, it was the default way to refer to Americans who 

would come, through the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, to be re¬ 

ferred to as colored, then black and African American. For example, nigger 

shows up in Mark Twain’s most lauded contribution to American litera¬ 

ture, The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, published in 1884. In case your 

memory is rusty, narrator Huck Finn recounts his escape from an abusive 

father in Missouri. Along the way, he befriends an escaped slave, Jim, and 

together they head for freedom in the North. Over the course of their ad¬ 

venture, the word nigger appears more than two hundred times—not as a 

slur but as a generic reference term. 

Of course, even if the word itself was largely neutral in the nineteenth 

century, the context of its use (both in the book and in real life) was any¬ 

thing but. It accompanied people through centuries of enslavement and 

subjugation. As a consequence, for many people, it remains tainted by that 

legacy. As social attitudes changed, by the twentieth century nigger had 

started to gain a strong negative connotation.9 It soon gave way to colored 

and then black, Afro-American, and African American. 
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The stories of Chinaman and cripple are similar. Both originally re¬ 

ferred to people neutrally. Chinaman was as benign as Englishman or 

Frenchman, which are still used without negative connotation. In fact, 

through much of the nineteenth century, Chinese Americans used it in 

positive contexts. For instance, in a letter about immigration policy to then 

California governor John Bigler, a Chinese American San Francisco restau¬ 

rant owner proudly wrote, “Sir: I am a Chinaman, a republican, and a lover 

of free institutions.”10 Chinaman started to develop a negative connotation 

only around the turn of the twentieth century. And cripple, a noun used at 

least since the tenth century, yielded its place as the default term as late as 

the twentieth century, when handicapped, disabled, and their successors 

came into preferred use. 

Again, just like nigger, Chinaman and cripple were default words for 

a time, but during that period people of Chinese descent and people with 

disabilities were in many cases treated as second-class humans. And the 

connotations that terms pick up over centuries of use are not easily shed. 

For example, the Fritz Pollard Alliance, an organization that promotes di¬ 

versity in the NFL, has argued, “Whatever arguments people want to make 

about the ‘N-Word’ being benign, it reeks of hatred and oppression, and 

no matter the generation or the context, it simply cannot be cleansed of its 

taint.”11 It’s easy to find similar objections to Chinaman or cripple. 

The different paths that slurs have taken don’t matter quite so much as 

what the words are now. And as we’ve seen, they’re offensive. So it makes 

sense that when they show up in public domains, like in professional sports, 

the response from the media, viewers, and league officials is stronger than 

for other, less offensive types of profanity. This offensiveness itself might be 

enough for leagues to implement slur bans. Professional sports survive off 

of the lifeblood of broadcasting contracts: if viewers are offended by what 

they see, they’ll tune out and take advertisers and lucrative television deals 

in their wake. And the leagues might not have dug any deeper than this. 

But the argument for slur bans is actually even stronger. Although 

I doubt anyone in the league offices in question has read this research, 

there’s also some evidence, as we’ll see in a moment, that exposure to slurs 

causes psychological and social harm. Now, it turns out that the effects of 

slurs actually differ depending on whether the person exposed to them is 

a member of the slurred group or not (if you’re heterosexual, for example, 

the word faggot affects you differently than if you’re homosexual). But let’s 

wade into the reeds here a bit. 
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We know the most about how slurs affect people who are not members 

of the defamed group. Suppose you overhear slurs like nigger or faggot, 

and those terms do not refer to you. How does that change your feelings 

about the people those words refer to? Several studies have examined this 

question. One conducted in Italy had heterosexual participants perform a 

free-association task. Presented with a list of words, like the Italian equiv¬ 

alents of sun, American, and lion, participants had to come up with three 

related words for each. And the key manipulation was that the last prompt 

word on the list was either gay or faggot (since the study was conducted 

with Italian participants, the word wasn’t actually faggot but the Italian 

equivalent, frocio).12 After finishing this free-association task, participants 

performed a totally different task: they made a recommendation about how 

the city should spend money. They were told that the city council was de¬ 

ciding how to allocate funding to two distinct programs—one working 

toward AIDS-HIV prevention for “high-risk groups” and the other work¬ 

ing on fertility issues in young couples. Their job was to decide how much 

of a fixed amount of money the city council should dedicate to each. The 

logic was that if gay and faggot had different effects on how the participants 

thought about themselves in relation to homosexual people, then this 

should affect their decisions to allocate funding toward a program more 

likely to help homosexuals (AIDS-HIV prevention for high-risk groups) or 

to one more obviously oriented toward heterosexuals (fertility). And that’s 

what they found. People originally given the word faggot to free-associate 

from were far less likely to allocate resources to the AIDS-HIV prevention 

program than those who free-associated on gay. In other words, exposure 

to a slur can bias people against sharing resources with members of the 

defamed group. 

Exposure to a slur also affects how nonmembers of the defamed group 

think about members of the defamed group. One study again presented het¬ 

erosexuals with neutral or derogatory group labels, gay or faggot, and then 

afterward asked them to select from a list words they associated with homo¬ 

sexuals and other words they associated with heterosexuals.13 The study was 

again conducted in Italy, and the list of words participants had to choose 

from included Italian words describing humans (like person, citizen, and 

hand) and others describing animals (like animal, instinct, and paw). And 

when the researchers tallied the results, they found that people picked more 

animal-related terms for the homosexual group and more human-related 

terms for the heterosexual group, but only after hearing the slur faggot and 
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not the neutral group label gay. To make sure this was really about a slur 

directed at that group and not about derogatory terms in general, they in¬ 

cluded another condition in which people performed the same task after 

hearing the Italian equivalent of asshole, which is coglione. Unlike faggot, 

asshole did not lead to different apportionment of animal or human terms 

between the two groups. So this suggests that there’s something literally 

dehumanizing about slurs—something that makes outsiders think about 

defamed group members as though they have fewer human attributes. 

Exposure to slurs even affects how you physically interact with mem¬ 

bers of the defamed group. A study at the University of Queensland in 

Australia14 subliminally presented one of three words to people by flash¬ 

ing it on a computer screen. It appeared forty times but much too briefly 

for the participants to consciously apprehend it. The three words were gay, 

faggot, and asshole, and each participant saw just one of them. Then they 

went into another room for a putative discussion with a student, Mark, 

about the situation of homosexuals at the university. Mark, they were told, 

was homosexual. Participants were directed to enter the room to wait for 

Mark and to prepare for the interview by setting up chairs for the two of 

them. But the researchers were less interested in the interview than where 

the participants placed the chairs—more specifically, the distance between 

them. Participants placed the chairs about four inches farther apart when 

they had been subliminally primed with faggot as compared with gay or 

asshole. A slur drove people to keep themselves physically farther away 

from members of the defamed group. 

So there’s some evidence that exposure to slurs about others leads to 

biases against those people—financial, psychological, and physical. But 

what about the direct effects on the people that the slurs are about? What 

does faggot do to you if you’re homosexual? This is a more complicated 

story. The literature reveals that there’s been almost no work on this ques¬ 

tion. And that’s probably for ethical reasons. If you think that exposing 

people to slurs directed toward their group could cause them harm, then 

it’s hard to justify a study like that unless there’s substantial benefit to the 

participants or to society. There might well be; it’s just not the easiest case 

to make. So we know very little. And what little we do know shows that the 

effects of slurs on members of the defamed group don’t track with their 

impact on outsiders. 

We can see this from another Italian study that used a “lexical deci¬ 

sion” task. Lexical decision is a type of experiment in which you have to 
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decide whether a string of letters that appears on a computer screen makes 

up a word in your language or not.15 The length of time it takes you to de¬ 

cide in the affirmative reveals the current state of various mental operations. 

For instance, people are known to respond faster to a word like dog when it 

follows a related word like puppy, which tells us that thinking about pup¬ 

pies activates thoughts about dogs and perhaps the word dog itself. In the 

study in question, some of the words participants saw were adjectives that 

describe culturally relevant, positive perceived aspects of homosexual males 

(like elegant and artistic); others described perceived negative aspects (like 

effeminate and emotional). The trick was that before each word, a neutral 

term like gay or a slur like faggot blinked on the screen so quickly (for only 

fifteen milliseconds) that the participant would only process it subliminally. 

The researchers found that people’s speed in deciding whether a string 

was a word in Italian or not was influenced by whether they had un¬ 

consciously been exposed to the neutral term gay or the slur faggot. But 

whether the participants identified as homosexual or not determined how 

they were affected. When heterosexual participants subliminally saw fag¬ 

got rather than gay, they were slower to decide that positive attributes of 

homosexuals like elegant and artistic were words of their language. This 

makes sense if you think that slurs, even processed subconsciously, bring 

up negative attributes and suppress positive attributes of the targeted 

group. You see faggot unconsciously, and then you see a positive attribute 

of homosexuals, and it takes you a little longer to read and understand that 

word because it’s inconsistent with the subconscious framing of homosex¬ 

uals induced by faggot. 

But homosexual participants were affected in a totally different way. 

Seeing faggot rather than gay slowed their recognition of the negative attri¬ 

butes, like effeminate and emotional. Indeed, by comparison, faggot made 

them think faster about positive aspects of their own group. This might 

seem surprising to you. It was to me when I read it. But here’s a possible 

explanation. When threatened by an external source, some people have 

a tendency to retrench within their group identity. And perhaps that was 

happening here. Subliminal exposure to a slur might have gotten homo¬ 

sexual participants’ backs up, leading them to feel stronger identification 

with their defamed group. They would thus evince more positive feelings 

about themselves and their membership in that particular group. That in 

turn would lead to faster reactions to positive adjectives describing homo¬ 

sexuals. But this is just one of several possible explanations. For instance, 
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perhaps homosexual Italians have reappropriated the word frocio (“fag”), 

which has even developed a positive connotation. More on that later. 

It’s important to be clear about what these data do and don’t mean. 

Subliminally presenting slurs to members of defamed groups might lead 

them to process positive in-group attributes faster. But that doesn’t mean 

that calling people by slurs is good for them. Homosexual people (like 

heterosexual people) deem slurs highly offensive. Remember that Jan- 

schewitz’s data has nigger, fag, and cunt at the very top of the list, and other 

studies find the same thing.16 

Moreover, a single word presented in isolation may not have the same 

impact it can in context. There’s some circumstantial evidence that unlike 

other types of profanity, slurs, when deployed as part of bullying, may ac¬ 

tually cause harm.17 A study in the Journal of Early Adolescence asked mid¬ 

dle schoolers about their mental health and school experience twice—in 

seventh grade and then again in eighth grade. Researchers were interested 

in whether being called by slurs during that year correlated with changes 

in students’ well-being. So in eighth grade, they also asked the children 

how often they were called by homosexual slurs, such as homo, gay, and 

lesbo. The researchers found that the boys (interestingly, not the girls) who 

reported being subjected more frequently to homosexual slurs were also 

more likely to exhibit an increase between seventh and eighth grade in 

anxiety, depression, and personal distress, as well as a decrease in their 

sense of school belonging. We have to be careful how we interpret this cor¬ 

relational study (see the preceding chapter!), but at the very least, this re¬ 

sult doesn’t suggest that slurs are good for children. 

Finally, it’s possible that slurs could negatively affect in-group mem¬ 

bers in another way, known in the social psychology literature as “stereo¬ 

type threat.” Members of particular groups are socially stereotyped as bad 

at certain things—for instance, there exist in the United States stereotypes 

about females and certain ethnic minorities being less proficient at math 

and science than their male or Caucasian peers.18 And in fact, educational 

psychologists have observed that members of these stereotyped groups do 

in fact perform worse on average in those particular areas, but only under 

certain conditions. When exposed beforehand to negative stereotype in¬ 

formation about their gender or ethnic group—for instance, after being 

reminded that “women do not perform as well on this test as men do”— 

they perform significantly worse than when they hear positive information 

about their social group, like “women tend to be creative, and success on 
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this exam depends on creativity.”19 While I don’t know of any direct evi¬ 

dence addressing the question, it’s reasonable to hypothesize that hearing a 

slur directed at you (bitch, nigger, wetback, and so on) creates a threatening 

environment that leads to poorer performance in those enterprises that 

your group is stereotyped as bad at. 

So in a nutshell, not only are slurs judged offensive, but they also have 

demonstrable negative effects on how outsiders treat members of defamed 

groups. It’s not as clear that just hearing the words has direct negative ef¬ 

fects on members of those same groups, even if it seems likely that they 

would. That’s more complicated. 

And so, a preponderance of evidence shows that slurs offend people, 

evoke dehumanizing and discriminatory behavior toward members of de¬ 

famed groups, and either were designed or evolved to insult and oppress. 

Considering these facts, it makes sense that people would call for an end to 

such words’ use. The Fritz Pollard Alliance writes, “While we understand 

and respect that different generations have different means of communi¬ 

cating, we cannot condone on any level the use of the ‘N’ word.... Simply 

put, from this day forward please choose to not use the ‘N’ word. Period!”20 

The National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, in a sim¬ 

ilar call, even held an elaborate funeral ceremony for the word in Detroit in 

2007. A coffin with the word nigger printed on it was buried. Detroit mayor 

Kwame Kilpatrick, who was in attendance, declared, “Good riddance. Die, 

N-word. We don’t want to see you around here no more.”21 

With all the trouble that words like nigger and faggot cause, fining a 

millionaire athlete for using them probably doesn’t seem like the worst de¬ 

cision in the world. 

# $ %! 

But here’s the problem. People don’t use these words in just one way. Yes, 

the terms serve to defame and insult, but they have other lives as well. 

There’s been more linguistic analysis of nigger than any other English slur, 

so let’s focus on it. The first clue that the word has different manifestations 

comes from the fact that it’s spelled variably: as either nigger or nigga. 

What’s the difference? There’s no question that nigger is a slur. But when 

it’s spelled nigga, a certain group of people use it differently. These people 

are mostly native speakers of a particular variety of English often called 

African American English (AAE). Speakers of this variety of English, most 
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but not all of whom are African American, have adopted the word and run 

with it in ways that have largely (but arguably not entirely) liberated it from 

its defamatory connotations. As rapper Tupac Shakur explained to MTV 

reporter Tabitha Soren, “Niggers was the ones on the rope, hanging off the 

thing; niggas is the ones with gold ropes, hanging out at clubs.”22 Not every 

speaker of AAE would agree with this characterization, but it reflects the 

sense that there are two words here—one used to defame and suppress and 

another that’s an in-group term of positive self-identification. 

It’s counterintuitive that the very people most injured by a defamatory 

word would adopt it as their own. But this same reappropriation of slurs 

has happened over and over again across the world and across denigrated 

groups. Instead of using offense at certain derogatory group labels as an 

impetus to try to decrease use of those terms, some people co-opt and re¬ 

cast them as badges of proud group membership. Some African Americans 

use nigga, just as some homosexuals use queer or faggot, and some women 

use bitch or slut. These reappropriators often feel they can mitigate a word’s 

power to offend or hurt by taking ownership of it. 

There is a little evidence that this works. A 2013 research paper re¬ 

ported on ten studies designed to understand the ecology of slur reappro¬ 

priation—who does it, when, and what effects it has.23 The most revealing 

experiments explored participants’ responses when someone else used a 

slur to describe him- or herself. Researchers randomly assigned people 

to read a newspaper article in which someone belonging to a stigmatized 

group was described with a slur, like queer in one experiment and bitch 

in another. In each experiment there were two conditions, which differed 

only in terms of who used the derogatory term. For half of the participants, 

an outsider was quoted as saying, “You’re queer” or “Your name is bitch,” 

to another individual. For the other half, the homosexual or female person 

in question was quoted as saying, respectively, “I’m queer” or “My name 

is bitch.” After reading their assigned version of the article, participants 

rated how negative the given word was, on a scale from 1 to 7. For queer, the 

difference was massive. Participants who read, “You’re queer,” rated queer 

as extremely offensive, with an average score of nearly 7 out of 7. But those 

who read, “I’m queer,” rated it about 4.5 in offensiveness. The bitch exper¬ 

iment produced the same type of effect, in the same direction, but wasn’t 

quite as pronounced. Ratings swung from 5.9 following other-labeling of 

bitch to 4.7 after self-labeling—still a significant difference. 
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The upshot is that when you observe people using a slur to describe 

their own group, that word seems less offensive to you, at least in the short 

term. But we don’t have any experimental evidence about potential longer- 

term effects of self-labeling on feelings about the slur—either among the 

people who self-label with it or outsiders. 

We do know that once reappropriated, a slur expands and morphs 

into something nearly unrecognizable, at least linguistically. Nigger has 

changed a lot since it became nigga. Some really revealing data comes from 

a paper presented at the Linguistic Society of America conference in 2015. 

The researchers, who speak AAE, documented the use of nigga in contem¬ 

porary English by analyzing 20,000 tweets containing the word.24 They 

found that nigga retains very little similarity to nigger. 

For one thing—and I think many people will be familiar with this 

use—nigga serves as a generic noun that neutrally refers to usually male, 

usually African American people. I say “usually” because each of these 

generalizations has rampant counterexamples.25 For instance, it can oc¬ 

casionally refer to nonhumans. An attested example from the study is this 

tweet: “I adopted a cat and I love that nigga like a person.” It can also refer 

to people who are not African American, as in this tweet: “This white nigga 

just slapped his mom x_X.” So the word has migrated substantially. This 

generic, mostly human, mostly male use of nigga is roughly equivalent for 

many speakers of AAE to other generic terms, like guy or dude. 

But here’s something you probably didn’t know. Nigga can actually be¬ 

have like a pronoun too. As a refresher, pronouns include words like I, you, 

we, she, and they that can stand in for specific nouns. To a linguist, this is 

a huge deal. Languages don’t just add new pronouns willy-nilly. Just ask 

people militating for gender-neutral pronouns in English. Never heard of 

ze and zir? I’m not surprised. Pronouns are part of the grammatical core 

of a language and are appropriately resistant to change. But according to 

how it’s used on Twitter, nigga has crashed the pronoun party. Or more 

accurately, a nigga has. Consider examples like this one, again from a real 

tweet: “Spring got a nigga feelin myself.” We have to put on our grammar¬ 

ian hats to know that this is a special use of a nigga. Who does a nigga refer 

to? The hint comes from myself, which you’ll remember from Chapter 6 is 

a reflexive -self pronoun that tells us that a nigga absolutely has to be refer¬ 

ring to me. So in this use a nigga appears to be acting like the first-person 

pronoun me. It can also act like I, as in the tweet “A nigga proud of myself.” 
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Or it can be like my, as in “You read all a nigga’s tweets but you still don’t 

know me.” In all these cases, a nigga appears to be acting like a first person 

pronoun. It refers to the speaker. 

To reiterate, these ways of using the word—as a generic noun or a 

pronoun—really only appear in certain varieties of English. And African 

Americans or people who culturally identify with African Americans hap¬ 

pen to mostly speak those varieties. That fact will become important in a 

moment, so hang on to it. For now, let me just reiterate that nigger, having 

been appropriated by the very people it’s meant to denigrate, has assembled 

new uses that may be totally unknown to people who speak other varieties 

of English,26 like most national legislators or the owners of most profes¬ 

sional American sports teams. The same process of reappropriation fol¬ 

lowed by changes in meaning and grammar has happened in the histories 

of faggot, slut, and other co-opted slurs. That’s point number one in the 

argument that banning slurs can be counterproductive. 

The second point is that context matters. In certain contexts it’s socially 

acceptable to use slurs even if you don’t belong to the group they denigrate. 

One such context is in tightly knit groups of young people. It’s been most 

studied in groups of males but is also apparently present among females.27 

As I was once a young person myself, I can personally attest that it’s not 

uncommon for the one Jew in the group (for instance) to be razzed as a kike, 

hebe, big-nose, Jesus-killer, snip-dick, and so on. A homosexual in the group 

might be addressed as fag, butt-dart, ass-spelunker, pillow-biter, or shit- 

pusher. Although in other contexts these words might elicit offense, among 

groups of close peers, a different dynamic is at play. On the insulter’s side, 

using a derogatory term highlights how close he is to the person he’s insult¬ 

ing. If he can get away with using a slur, even though he’s not a member of 

the group insulted by it, that shows that he must be very close in another 

way. At the same time, on the insultee’s side, allowing others status as an 

“honorary” Jew, homosexual, or whatever and permitting them to use slurs 

that would usually offend demonstrates how secure he is in the friendship. 

When we’re talking about groups of young people, posturing is often 

also involved, and allowing others to insult you gives you two ways to 

exert your dominance. First, by allowing insults, you show your own self- 

confidence—-you demonstrate that mere words don’t bother you. And 

second, you have the opportunity to engage in one-upmanship via verbal 

sparring. This can take place in an impromptu manner. Or it can be part 

of a ritual insult game, like “the dozens”—there are other names for it, like 
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“snaps” or “signifying”—that’s performed mostly, but not exclusively, by 

young adult males, often in working-class or poor neighborhoods. Basi¬ 

cally, participants spar verbally, insulting each other and the people and 

things the opponent values, like his relatives, especially close female rel¬ 

atives. The point is to do so in as creative, insulting, and specific a way as 

possible. For instance, a person playing the dozens might say Yo mama’s so 

fat, when she was diagnosed with a flesh-eating disease, the doctor gave her 

five years to live.' Verbal sparring is often filled with slurs—but again, these 

are licensed by the social environment. The goal is to simultaneously dis¬ 

play verbal agility and a superior ability to stay cool under fire.f 

Within these particular communities of practice, slurs operate not as 

insults but as part of a socially licensed interaction. It’s similar to how ac¬ 

tions taken on the battlefield (like shooting people) or, for that matter, the 

football field (tackling people) are socially permissible in those contexts 

but not elsewhere. And as a result, in some contexts slurs aren’t intended to 

offend and are not received as offensive. They can be poetic, creative, and 

even important to creating and reinforcing social relations. 

So the upshot is this: Some slurs are used as much, if not more, by 

members of the groups they originally denigrated. These in-group mem¬ 

bers use the terms in ways largely divorced from their original negative 

connotation. In some contexts the use of slurs even reveals and reinforces 

group coherence and personal allegiances. 

This brings us back to the issue of banning slurs and the consequences 

of doing so. 

# $ %! 

Many organizations representing the rights of specific groups advocate 

against anyone ever using terms perceived as pejorative. They reason, 

broadly, that using derogatory group labels can not only cause social ten¬ 

sion but also disempower members of less powerful groups. This sentiment, 

* There appears to be room at the bottom of this page for more yo mama jokes. You know, for 

the sake of science: 

Yo mama’s so fat, she went to the zoo and the elephants started throwing her peanuts. 

Yo mama’s so fat, her ass has its own congressman. 

Yo mama’s so fat, she’s got smaller fat women orbiting around her. 

Yo mama’s so fat, on Halloween she says, “Trick or meatloaf!” 

t Rap battles often have this same format, though in a more structured environment, and the 

practice has an early antecedent in the ancient practice of flyting—as in Conlee, J. (2004). 
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translated into sports league policy, justifies punishments for using slurs— 

$100,000 for faggot, fifteen yards for nigger. 

But even if well-meaning, a policy that legislates words, without taking 

into account how they’re used or by whom, runs the risk of causing dis¬ 

proportionate and unfair injury to the very people it aims to protect in the 

first place. This is most obvious with nigger because it’s used so much more 

frequently by African Americans and because it manifests in so many ways 

other than as a slur. As former NBA star and current analyst Charles Bark¬ 

ley put it, “I’m a black man.... I use the N-word. I will continue to use the 

N-word among my black friends and my white friends.”28 Many US athletes 

are African American (76 percent of NBA players and 66 percent of NFL 

players),29 which means that many of them are also native speakers of AAE, 

the language variety in which nigga, as we’ve seen, acts as a common, in¬ 

offensive noun as well as a pronoun. 

The consequence is clear. To ban nigger is to disproportionately silence 

and punish the very people the regulation ostensibly strives to protect. 

We’re going to protect you, the league office is saying, by cutting out part of 

your language. And if you use this particular first person pronoun, you’re 

going to be playing for free on Sunday, if we allow you to play at all. 

I’m not the first person to observe that this policy is the linguistic 

equivalent of a frontal lobotomy. When asked about a possible ban on 

nigger, Stanford-educated Seattle Seahawks cornerback Richard Sherman 

said, “It’s an atrocious idea. . . . It’s almost racist to me.”30 He pointed out, 

“It’s in the locker room and on the field at all times.” And “I hear it almost 

every series out there on the field.” Sherman speaks AAE. But if you were a 

league executive or a team owner who wasn’t a native speaker of that vari¬ 

ety of English, this might not occur to you. 

Now, to be clear, this is not a First Amendment issue. Sports leagues 

are private companies and can ban whatever they like. So the fact that the 

law views slurs in general as protected speech doesn’t matter—an employer 

can set its own policies. But I’m not making a legal argument here. I’m 

saying that if someone thinks banning words is a silver bullet that will 

eradicate racism, sexism, heterosexism, or any other offensive ism, with no 

downside, he or she is mistaken. 

Nor am I arguing that the right policy approach is to legislate intent. 

No one wants to have to infer what someone really meant by a particular 

word—not referees in the moment or league executives after the fact. Was 

that nigger or nigga? Was it a slur or a pronoun? Do these two players like 
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each other enough to legitimately use the term in a socially licensed way? 

Intent is essential in the courtroom, where it has to be established to deter¬ 

mine whether a defendant has committed a crime. But intent is really hard 

to infer even in the legal setting and even with the full power of subpoe¬ 

nas, sworn testimony, and lengthy reflection. There’s no reason to think it 

would be feasible to impose a courtroom standard on the basketball court 

or that doing so would lead to fair or reasonable outcomes. 

So what’s the most productive response? To do nothing? Let’s zoom 

out. I’ve reviewed some evidence that slurs are offensive and—unlike other 

kinds of profanity—can even plausibly do harm in certain contexts. But 

those same words have very different uses in other contexts, some of them 

positive, and sometimes among members of the very groups ostensibly 

harmed by those words in the first place. As a consequence, blanket bans 

or attempts to infer intent are probably more harmful than doing nothing 

at all to regulate language. I’ve made this argument with respect to sports 

leagues, but the same logic applies wherever similar conditions are met: in 

businesses, schools, or public spaces. The power that slurs have over our 

brains and bodies compels us to act. But reactive regulation isn’t the an¬ 

swer. The next chapter explores some alternatives. 
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The Paradox of Profanity 

Profanity is powerful. Its repercussions can be measured in your body. 

A single fuck or nigger hastens your heart rate and opens the pores of 

your palms. Its impact can also be gleaned from your behavior. Fag makes 

you scoot your chair away from someone you think is homosexual and 

makes you think of him as less human. A raised middle finger leads you to 

interpret people’s actions as more aggressive. 

And many of us treat profanity as not just powerful but bad. It’s not 

uncommon to encounter the belief that it betokens an uncreative or lazy 

mind or a weak vocabulary.1 The fact that these bad things remain un¬ 

proven provides little shelter to the offending words.2 

These negative beliefs that people have about taboo words and their 

power often lead to attempts at suppression, not just of slurs, as discussed 

in the last chapter, but of profanity in general. Self-censorship occurs inside 

your own head when you self-monitor—internally tracking what’s likely to 

come out of your mouth next and stepping on the verbal brakes when some¬ 

thing taboo is in the works. You also censor interpersonally when you sup¬ 

press the use of profanity by other people, especially children. For example, 

you might react to a child’s utterance of a particular word by explaining that 

it’s not acceptable or appropriate—that it’s a “bad word.” You might go far¬ 

ther and chide or even punish him or her. There’s a long history of punishing 

children for profanity both verbally and physically, washing out their mouths 

with soap being one of the most creative and most memorable to its victims.3 

And we also display a suppressive reaction to profanity as a soci¬ 

ety through social and legal institutions. The sports leagues from the last 
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chapter provide a glimpse into how this works on a small scale. In the United 

States, the three biggest players are the Motion Picture Association of Amer¬ 

ica (MPAA) and the Entertainment Software Ratings Board (ESRB), which 

regulate the content of films and video games, respectively, as well as the 

Federal Communications Commission (FCC), a state organ that regulates 

broadcasts over the public airwaves. As I briefly mentioned in Chapter 1, one 

of these institutions’ most visible functions is to suppress profanity. 

And yet, all the evidence suggests that existing efforts to squelch pro¬ 

fanity are ineffectual. Below, I’ll present the case—not just for slurs but for 

“bad words” in general—that there are better ways to deal with profanity 

than to suppress it. 

# $ %! 

Let’s begin with censorship at the societal level and look at how it works 

and why it doesn’t. 

The MPAA is an industry organization, founded by the motion picture 

industry. Among other things, it’s responsible for the film ratings that limit 

children’s access to movies.4 In addition to violence, drug use, and sex, the 

MPAA identifies “strong language” in films as inappropriate for children 

of certain ages. Despite its regulatory role, the MPAA has no published 

standards for what language leads to what rating—no list of offending 

words or accounting of how many times each word is permitted to merit 

what rating. The association’s method is largely opaque. Production com¬ 

panies submit their films to the board before distribution, and the MPAA 

ratings board, whose members are an anonymous “independent group of 

parents,” issues a provisional rating. The net result is effectively a sort of 

censorship. Filmmakers and production companies often self-censor their 

films in order to reach the largest audience possible, and the ratings board 

acts as a gatekeeper that can issue seemingly arbitrary requirements and 

restrict access to the film. 

The ESRB acts effectively like the MPAA, but its purview is video 

games.5 Like the MPAA, it uses unpublished criteria for determining pro¬ 

fanity, but by observing the ratings it assigns, we can infer that they depend 

on the frequency and intensity of strong language. One study that tried to 

reverse engineer the ESRB’s criteria found that profanity is almost always 

absent from games rated E (for everyone) or E10+ but is present in 34 per¬ 

cent of games rated T (teen) and 74 percent of those rated M (mature).6 
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- 

The FCC works quite differently. As a federal commission, it’s legally 

empowered to oversee all transmissions over public airwaves, which in¬ 

cludes broadcast television and radio. The FCC has charged itself with, 

among other things, enforcing laws that prohibit profanity during day¬ 

time and evening hours. Like the MPAA and the ESRB, the FCC has no 

published list of banned words, but it describes profanity as “language so 

grossly offensive to members of the public who actually hear it as to amount 

to a nuisance.”7 Punishments it can dole out range from issuing a warning 

to imposing fines and even revoking a station’s broadcast license. This has 

a colossal impact on the language used in music and television. Television 

production companies and music labels self-censor, avoiding language 

they think will incur a rebuke from the FCC or from television and radio 

stations. They or the stations excise profane words that do make it into 

the artistic product. This happens in a variety of ways, including bleeping 

offending terms, making alternate versions that replace taboo terms with 

others, and silencing profanities out entirely, among a number of others.* 

There are plenty of potential objections to what the FCC does, espe¬ 

cially the mysterious way it defines profanity. But according to the US Su¬ 

preme Court, the commission does have the right to function as it does. 

We know this from a 1973 decision, in which the FCC squared off against 

a radio station that played George Carlin’s profane standup routine “The 

Seven Words You Can’t Say on Television.”8 The routine is (ironically) about 

the words that the FCC bans, which Carlin identifies as shit, piss, fuck, cunt, 

cocksucker, motherfucker, and tits (although, of course, there’s no official 

list). He then goes on to elaborate on his impressions of each word. (Ac¬ 

cording to Carlin, tits sounds friendly, while fuck has a little something for 

everyone.) The FCC reprimanded the station, which challenged the FCC’s 

right to censor profanity as a violation of the right to free speech. But the 

Supreme Court upheld the FCC’s action, stating that the government has 

a compelling interest in “1) shielding children from patently offensive ma¬ 

terial, and 2) ensuring that unwanted speech does not enter one’s home.” 

It also ruled that the FCC has authority to prohibit “indecent” broadcasts 

* A whole host of censorship strategies has been deployed, ranging from repeating the word 

prior to the profanity to superimposing a sound other than a bleep. One of the cleverest I 

know of is in Missy Elliot’s song “Work It,” which uses an elephant trumpet to replace a noun 

in the following couplet: 

If you got a big [elephant trumpet], let me search it; 

And find out how hard I gotta work ya. 

There appears to be no unbleeped (or rather untrumpeted) version of the song. 
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during daytime hours (when children might encounter them). And most 

importantly, it decided that the FCC can determine for itself what consti¬ 

tutes indecency. 

In addition to these media regulation bodies, the legal system often 

acts as a de facto censor of profanity. As we saw in the case of the mom ar¬ 

rested for saying fucking bread around her kids in a supermarket, laws exist 

all over the country that, interpreted in specific ways, make it illegal to use 

profanity, especially around children. There’s a good case to be made that 

these laws violate our First Amendment free speech rights:9 as we’ve seen, 

there’s no evidence that profanity of the Fucking type intrinsically causes 

harm. But logic hasn’t often prevailed in this arena. The bans exist as a 

reaction to profanity, with the intent of negatively sanctioning people who 

deviate from normative linguistic behavior.* 

But these efforts have been largely for naught. People are still being 

exposed to profanity, and they’re still using it. Exposure to profanity on 

television has not decreased over the last three decades; if anything, the 

frequency of strong profanities has increased.10 As musician and professor 

Tom Lehrer put it, “When I was in college, there were certain words you 

could not say in front of a girl.... Now you can say them, but you can’t say 

girl!h' Films and video games similarly have seen no decrease in the use of 

profanity in a similar time frame, with profanity increasing especially in 

video games. The type of video game that now receives a T or M rating, 

either of which overwhelmingly includes profanity, essentially didn’t exist 

twenty years ago. 

Nor is censorship through bleeping or other local strategies effective. 

People still infer what the bleeped words were. One clever study12 had 

people read sentences with either profane words (like This custard tastes 

like shit) or censored versions (like This custard tastes like s#!t). After read¬ 

ing the sentences, participants performed a memory task to see whether 

they remembered exactly what they had seen. They would see one of the 

two sentences, with s#!t or shit, and had to say if this was the exact sentence 

they saw before. When shit replaced s#!t, most people had no idea. A full 

* Even words that merely sound like profanity are often tainted. For example, in 1999, the as¬ 

sistant to the mayor of Washington, DC, David Howard, was forced to resign his post for 

calling a budget niggardly. So was a Florida drug counselor who told a client that he was being 

niggardly about opening up during his drug rehabilitation. To be clear, niggardly has nothing 

to do with nigger, either in its history (it’s related to niggling) or its current meaning (it means 

“stingy”). And yet, the mere similarity with a taboo word is enough for a repressive reaction 

to kick in. See Dowd, M. (January 31,1999) or Mayo, M. (November 11, 2011). 
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59 percent of the time, people answered that they had seen exactly that 

sentence previously. In other words, more than half of participants had en¬ 

coded the word shit in memory and thought they had seen the uncensored 

word, even though it was actually censored to begin with. 

Bleeping also doesn’t decrease people’s impression of how much pro¬ 

fanity the program they’re watching or hearing contains. One of the few 

studies to investigate the effects of bleeping presented people with one of 

two different versions of A Season on the Brink, an ESPN biographical doc¬ 

umentary about basketball coach Bobby Knight.13 The uncensored version 

included seventy-six instances of curse words—Knight is renowned for his 

vitriolic temper and quick trigger with colorful language. The censored 

version had all those words bleeped out. People were shown one version or 

the other, then asked to rate how offended they were by the program and to 

estimate how much profanity it used. People thought the bleeped version 

was significantly less offensive, as you might expect. But surprisingly they 

also thought that the bleeped version had more profanity: people who saw 

the bleeped version estimated that there were fifteen more curse words in 

the film on average than people who saw the unbleeped version. So bleep¬ 

ing increases the perceived frequency of cursing. 

Even when censorship does have the desired effect of limiting exposure 

to certain terms, it has unintended and counterproductive consequences. 

Language is a moving target, and outlawing a word today will inevitably 

lead to new words sprouting up in its place tomorrow. Censorship is like a 

game of linguistic whack-a-mole. For example, when Matt Stone and Trey 

Parker made their feature-length South Park film, they were aiming for an 

R rating. But the first cut they submitted to the MPAA ratings board came 

back rated NC-17, which would have reduced its potential viewership to a 

small fraction and killed its chances of breaking even financially. So the 

filmmakers submitted a series of revisions, responding to each edit the rat¬ 

ings board recommended. But because Stone and Parker aren’t exactly fans 

of censorship (their movie itself is an anticensorship screed), they tried to 

get away with every bit of vulgarity they could. As Matt Stone said to a Los 

Angeles Times reporter, “If there was something they said couldn’t stay in 

the movie we’d make it ten times worse and five times as long. And they’d 

come back and say ‘OK, that’s better’.”14 For instance, it’s been reported that 

the film originally included a song called Motherfucker, but that when it 

was rejected, Stone and Parker replaced it with the arguably equally offen¬ 

sive (and certainly more novel and memorable) Unclefucka. Additionally, 



220 WHAT THE F 

sources report that the title was originally South Park: All Hell Breaks 

Loose, but the MPAA categorically rejected the word Hell, so the film was 

retitled with a plausibly more offensive double entendre: South Park: Big¬ 

ger, Longer and Uncut.15 

In sum, the various ways we react to profanity by trying to limit it are 

grossly ineffectual. They generally don’t decrease how much it’s used, and 

even when they do, new words spring up in their place. Bleeping or other 

word-internal censoring strategies still activate the same words in the lis¬ 

tener’s or the reader’s mind to the point where they’re usually indistin¬ 

guishable in memory from the real thing. 

# $ %! 

But trying to ban language is more than just ineffectual. The practice is 

actually its own worst enemy. Here’s what I mean. 

We know that taboo words aren’t taboo because they’re intrinsically 

bad. We’ve seen over the course of this book that profane words are just 

words; they’re made up of sounds and enter into similar (although not al¬ 

ways identical) grammatical patterns to other words. There isn’t a fixed set 

of profanity in a language—words meander into and out of taboo-ness. 

Over time, words move fluidly from banal to profane and back again— 

think about the histories of cock and swive (the now deceased, archaic 

predecessor to fuck). Nor is there anything unique or defining about what 

taboo words mean: even if they tend to draw from certain semantic do¬ 

mains, they can denote the very same things as mundane words (like penis 

and copulate). And in fact, a culture doesn’t even have to have taboo words 

if historical vicissitudes haven’t conspired to give it any. In other words, 

there’s nothing deterministic about any particular words having to be pro¬ 

fane in any given language at any specific time. 

And that means that our beliefs about profanity are largely a social con¬ 

struct. The same word can provoke radically different reactions in differ¬ 

ent cultures or at different times. In Great Britain the word wanker is bad, 

slightly worse than nigger. On this side of the pond, it doesn’t even register 

as profane. And even within a country, when people speak different variet¬ 

ies of the language, there’s remarkable variation. Nigger is profane, except, 

as we saw, among some speakers of African American English, where nigga 

is a commonplace word that can be used positively and pro-socially. Pro¬ 

fanity isn’t fixed. It’s variable, it’s context-sensitive, and it’s relative. It’s the 
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product of cultural attitudes toward specific words, attitudes that can differ 

radically from person to person and from culture to culture. 

But for these cultural beliefs to exist, they must somehow be instilled. 

They must be propagated. And this is where it gets interesting. How do you 

know which words are the bad ones? Think about your own life experience. 

How do you know that cunt and nigger are bad? 

I suspect you’ll come to the same conclusion as sociologists. The things 

that create and perpetuate these normative beliefs about words stem from 

the contexts in which those words are used. You can infer what people 

mean to do with a word by observing how they use it. If you see someone 

acting violently toward another person while using a slur, such as shouting 

You’re a fucking cunt!, that’s good evidence that the word is meant to cause 

harm. This is surely part of the story. But notice that the situations in which 

people use the words aren’t enough. For instance, you wouldn’t infer from 

You’re a fucking cunt! that all the other words in the sentence, like you and 

a, are also meant to cause harm. So in addition to learning about words 

from how people use them, you also learn from how they avoid them. 

Profane words like fucking and cunt are socially suppressed. People 

have told you that they’re bad. As a child, you might have been scolded or 

spanked. When your uncle stubbed his toe and yelled holy fucking cock 

ass fuck!, your mother might have chastised him for swearing in front of 

the kids. There are subtler signals too. When parts of words are bleeped 

out, or even when you simply notice that people use words in informal 

settings that they avoid in more formal settings, you learn that those words 

are not socially appropriate. Adults act as though some words aren’t to be 

said in public, by children, or around children. Children learn precisely 

that lesson. That’s where taboos come from. That’s what makes those words 

profane. 

In other words, paradoxically, the taboo words in a language are taboo 

because of the very actions people take to limit their use. The remedy is the 

cause. 

Profanity isn’t special in this regard—cultural norms in general are 

regularly propagated from person to person and from generation to gen¬ 

eration via personal behavior and social and legal institutions that con¬ 

strain taboo behaviors in certain contexts. I’m sure you can think of many, 

many socially constructed taboos that go hand in hand with personal and 

institutional opprobrium. Polygamy, for instance, is commonly practiced 

throughout parts of northern Africa, the Middle East, and Southeast Asia 
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and the Pacific.16 But it’s taboo in many countries, especially countries with 

histories of important Christian influence, like the United States, where 

it’s legally banned. Other taboos that vary cross-culturally and are accom¬ 

panied by personally or institutionally imposed sanctions include things 

like incest (legal in Cote d’Ivoire, Spain, and many other countries)17 and 

open defecation (practiced by 1 billion people worldwide).18 In places like 

the United States, not only laws but early childhood instruction, admoni¬ 

tions, and punishment by caregivers and authorities reinforce taboos about 

these behaviors. 

But compared to polygamy, incest, and open defecation, which could 

arguably compromise the health of communities that practice them, most 

profane words (perhaps except slurs) pose little known danger. Mores about 

taboo words in general are more similar to stylistic faux pas. For example, 

wearing a mustache has been seen as dirty and suspicious in different times 

and places in the United States. I’d guess that wearing Bermuda shorts to a 

funeral would meet with disapproval most anywhere in the country. Facial 

tattoos and piercings have historically been banned or otherwise negatively 

sanctioned—and still are to varying extents. These behaviors violate social 

conventions not because they endanger public health but because of a tacit 

social agreement about the things we do and do not do. But there’s nothing 

intrinsically bad about Bermuda shorts or mustaches; the taboos reflect the 

cultural values we apply to them. Likewise, the actions people take to nega¬ 

tively sanction profanity create the norms surrounding it.* 

So by actively prohibiting profanity, we’re acting like a dog licking its 

wounds. Let me spell out the analogy. Dogs (like humans) have a natural 

inclination to lick injuries, and for good reason: saliva may speed healing. 

But there’s also a downside. Overlicking can lead to a granuloma, a lesion 

potentially infected with staphylococcus. A suppressive response can turn 

a tiny nick into a large, enflamed, and infected hot spot.19 Like dogs’ wound 

licking, our response to profanity creates a runaway process because it ex¬ 

acerbates the conditions that trigger a progressively more and more aggres¬ 

sive response. 

We shouldn’t be surprised to see these normative behaviors in our¬ 

selves and our neighbors. Many of us have been inculcated with these 

beliefs, just as with other socially constructed norms, since our early 

* The arbitrariness of profanity might be important for its social purposes. Other arbitrary 

things like hair or clothing styles are able to signify social meaning—and to have meaning 

that changes over time—precisely because they’re arbitrary. 
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childhood. Three-quarters of Americans believe in hell.20 Most have be¬ 

lieved in it since childhood, and we perpetuate the same belief in children 

in large part by reenacting the same routines that led us to believe those 

things in the first place: describing hell’s uniquely unpleasant conditions 

and identifying those acts of an ill-behaved child that will land her there. 

We recreate hell for our children in the same way that we create word ta¬ 

boos for them. Early indoctrination into beliefs has effects that persist 

through adulthood.* 

This creates a remarkable paradox. Our parents and the culture we 

grew up in programmed us to suppress profanity. But our reenactment of 

these same suppressive responses as adults gives profanity the power it has. 

Excessive licking exacerbates the wound. Profanity is a monster of our own 

perpetual creation. 

# $ %! 

For the most part, this all seems rather harmless. The book-length love 

letter to profanity that you’re holding in your hands might have tipped you 

off to the special affection I have for swearing. I think that in general we 

shouldn’t worry so much about profanity. Aside from the special value it 

holds for science—we learn things about language, the mind, the brain, 

and society from profanity that we simply couldn’t know if we pointed our 

microscopes elsewhere—it has practical social benefits. 

For one thing, swearing increases your tolerance for pain. In several 

recent studies, people performed something called the “cold pressor,” a 

task in which they’re instructed to stick a hand into very cold water (five 

degrees centigrade) and keep it there until they can’t bear it any longer.21 

This measures their pain tolerance. What happens when people swear 

* Some people even extend these taboos into mystical realms. The Chinese word for the num¬ 

ber four, si, is homonymous with the word meaning “death.” As a consequence of this chance 

overlap in sound, many Chinese people are superstitious about saying the number four. The 

same is true in Japanese. It turns out that these superstitions about taboo words can have 

serious consequences. A paper in the British Medical Journal compared death figures among 

Chinese and Japanese Americans from 1973 to 1998 with those of Caucasians. They counted 

how many deaths occurred in each group on each day of the month. And they found that 

Chinese and Japanese Americans had significantly more heart-related deaths on the fourth 

day of each month than you would expect by chance, whereas the Caucasian deaths on the 

fourth showed no such peak. Some people are so superstitious about word taboos that they 

are literally scared to death. (Note though that no such increase in deaths exists for Friday the 

thirteenth in Western countries.) 
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during the cold-pressor test? In one experiment, people were told to say a 

swearword (like shit) or a control word (a word that could be used to de¬ 

scribe a table, like wood) during the task. And sure enough, the people told 

to swear tolerated the painfully cold water significantly longer than those 

told to say the control word. Intriguingly, male subjects in the swearing 

condition also reported that the cold water was less painful than did those 

in the nonswearing condition, though women in the two groups reported 

that it was equally painful.’ 

And profanity has other proposed possible benefits. Timothy Jay, for 

instance, notes a long history of theorizing that profanity may have ca¬ 

thartic benefits.22 Perhaps a well-placed fuck can alleviate anger that would 

otherwise come out in the form of physical or interpersonal aggression. 

Maybe swearing while you drive actually makes you less likely to take 

out your anger or frustration through your driving, thereby making you 

and those around you safer. Jay also notes that people often report feeling 

better after swearing23 and that the place of profanity in some humor (so- 

called working blue) suggests that it might create an experience of relief. 

Moreover, there’s evidence that some people perceive the use of profanity 

as a valuable social tool. One study reports that people—more so men than 

women—find that profanity demonstrates social power and makes the per¬ 

son who utters it more socially acceptable.24 

For the most part, as we’ve seen, profanity does no harm. A fleeting 

fuck yeah! fades in comparison with things that demonstrably harm chil¬ 

dren and adults. There’s good reason to believe that children might not be 

well served by exposure to violent or pornographic images until they’re 

old enough to digest them, and of course no one could reasonably object 

to working to protect children from abuse, including verbal abuse. It’s im¬ 

portant for us to understand how these potential dangers affect children, 

their health, their development, and their relationships, and to the extent 

that we know they cause harm, it’s worth advocating for safer environ¬ 

ments that allow children to thrive. But to the best of our knowledge, pro¬ 

fanity (aside from slurs, which I’ll return to in a moment) leaves no such 

4 Why does swearing alleviate pain? One hypothesis is that it creates an elevated feeling of 

aggression. It’s known that people who are more aggressive have higher tolerances for pain, 

and it could be that swearing hooks into the brain systems for aggression. People might be 

swearing themselves into a state of high pain tolerance. Swearing is special in terms of how it 

works in the brain, and in this case the automatic physiological reactions you have to uttering 

profane words allow you to better tolerate pain. 
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fingerprint on the child’s psyche or future. Take the word fuck. How ex¬ 

actly can hearing fuck hurt a child? Proponents of censorship often claim 

that the language is “strong” or “offensive” or “immoral,” but as we’ve seen, 

this means nothing other than that they themselves are offended by it or 

believe others might be. And there’s no evidence that profanity of the Holy, 

Fucking, or Shit varieties harms children. 

But not all profanity is equal, and all signs point to a strengthening in 

the United States of one specific class of profane language, namely, slurs. 

As Richard Dooling wrote in the New York Times, “We are caught between 

taboos. Vulgar sexual terms have become acceptable in the last two decades 

while all manner of sexual or ethnic epithets have become unspeakable.”25 

That change is visible in the offensiveness ratings we saw earlier—where 

slurs are perched atop the offensiveness leaderboard. So what should we 

make of this drift in usage from Holy-, Fucking-, and Shit-type words to 

Nigger-type words? 

We should care. Slurs may be the exception to the harmlessness of 

swearing. As we saw in the last chapter, overhearing faggot or nigger de¬ 

scribing homosexuals or African Americans leads people to treat them as 

less human and to retreat from them physically. This is a type of harm. It’s 

possible that a carefully placed nigger or bitch has the potential to lower a 

person’s performance on tasks that his or her group is stereotyped as not 

good at. We saw that being called fag or homo, as an indirect, general term 

of offense, correlates with middle schoolers’ reports of feeling less con¬ 

nected to their school lives and experiencing more symptoms of anxiety 

and depression. 

Consequently, the shift away from fuck and toward nigger is a bit trou¬ 

bling. Holy, fucking, and shit were good dirty fun. But we’re now giving the 

most power to slurs, the words that, although the evidence is still a little 

murky, threaten the greatest harm, at least when used in particular ways 

in certain contexts. So what’s a socially conscious person to do? Certainly 

we don’t want to inflict harm on anyone, especially children or people who 

belong to socially marginalized groups. 

To add insult to injury, the rise in the prominence of slurs is a wound 

we’re inflicting on ourselves. Our resistance to words gives them their 

muscle, and slurs are no exception. This means that we can’t ban or censor 

our way out of this situation. 

And other sorts of linguistic engineering seem just as quixotic as cen¬ 

sorship. The reappropriation strategy-flooding the linguistic market with 
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positive uses of the same word—has historically worked in certain cases; 

adoption and co-optation by the relevant communities may have blunted 

the damage that queer and gay cause. But it hasn’t taken the sting out of 

nigger or slut. Those trying to take control over their own labels would be 

well served to remember that reappropriation isn’t a silver bullet. 

Instead—call this professor predictable—if you want to make slurs a 

little less powerful, you would meet with more success if everyone knew a 

little more about how they work and what they do. You know, better living 

through education. 

Let’s start with the supply side. Is it possible that a little knowledge 

would lead people to use slurs less, at least in ways known to cause harm? 

Here are some avenues. The first involves the low-hanging fruit. Some 

well-meaning people inadvertently use slurs. For example, many people 

use words like gypped. Jewed, or tard because they simply haven’t ever no¬ 

ticed the relationship between gypped and gypsy, for example, or because 

they don’t know the history of tard and retarded. So they have no reason 

to think Romani people, Jews, or people with cognitive impairments could 

take offense at the words. Such people don’t have to be told twice why Jew¬ 

ing someone might be offensive or that Redskins has a history as a slur be¬ 

fore they turn on their linguistic heels. 

The second is the slightly more complicated case in which a slur gets 

used indirectly—still as a pejorative but not in direct reference to the orig¬ 

inal group. For example, when a twelve-year-old boy calls an opponent in 

an online video game gay or fag, he probably means to insult him and call 

him weak, but he may have no specific thoughts about his target’s sexual¬ 

ity.26 This is a more complicated scenario because the slur user can adopt 

a line of defensive reasoning that rejects any connection between a word 

like fag intended as a slur and its use in other ways. Suppose you use fag 

or gay or bitch, for example, not as slurs for homosexual people or women 

but rather as general terms of offense. You can easily convince yourself 

that you’re not using sexist or homophobic language. After all, you might 

think to yourself, I merely called my dog a fag, and I know very well that 

he’s straight from how he tries to mount the bitches at the dog park. You 

tell yourself, I’m not using the word to describe him as homosexual, and 

that’s proof that I’m not using it as a gay slur. Nothing wrong with that, you 

might conclude. 

But here’s the counterpoint. We know that no matter how you use fag, it 

will bring up negative connotations. That’s why slurs are often conscripted 
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as more generic insults—using a slur for one group to insult others works 

only if you implicitly think the slur is derogatory in the first place. But slurs 

generalized beyond their original scope often still retain certain stereotyp¬ 

ical features of their original target. Calling a man a bitch isn’t a generic 

insult; it could imply that he’s weak or emotional or has other attributes 

perceived as more stereotypically feminine. And critically embedded in 

this is the assumption that having these attributes is bad. So using these 

terms indirectly perpetuates the idea that people in the defamed group are 

themselves somehow bad and that having stereotypical characteristics of 

that group is bad. There’s a lot here that could give offense. 

And what’s more, this may not be the most damaging use of slurs. We 

know that many such words crop up more often in conversations that don’t 

include members of the targeted groups at all27—the majority of Cauca¬ 

sians use nigger a lot more when African Americans aren’t within earshot. 

But this is precisely where the consequences of outsider slur use will be felt. 

We’ve seen that exposure of members of majority groups to slurs affects the 

way they treat and think about members of the maligned minority group: 

fag biases heterosexuals against homosexual people, for instance. So the 

issue with slurs isn’t just what you say around the people the slur defames. 

It’s also what you say when potentially maligned people aren’t around. 

I’ve talked through the consequences of slur use with many, many 

college-age people in a class I teach on profanity. Some remain undeterred 

and report that fag is unlikely to disappear from their vocabulary. But oth¬ 

ers are swayed by the evidence. And remember, a conversation with me, 

someone who’s not popular in the slightest, accomplished this. One tweet 

from Kobe Bryant on the use of gay could change literally thousands of 

interactions. All things being equal, most people would prefer not to do 

harm, and I find that people who use slurs indirectly usually simply haven’t 

understood the possible consequences. So that’s the second way that a little 

knowledge might change how slurs are used. 

Here’s the third—reserved for the most intransigent people, those who 

simply like to offend. You might know these people. You might be these 

people. If so, you might use slurs for ideological reasons—you might see 

their use as a free-speech issue. And you’re legally in the right. Profan¬ 

ity, including slurs, is protected speech. If you wanted to, you could walk 

down the street talking about niggers and cunts as much as you wanted 

without legal ramifications. Or maybe you enjoy the rise you get out of 

others when you slip cunt or nigger into conversation. I get it. And I get 
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that even you, staunchest slur supporter, may possibly never be swayed by 

evidence. But it’s also possible that the following argument for linguistic 

self-determination will convince you. 

Here’s how it goes: As Supreme Court Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes 

is credited with writing but probably didn’t,28 “The right to swing my fist 

ends where the other man’s nose begins.” I think this adage aptly charac¬ 

terizes how we think about individual rights in a lawful society. Translated 

to language, you have the legal right to say whatever you want, as long as it 

doesn’t cause harm to the next person. A society clearly has a right—and 

a duty—to outline norms for behavior so that individuals don’t hurt one 

another. Language is powerful, and it makes sense that some of its uses 

should be regulated. That’s why the Supreme Court has repeatedly upheld 

limitations on free speech for harmful language, like libel, slander, fighting 

words, threats, perjury, and so on. And so, if it can be demonstrated that 

slurs cause harm, and there’s some evidence that they do, then the fist-nose 

principle applies. Even if the courts haven’t caught up, calling someone 

nigger or bitch is the linguistic analog of closing your eyes and swinging in 

full knowledge that there’s a nose within arm’s reach. The fact that you can 

swing doesn’t mean you should. 

With a little more evidence, this could become a legal argument, but I 

think it’s still compelling as a moral one. If using language is likely to cause 

others harm, then maybe don’t do it? 

Instead, it seems respectful to refer to people and address them using 

the words they want to be called by. Let’s call this the principle of linguis¬ 

tic self-determination. It’s fertile for abuse, of course, and it could become 

time-consuming (I want to be called a Featherless-Bipedal-Lacto-Vege- 

Mericanl), but most people aren’t absurdists. And what’s more, we know 

the strategy of allowing people linguistic self-determination works because 

it has succeeded in the replacement of Negro and colored with black and 

African American, of retarded with developmentally challenged, and so on. 

These efforts take time, but they do demonstrably create lasting change. It’s 

possible that self-determination is a compelling enough principle to sway 

even some of the most hard-core slur users. 

To be clear, I’m not arguing for a ban on slurs (because, as we saw in 

the last chapter, that’s ill conceived and counterproductive), and I’m not 

arguing for violent knee-jerk reactions (in person or online) to people 

who do use slurs, even when they do so in ways that we believe may cause 

harm. I’m saying something quite different. In a free society, people are 
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and should be allowed to make their own linguistic choices. But where 

you have a legitimate difference of opinion (about language or anything), 

you’re also free to use the power of reason to try to persuade. That’s what 

I’m doing right now. 

And that’s also where we get to the other side of the coin. It’s not just 

that people who utter slurs might be convinced to use them a little less, 

at least in ways that denigrate. People who hear them might also be per¬ 

suaded to temper their reaction. It’s natural for people to have hair-trigger 

responses to words. (Anytime someone says nigger, it’s a hate crime! 

Anyone who says bitch should be fired!) And yet, it seems like many of 

us would be less likely to draw immediate offense, and might enjoy better 

relationships with more people and more diverse ones at that, if we could 

overcome our immediate associations with strong words. Slurs might be 

offensive, but they are only words after all. Because they are neither sticks 

nor stones, they have to pass through the filter of our brains to cause us 

harm. And it’s possible that knowing a little about how ephemeral and pre¬ 

carious their power is would allow people to worry somewhat less about 

superficial things like the words others are choosing. That might create 

more time for mindful magnanimity—assigning more import to people’s 

actions and intentions than their word choices. 

I guess this goes under the rubric of “tolerance,” but not in the tradi¬ 

tional sense. We all tolerate linguistic choices that we disagree with—-even 

the ones we find most vile. Perhaps people who find slurs infuriating can 

see them for what they are: mere words. Just like any other word, each slur 

has a history and a future, and neither of these is the same as their present. 

The knee-jerk reaction to suppress these words is as unlikely a strategy as 

any to bear fruit. And that’s probably not the worst thing in the world. 

After all, as George Carlin said, 

There is absolutely nothing wrong with any of those words in and of 

themselves. They’re only words. It’s the context that counts. It’s the user. 

It’s the intention behind the words that makes them good or bad. The 

words are completely neutral. The words are innocent.29 
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143 (fig-) 
Cockney rhyming slang, 160 

Colbert, Steven, 151 

cold pressor test, 223-224 

Collins, Jason, 198 

consonant stops, 47, 47 (fig.) 

coprolalia 

aphasia compared to, 94-95 

coping strategies for, 94 

Deuce Bigalo: Male Gigolo example 

of, 93 

minced oaths and, 160 
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Tourette’s with, statistics, 93-94, 

941122 

in various languages, 94, 94n22 

copropraxia, 94 

correlational studies, 185,187-195, 

206 

court transcripts, gestures, 51-52 

cultural views and behaviors 

examples of changes in, 154 

incest and, 222 

non-profane gestures in, 52-54, 

53n6, 54 (photo) 

open defecation and, 222 

polygamy and, 221-222 

cunt, 164 (fig.) 

in names, 153-154 

origins of, 153-154 

in Science ofCirurgie, 154 

in street names, 154 

cursing. See profanity 

“Desensitization to Television 

Violence: A New Model” 

(Griffiths and Shuckford), 189 

Deuce Bigalo: Male Gigolo (movie), 93 

Dick, as a name 

popular use of, 144 

SSA data on, 144,145 (fig.) 

digitus impudicus, 59 

diphthong, 172 

ditransitive, 134 

Dooling, Richard, 225 

dysphemisms, 162 

electroencephalogram (EEG) 

explaining, 112-113 

taboo speech errors on, 113 

Elliot, Missy, 2i7n 

emojis, 51 

emoticons, 51 

Entertainment Software Ratings 

Board (ESRB) 

criteria for censorship of, 216 

ratings and profanity statistics by, 

216 

etymology of gestures, 60 

folk, 58-59 

euphemism, 161-162 

exchange errors, 101,110-112,112 (fig.) 

Motley study of, 107-109,109 (fig.) 

expletive. See profanity 

facsimiles, 124 

FCC. See Federal Communications 

Commission 

FCC v. Pacifica Foundation, 217-218, 

239n8 

Federal Communications Commis¬ 

sion (FCC) 

Carlin and, 217-218 

censorship by, 10 

Fox fined by, 10 

profanity defined by, 10, 217 

profanity research of, 10, 216 

punishments for profanity by, 217 

Supreme Court cases on censor¬ 

ship of, 10, 217-218, 23908 

Fig gesture, 56, 57 (photo) 

iconicity of, 60 

Finger-Bang gesture, 65-67, 68 

Finnish, profanity in, 19 

flyting, 21m 

fMRI. See functional magnetic 

resonance imaging 

folk etymology, 58-59 

four-letter words, 29-30 

English and, 33-34 

logographic characters and, 33 

in non-English languages, 33 

statistical uniqueness of, 31-33, 

31 (fig.), 32 (fig.) 

Fox television, 10 

Francis (pope), 102 

foreign language influence on 

speech of, 105 

Freudian influence on, 104-105 
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Francis (pope) (continued) 

profanity used by, 99-100 

freedom of speech, 24, 218 

laws restricting profanity and, 

179-180 

profanity and slurs use protected 

by, 227-228 

Supreme Court limiting, 228 

French 

censorship and, 22 

non-profane gestures in, 53, 

54 (photo) 

profane gestures in, 55, 56 (photo) 

profane word-length in, 33 

Quebecois, 20 

Quelle Barbe gesture in, 53 

On Se Tire gesture in, 53, 54 

(photo) 

Freud, Sigmund. See Freudian slips 

Freudian slips 

in Francis speech, 104-105 

joke about, 103ml 

Motley study on, 104-105 

as speech errors, 102-105 

Fritz Pollard Alliance, 202, 207 

Fromkin, Victoria, 101 

fuck 

in different languages, 57, 76-79, 78 

(photo) 

origins of, 145-146,153 

fucking- category languages 

Cantonese as, 20 

English as, 20 

Hebrew as, 20 

Russian as, 20 

functional magnetic resonance 

imaging (fMRI), 114 

galvanic skin response (GSR), 

109-110 

gesture, 80-81 

The Bird, 55, 58 

Bras d’Honneur, 55, 56 (photo) 

Brazilian profane, 56, 57 (photo), 

60 

British Bird, 55, 56 (photo) 

in court transcripts, 51-52 

cultural views on, 52-54, 53n6, 

54 (photo) 

emoticons of, 51 

in English, 53 

etymology of, 58-60 

Fig, 56, 57 (photo), 60 

Finger-Bang, 65-67, 68 

in French, 53, 54 (photo), 55, 56 

(photo) 

Greek Mountza, 56, 57 (photo), 60 

Holy, Fucking, Shit, Nigger Princi¬ 

ple for, 61 

iconicity of, 60-62, 66-68 

language and role of, 49-51, 50 

(photo), 51 (photo), 52n4 

memory task experiment for, 63- 

66, 64 (fig.), 65 (fig.), 66 (fig.) 

phallic symbolism in, 60, 61 

pointing, 53-54 

politicians using, 52 

sarcasm and, 50 

sexual intercourse in, 68 

Thumbs-Up, 56, 56 (photo) 

transcribing, 50-51 

Up-Yours, 55, 56 (photo), 60 

Get-the-hell-out-of-here construc¬ 

tion, 137 

passivization rule and, 138 

Gone with the Wind (movie), 128 

Google NGram corpus, 142-143, 

143 (fig.) 
grammar, i36n, 209 

ASL comparisons of, 72 

Beat-the-devil-out-of-her con¬ 

struction in, 137-139, i39n 

blasphemy in, 131 

Carlin and, 122-123 

caused-motion construction and, 

138 
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ditransitive verb use in, 134 

examples of profanity and, 125,133 

offuck you, 132 

fucking influencing, example, 

123-124 

Get-the-hell-out-of-here construc¬ 

tion in, 137-138 

give in rules of, 127-129 

imperatives in, 129-131 

minimizers in, 125-126 

negation in, 125-126, i26n 

nigga as generic noun in, 209 

orifice-creation and, 134 

prescriptive rules of, 121 

profanity rules for, 133-134 

reflexive pronoun test and, 130,131 

subgrammars and, 140 

subjects in, 129-131,132 

syntacticians studying, 126-127 

uncertainty of events and, 135-136 

verb and noun changing in, 163 

vulgar minimizers and, 126-127, 

i27n4,163 

wh-clause and, 135-136 

wh-question words and, 134-135 

Great Britain, profane gestures, 55, 

56 (photo) 

Greece 

the Bird origins in ancient, 59 

Mountza gesture, 56, 57 (photo), 

60 

Griffiths, M. D., 189 

GSR. See galvanic skin response 

halo effect 

examples of, 195 

politicians using, 195 

harm, 181-195 

AAP statement on, 180 

indirect use of slurs causing, 

226-227 

profanity causing children, 179-181 

from slurs, 202, 225 

Supreme Court limiting speech 

causing, 228 

See also Pediatrics (journal) 

hell, 222-223 

Hibbert, Roy, 198 

Holmes, Oliver Wendell, 228 

Holy, Fucking, Shit, Nigger Principle, 

18, 22,146 

blending categories in, 21 

different languages and, 19 

fucking-category languages in, 20 

gestures and, 61 

holy-category languages within, 20 

nigger-category languages in, 21 

offensiveness of words in, 199-200, 

200 (fig.), 225 

shit-category languages in, 21 

worldview on, 19 

Holy-category language 

defining, 20 

Italian as, 20 

Quebecois French as, 20 

Spanish as, 20 

homosexuality slurs, 203-206 

horns effect, 195 

hummerbird, 148, i48n 

iconicity 

in American Sign Language, 73-79, 

78 (photo) 

defining, 60 

in FUCK for ASL and BSL, 76-79, 

78 (photo) 

of gestures, 60-62, 66-68 

Japanese Sign Language and, 

79-80 

signed languages and, 69, 76, 

77-80 

sound symbolism compared to, 61 

imperative, 129 

fuck yourself as, 130-131 

inferior frontal gyrus, 114-115, 

115 (fig-) 
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infixes, 6 

internal editing process 

factory analogy of, 106-107 

fMRI and, 114 

inferior frontal gyrus in, 114-115, 

115 (fig-) 
picture-word interference and, 

118-119, n8n3i, 119 (fig.) 

psycholinguists on, 106 

taboo word testing on, 107-112,109 

(fig.), 111 (fig.), 112 (fig.) 

internal quality control of language. 

See internal editing process 

interpersonal conflict 

language describing, 150 

tear someone a new one example 

of, 150 

Italian, i02n8 

bestemmie in, 20 

coglione (asshole) in, 204 

Francis using profanity in, 99-100, 

102 

frocio (faggot) in free-association 

study in, 203 

as holy-category language, 20 

reappropriation offrocio in, 206 

Jakobson, Roman 

on children and language develop¬ 

ment, 175,176 

Linguistics Circle of Prague 

founded by, 175 

Janschewitz, Kristin, 14-15 

data on slurs by, 199, 206 

Japan 

coprolalia in, 94, 94n22 

profanity in, 23-24 

sign language in, 79 

You Only Live Twice and profanity 

in, 23 

Japanese Sign Language, 79 

iconicity and, 79-80 

Jay, Timothy, 6 

cathartic benefits of profanity by, 

224 

Why We Curse by, 8 

Johnson 

The Big Lebowski popularizing, 

151-152 

Cheadle usage of term, 152 

Journal of a Trip Across Canada 

(Cheadle), 152 

Journal of Early Adolescence, 206 

Kaepernick, Colin, 198-199 

Kelleher, T. J„ 151 

Knight, Bobby, 219 

Laertius, 59 

Lanfrank, 154 

language 

babbling in learning, 170-171 

baby analogy for profanity in, 2-3, 

6 

the brain and, 85-88 

brain damage and profanity in, 4, 

84, 86-88, 91-92 

changing words and, 162-163 

children first words of, 165,167-168 

connected speech in, 100-101 

coprolalia in different, 94, 94n22 

diphthong in, 172 

emojis in, 51 

emoticons in, 51 

four-letter words in, 33 

generational change in use of, 4-5 

gestures in, 49-51, 50 (photo), 

51 (photo), 5204 

interpersonal conflict in, 150 

Lordat theory on, 83 

multiple meanings of words in, 

155-158 

obstacles to studying the brain 

and, 96 

parent labels in, 173-174,174 (fig.) 

powerful words in, 7 
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profanity importance in studying, 

1-2 

scholars of, 3 

signed, 69-80 

similar word sets in, 42-43 

universal features of, 25-26 

word frequency and children 

learning, 186-188,187 (fig.) 

word length and frequency in, 

31-33. 32 (fig.) 

See also children, language devel¬ 

opment; speech errors 

Lazarus, Emma, 128 

Lehrer, Tom, 218 

lexical decision, 204-205 

linguistic self-determination 

principle, 228 

success of, 227 

Linguistic Society of America 

conference, 209 

Linguistics Circle of Prague, 175 

Lives of Eminent Philosophers 

(Laertius), 59 

logographic characters, 33 

Lordat, Jacques 

background of, 83 

parish priest case study, 84 

theory of language by, 83 

Lord’s Prayer, 141 

Los Angeles Lakers 

Bryant as shooting guard for, 197 

Bryant twitter response to fans of, 

198 

Los Angeles Times, 179-180 

maledictions, 8 

mat’, 24 

defining, 19 

McCawley, James, i3on 

Mexican Spanish, 33 

the middle finger. See the Bird 

MILF 

American Pie and use of, 151 

Kelleher and origins of, 151-152 

Playboy Usenet post using, 151 

minced oaths, 161-162 

Cockney rhyming slang as, 160 

coprolalia and, 160 

minimizers 

examples of, 125-126 

general grammatical rule of, 

125-126 

vulgar, 126-127,12704,163 

Mirus, Gene, 72-73 

monosyllables. See closed 

monosyllables 

moral thinking 

halo effect in, 195 

horns effect in, 195 

psychological biases in, 196 

rationalization in, 196 

Morris, Desmond, 60, 61 

Motion Picture Association of 

America (MPAA), 216 

parental ratings board for, 216 

rules of censorship for, 216 

South Park ratings by, 219 

Motley, Michael, 103 

exchange error study by, 107-109, 

109 (fig.) 

Freudian slip study by, 104-105 

Mountza gesture, 56, 57 (photo) 

iconicity of, 60 

MPAA. See Motion Picture 

Association of America 

MRC Psycholinguistic Database, 39 

multiple meanings of words, 158 

the brain response to, 155 

double entendres and, 156 

homonyms and, i57n 

Nixon example of, 155,156 (photo) 

non-profane examples of, 157 

pussy example of, 155,156 

The Simpsons example of, 156-157 

Tea-bag example of, 156 

word frequency and, 157 
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Murdock, George, 174 

The National Association for the Ad¬ 

vancement of Colored People 

(NAACP), 207 

negation 

grammar of, 125-126, i26n 

vulgar minimizers and, 126-127 

Neurology (journal), 91-92 

neuroscience, 84 

“The New Colossus” (Lazarus), 128 

new words 

creation of, 148 

ctfu as, 152,153 (fig.) 

differential influence and, 150-151 

film popularizing, 151 

intrinsic properties of, 148-149 

Johnson origins of, 151-152 

language community impacting, 

150,152 

linguistic niche of, 150 

MILF as, 151-152 

minced oaths as, 160-162 

motivated words becoming, 149 

properties of successful, 148-151 

replacement words as, 158-162 

social media and, 150,153 (fig.) 

taint as, 148,149 

tear someone a new one example 

of, 150 

transparency versus opacity of, 149 

New Zealand Broadcasting Stan¬ 

dards Authority (NZBSA) 

profanity research for, 11-12,11 

(fig-) 
research methodology of, 10 

NFL 

Fritz Pollard Alliance statement 

of, 202 

slurs of athletes in, 198-199 

nigga 

AAE use of, 207-209 

as different from nigger, 207 

as generic noun, 209 

linguistic uniqueness of, 209 

as pronoun,209 

Shakur comparing nigger to, 208 

slur reappropriation and, 207-209 

twitter research on use of, 209 

nigger 

The Adventures of Huckleberry 

Finn using, 201 

Barkley on use of, 212 

Fritz Pollard Alliance on, 202, 207 

linguistic differences between 

nigga and, 209 

NAACP funeral ceremony for, 

207 

nigga as different from, 207 

origins of, 201 

Shakur comparing nigga to, 208 

Sherman on ban of, 212 

as slur, 201 

as taboo, 8 

nigger-cate gory language, 21 

Nixon, Richard, 155,156 (photo) 

normative social behavior, 9 

number, taboo, 33 

four as, 33, 223n 

NZBSA. See New Zealand Broadcast¬ 

ing Standards Authority 

Ochs, Elinor. See Samoa study 

offensiveness ranges, taboo words, 

11-17,11 (fig-), 13 (fig-), 15 (fig-), 
16 (fig.), 200 (fig.) 

Dooling on, 225 

Old English, 141 

onomatopoeia. See sound symbolism 

orifice-creation, 134 

origins, profanity, 144-146 

of the Bird, 59 

of bitch, 147 

of Chinaman, 202 

of cock, 142-145,143 (fig.) 147, 

152-153 
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creation of new word or usage as, 

148-151 

of cripple, 202 

of cunt, 153-154 

of dick, 152-153 

offuck,145-146,153 

metaphor as, 147 

of MILF, 151-152 

of nigger, 201 

visual similarities and, 147 

Oxford comma, 121, i2in-i22n 

pain tolerance, 223-224 

Parker, Trey 

censorship response by, 219-220 

creating South Park, 219-220 

passivization rule, 138,139 

Pediatrics (journal) 

AAP statement based on, 180 

aggression and profanity in, 

180- 182,188-189,191-194 

Brigham Young University 

researcher study, 190 

causation versus correlation in, 

189-191,192 

debunking direct harm claim in, 

181- 185 

“Desensitization to Television Vio¬ 

lence: A New Model” in, 189 

exposure increasing profanity 

study in, 185,189-191 

hidden variables in, 191,192 

physiological responses in, 182-183 

reverse causation in, 191,192-193 

Scandinavian study on abuse in, 

183-184 

self reporting in, 190,191 

perseveratory error, 110-112,112 (fig.) 

phallic symbolism, gestures, 60, 61 

physical abuse, 184 

Pinker, Steven, 6,169 

Playboy (magazine), 151 

polygamy, 221-222 

polysyllabic words, 44-45 

portmanteau word, 159 

positive polarity anymore, i26n 

prescriptive rules of grammar, 121 

profanity 

abuse and, 183-185, 224-225 

acronyms in, 135,145-146,151,153> 

153 (fig-), 161 
athletes fined for using, 197-199, 

202, 212 

benefits of, 223-224 

brain damage and, 4, 84, 86-88, 

91-92 

Broadcasting Standards Commis¬ 

sion of Great Britain research¬ 

ing, 12-14,13 (fig-) 

Bryant using, 198-199 

in Cantonese, 19-20 

Carlin on context and, 229 

Catholicism and, 20 

censorship contributing to, 154-155, 

221 

closed monosyllables in, 38-41, 

45-47, 47 (fig-), 152 
cold pressor test and, 223-224 

defining, 8, 9 

dog wound licking analogy for, 222 

English roots of, 17 

ESRB and, 216 

FCC and, 10, 216-217 

in Finnish, 19 

flep example of, 168-169 

four-letter words and, 31-33, 31 

(fig.), 32 (fig.) 

Francis using, 99-100 

freedom of speech and, 179-180, 

227-228 

in French, 22, 33 

grammar and, 125-126, i26n, 

133-134, 209 

history of, 59,142-154,143 (fig-), 

201, 202 

in Japanese, 23-24 
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profanity (continued) 

language impacted by, 1-2 

maledictions and, 8 

media contributing to, 150-151 

multiple meanings of words and, 

155-158 

obsolete, examples of, 163,164 (fig.) 

offensiveness of, 11-17, 11 (fig.), 

13 (fig.), 15 (fig-), 16 (fig.), 

200 (fig.), 225 

pain tolerance increased by, 

223-224 

physiological reactions to, 7, 

109-110,182-183 

polysyllabic words in, 44-45 

professors using, 5 

regional differences for, 13-15 

in Russian, 19 

social constructs impacting, 

220-221 

sound symbolism in, 34-37 

taboo subjects and, 26-27 

television and, 12,19,164,188-191, 

217-218 

versatility of, 7-8 

video games and, 188-189,192-194, 

218 

word length and, 29-34,31 (fig.) 

words changing between banal 

and, 162-164,164 (fig.), 220 

See also aggression; censorship; 

harm; origins, profanity; slurs 

profanus, 17 

pronoun 

English adding, 209 

gender neutral, 209 

nigga as, 209 

reflexive-self, 130, 209 

public language norms, 6 

Quebecois French, sacres 

(consecrations) in, 20 

Quelle Barbe, 53 

Quiet Revolution, 20 

rationalization, 196 

Reddit (website), 33 

reflexive pronoun test, 130,131 

reflexive-self pronouns, 130, 209 

replacement word 

acronyms as, 161 

adding -er suffix for, 158-159 

euphemism as, 161-162 

examples of, 158 

minced oaths and, 160-162 

portmanteau word as, 159 

rooster as, 158 

repressive regimes, 24 

Richie, Nicole, 10 

Rondo, Rajon, 198 

Russian 

censored words in, 19, 24 

mat’ as profanity in, 19 

profane gestures in, 56 

Samoa study, 166-167 

’ai tae as first words in, 167-168 

care of children in, 168 

caregiver expectations in, 176-177, 

i77n 

learning to articulate and, 169-170 

parent terms in, 176 

peer-learning and, 168 

pronunciation in, 172-173 

Sanskrit, 3 

Science ofCirurgie (Lanfrank), 154 

A Season on the Brink (documen¬ 

tary), 219 

“The Seven Words You Can’t Say on 

Television” (standup routine), 

217 

Shakur, Tupac, 208 

Sherman, Richard, 212 

s/n't-category languages 

English as, 21 

German as, 21 
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Shuckford, G. L. J., 189 

signed language, 7cm, 7on25-26, 

79-80 

babbling in, 171 

BSL in, 76-79 

capitalization of translations in, 70 

comparing, 76-77 

comparing FUCK in ASL and BSL, 

76-79, 78 (photo) 

iconicity and, 69, 76, 79-80 

See also American Sign Language 

The Simpsons (television show), 

156-157 

slur reappropriation, 206, 225-226 

banning slurs impacting, 207-210 

bitch or slut as, 208 

ecology study of, 208-209 

linguistic differences in, 209 

long-term self-labeling in, 209 

nigga and, 207-209 

queer or faggot as, 208 

slurs 

alternative terms for, 8 

animal words as source of, 201 

athletes fined for using, 198-199, 

202, 212 

banning, 198-199, 202, 207-213, 

223-229 

bias created by, 204 

body features in, 201 

Bryant and, 198 

bullying and, 206 

Chinaman as, 202 

close peers exception to using, 210 

cripple as, 202 

defamed group interaction study 

on, 204 

defining, 8 

dehumanizing impact study on, 

203-204 

education and, 226 

ethical issues in studies on, 204 

examples of, 201 

freedom of speech and, 227-228 

harm from, 202, 225 

homosexuality and studies on, 

203-206 

indirect use of, 226-227 

Italian free-association study on, 

203 

Janschewitz data on, 14-15,199, 206 

Journal of Early Adolescence study 

on, 206 

nigger as, 201 

offensiveness of, 200 (fig.), 225 

Paki as, 13,13 (fig.), 15 

performance impacted by, 206-207 

physical characteristics in, 201 

physical distance study on, 204 

resource sharing study of, 203 

social contexts and neutral words 

becoming, 201 

socially licensed use of, 210-211, 213 

sound of people as, 201 

stereotype threat with, 206 

stereotypical behavior as, 201 

subliminal studies on, 204-205 

tolerance and, 229 

as unique from other profanity, 199 

Social Security Administration (US) 

(SSA), 144,158 

socially driven learning, 96 

sound symbolism, 34-35,174 

iconicity compared to, 61 

non-English speakers testing, 35-36 

profane English words and, 36 

profanity in non-English languages 

and, 37 

South Park (movie) 

censorship and profanity in, 219 

MPAA ratings of, 219 

revisions of, 219-220 

speech errors, 105016 

anticipatory errors as, 104,110-112, 

112 (fig.) 

EEG and, 113 
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speech errors (continued) 

examples of, 101 

exchange errors as, 101,110-112, 

112 (fig.) 

factory analogy for, 106-107 

foreign language influence on, 105 

Francis and, 99-100,102,104-105 

Freud and, 102-105 

Fromkin study of, 101 

internal editor hypothesis and, 

106- 107 

Motley exchange error study of, 

107- 109,109 (fig.) 

Motley Freudian slip study of, 

104-105 

perseveratory errors as, 110-111 

picture-word interference and, 

118-119, n8n3i, 119 (fig.) 

preplanning contributing to, 101, 

102 

quantifying, 100 

Stroop effect and, 116-118,117 (fig.) 

suppression of thoughts and, 104 

spoonerism. See exchange errors 

squatitive. See vulgar minimizers 

SSA. See the Social Security 

Administration 

the Statue of Liberty, 127-128 

stereotype threat, 206 

Stone, Matt 

censorship response by, 219-220 

creating South Park, 219 

Stoudemire, Amare, 198 

stroke, 83 

Stroop effect, 115,117 (fig.) 

example of, 116 

taboo, 116-118,117 (fig.) 

subliminal studies, 204-205 

Supreme Court (US) 

FCC cases at, 10 

FCC v. Pacifica Foundation ruling, 

217-218, 239n8 

free speech limitations by, 228 

Holmes of, 228 

Suzuki, Ichiro, 24 

swearing. See profanity 

swive, 163-164, 220 

syllables 

C and V, 171-172,172 (fig.) 

children pronouncing, 171 

See also closed monosyllables 

syntacticians, 126-127 

testing subjects in grammar by, 130 

taboo 

in American Sign Language, 73 

censorship creating words as, 221 

cultural behaviors varying as, 

221-222 

defecation as, 26 

defining, 8-9 

dysphemisms and topics as, 162 

euphemisms describing, 162 

galvanic skin response to, 109-110 

homonyms as, i57n 

internal editing process and, 

107-112,109 (fig.), 111 (fig.), 

112 (fig.) 

Janschewitz data on words as, 

14-15,199 

mental representation and, 26-27 

metaphysical beliefs in, 26-27 

minced oaths and, 160-162 

nigger as, 8 

numbers as, 33-34, 223n 

offensiveness of words as, 11-17, u 

(fig.), 13 (fig.), 15 (fig.), 16 (fig.), 

200 (fig.), 225 

physiological responses to, 7, 

109-110,182-183 

picture-word interference, 118-119, 

n8n3i, 119 (fig.) 

polygamy as, 221-222 

profanity and, 26-27 

replacement words for, 158-162 

speech errors on EEG, 113 
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Stroop effect and words as, 116-118, 

117 (fig.) 

subjects as, 26 

superstitions regarding, 223n 

Tourette’s syndrome and words 

as, 94 

words and actions as, 26, 29-30 

words versus things as, 27 

See also speech errors 

taboo Stroop effect, 117 (fig.) 

causes of, 117-118 

examples of, 116 

taint, 148,149 

tetraphobia, 33 

Thumbs-Up, Iran and Afghanistan, 

56, 56 (photo) 

Tourette’s syndrome 

coprolalia and, 93-94, 94n22 

copropraxia and, 94 

describing, 93 

Deuce Bigalo: Male Gigolo and, 

93 
taboo words and, 94 

Trask, Larry, 174 

Twain, Mark, i42n 

The Adventures of Huckleberry 

Finn by, 201 

nigger in work of, 201 

Up-Yours gesture, 55, 56 (photo) 

iconicity of, 60 

urbandictionary.com, 148 

Venable, Elizabeth, 179-180 

verbal abuse 
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