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Taboo . ) ;
A few dozen lexemes comprise the special category o
taboo language — items which peop_le avoid using fu*i
polite society; either because thcybe.hevc themha.rn} fu
or feel them embarrassing or offensive. T-he Iposslb1l1t\y
of harm may be genuinely thought to exist, in the case
of notions to do with death and the Superj}a'tural, or
there may be merely a vague discomfort deriving from
a half-believed superstition. Embarr?{ssment tends to
be associated with the sexual act and its consequences.
Offensiveness relates to the various substances exu.deil
by the body, and to the different forms of physu:'a};
mental, and social abnormality. Words associated wit
certain other topics may also be called taboo, from time
to time, because socicty is sensitive to them. During
the recession of the eatly 1990s, newspapers wquld
calk about ‘the R word’, and after the 1991 Maas'tncht
conference would refer to the proposed ﬁ:d'emlzsrfz of
the European Community as ‘the F word’. For some
people, indeed, all jargon is taboo (p. 174) i
The prohibition on use may be explicit, as)m the law
courts (‘contempt of court’), the Houses of T arhamgu
(‘unparliamentary language’), and t.he bmadcastn.lg
media (words officially banned until aﬁcr. a certain
time in the evening, so that children areless likely to be

TABOO USAGE

It is difficult to generalize about the
usage of taboo wards. They express
varying degrees of force, and notwo
are exactly the same with respect to
the way they are gramma_tical\y used.
It may seem strange to th ink t_)f taboo
words as following grammatical rules,
but they do. Damn, for examp_le,
cannot be used with a preceding
personal pronoun (*You damn!) and

S a brick!,

arse cannot be followed by one Hot S;.{ SSI-hot,
(*Arse youl); fart cannot be followed Tougy At

by off or it; bugger, however, can be ’

used in all four of these contexts. ;!

Taboo words, moreover, vary intheir ’

ability to be used as nouns, verbs,
adjectives, and adverbs, gr to form_
part of compounds. Shitisa versatile
term, in this respect.

Itis also difficult to define the
‘tabooness’ of a taboo word. Shit, for
example (represented as S in the
display), includes a great deal more
than its central, literal sense of
rexcrement’ (as in have a shit). it has
several figurative and idiomatic uses,
which vary greatly in rhetori_cal.force,
from insult and rudeness to intimacy
and solidarity, and it merges wit.h an
interesting range of euphemistic and
jocular forms. The usage d isplay is
already complex, butitis by no means
complete, because of the problem of

keeping track of the way such forms
are used among social dialects and
subcultures.

[T

hard cheese,
tough cheddar,
stiff biscuits,
etc.

want some 57,
S was scarce,
good S for sale,
clean white S

POSITIVE

general emotive response
(wonder, sympathy,
embarrassment, etc.)

Aw S!, a cute little 5,

Shee-y-it, She-it, Sh-j-i-i-t!,

drugs (cannabis, etc.)

ENGLISH VOCARBULARY

exposed to them). More com{uonly, itlis a tacig underi
standing between people, which occasmnsflly e‘comc:j
explicitin the form of a commer}t, correction, ol sang
tion (such as a parental rebuke). The cor':qmcnt may ‘c
directed to oneself (‘Pardon my l_ztench) f)r to others
(‘Ladies present), and may be !ocular (“Wash 'yotlr
mouth out’) or serious (‘God forgive me for swearing ).
There are various ways of avoiding a taboo item.
One is to replace it by a more technical tcrm, as com-
monly happens in medicine (e.g. Vs, gm?faf!m, vagi-
nd, penis). Another, common in older xjvutlng, 1sdto
parc-spell the item (f—k b ). 1 he every, iay
method is to employ an expression which refers to the
taboo topic in a vague or indirect way —a eup/-?emzsm.f
English has thousands of euphemistic expressions, 0

which these are a tiny sample:

casket (coffin), fall asleep (die), push up the daisies (be
dead), the ultimate sacrifice (be killed), under the
weather (ill), after a long illness (cancer), not all chere
(mentally subnormal), litele gitl’s room (toilet), spc_nd
a penny (urinate), be economical with che trut.h {lie),
adult video (pornography), let you go (sack), indust-
rial action (strike), in the farnl.ly way (pregnant),
expectorate (spit), tired and emotional (drunk).
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GORDON BENNETT gyearing
A list of euphemisms involye f We need to draw a clear distinction berween the lan-
ing the word God, and the. wage of taboo, the language of abuse (invective), and

year of their earliest recordeg
use in the Oxford English
Dictionary, would begin with
gog (1350s), cokk (1386), ¢
{1569), and include sucha
forms as gosh (1743), golly
(1743), gracious (1760s), by
George (1842), Drat(=God
rot) (1844), Doggone (=G
Damn (1851), and Great §
(1884). Many pronuncia
variants can be found, ove
the centuries, such as ada

language of swearing. The three may overlap or
Emncide: to call someone a shé#is to use a taboo word
<1 term of abuse, and if said with enough emotional
e would be considered an act of swearing., But
re is no necessary identity. Piss is a taboo word
dhich is not usually employed on its own as invective
r as a swear word. Wimp is a term of abuse which is
ther 2 taboo word nor a swear word. And Aeck is a
car word which is neither taboo nor invective. Yet
er distincrions are often drawn, some being given
definition, and inveking sanctions in certain cir-
umstances. Probably the commonest notions are
abscenity, which involves the expression of indecent
pality — ‘dirty’ or ‘rude’ words; blaspheny, which
hows contempt or lack of reverence specifically
ards God or gods; and profanity, which has a wider
, including irreverent reference to holy things or
e (such as, in Christianity, the cross or the saints).

vever, despite these distinctions, the term swearing
often used as a general label for all kinds of ‘foul-

uthed’ language, whatever its purpose.

narrower sense, swearing refers to the strongly

ve use of 2 taboo word or phrase. “Use’ is perhaps

dod, gar, ged, gom, gosse,
gud, gum, icod, and igad, Gg
don Bennett and Gordop
Highlandlers are more recept
coinages.
All swear words genera
euphemisms, soonerorla
and thestrongertheta
the larger the number of
avoidance forms. The numib
of euphemistic express|
based on Godis quitei
sive, but the strongest
word, cunt, has accum
around 700 forms.
(After G. Hughes, 1991.);

L1
‘excrement’
(plural the Ss ‘diarrhoea’)

NEGATIVE

personal abuse negation
he's a regular/little;'first-class 5
they’re Ss, on my S-list,
S-arse/-bag/-breeches/-face/-
hawk/-head/-heel/-hole/
-house/-poke/-pot,

S-kicker (AmE ‘rustic’)

trouble

;ﬁrty '?::f::g:ism - someone from a great height ther such phrases are, literally, nonsense.
-WOor . L . & .
o kickers (AmE, ‘heavy work- fear _ : ever, the view of swearing as an emotional phe-
boots’) S scared, S oneself, S bricks, scaré 0 is itself too narrow. Swearing has important
less, beat/fuck/kick/knock the Sou . s ) P
someone, give one the 55 inctions. [t can mark social distance, as when a
deception/tease youths display their contempt for social con-
are you S-ting me?, No Sl by swearing loudly in public or writing
nastiness . raffiti on walls, And it can mark social soli-
1 = i ay, In a a-Ly ts A . i .
that's a S-ty thing to say, \\‘ when a group develops identical swearing
it's S-ting down outside ) . ; ) i
R Important to appreciate, in this respect,
ruppi . .
load of S, all that S, shoot the'S, g 1s universal. Everyone swears — though
don't give me any S, full osf S SEXpletive use of sugar or golly by one person
i jacs are : . .
he thinks the Zodiacs 3 PEobably not be considered as swearing by
EUPHEMISTIC b | 0s¢ normal imprecation is sonafibiich or
Shivers! Sugar! bull-S,
Shoot! Shute! chick

Shucks! Sherbert!

DIALECT/JOCULAR
shite, shice, sheiss(e)

not give a S, ain't worth a 5, ain‘tg
don't tell them S

be in the S, been through a lot of
in S street, S out of luck, take a lot
when the S flies, when the S hitst
fan, up S creek (without a paddle)

eak. Swearing is an outburst, an explosion, which
gitelief co surges of emotional energy. It is a substi-
or an aggressive bodily response, and can be
ither at people or at objects (as when our head
nadvertent contact with a low roof beam). Its
ness is reflected in its use of shore, sharp sounds
| and emphatic thythms. Its function is to
a wide range of emotions, from mild annoy-
ough strong frustration to seething anger, and
ake sense. Indeed, if we look closely at swear-
ulae, we may find no meaning a all: fircking

€ join a new social group, it seems we are
fienced by jts swearing norms. Swearing is

Il'il one study, the swearing patterns of
i, g an expedition to the Arctic were

bull, )
chicken drél
etc.

members of the group were relaxed, there was a notice-

able increase in the amount of social (‘one of the gang’)

sweating. This, the commonest swearing pattern,

always dependeq fo.r iFs effec.t upon an audience being fors Britiahnenspaper
present, and varied in intensity according to the swear-  in19g0.
ing habits of the participants — social swearing [~ ——————
diminished all round if a non-swearer was pre-
sent. Annoyance swearing was different: this
occurred as a reaction to stress, regardless of
audience, and became more frequent as condi-
tions became more difficult, However, when a
situation was extremely stressful, there was no
swearing at all, not even of the annoyance type.
One of the psychologist’s conclusions was that
swearing is a sign that a stressful situation is
bearable, and indeed may be a factor in help-
ing to reduce stress. It raises the interesting
hypothesis that those who swear suffer less
from stress than those who do not. (After
H.E. Ross, 1960.)
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TO B— OR NOT TO — — THAT IS THE BLOODY QUESTION

TO-NIGHT’S “PYGMALION,” IN WHICH MRS.
PATRICK CAMPBELL 1S EXPECTED TO CAUSE THE
GREATEST THEATRICAL SENSATION FOR YEARS

This was a daring front page,
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If you wigy Pardon
an olde Englisp Phrase 1

Who da yay

itk yoir arpp
STALIN?.

On 28 May 1714, Jonathan
Swift commented, in one of
his letters to Stella, that ‘it
was bloody hot walking
today’. Almost exactly 200
years later, the Daily Sketch
of 11 April 1914 used the
above headline to report a
sensation, when Mrs Patrick
Campbell had to say the
line ‘Not bloody likely’ for
the opening of Shaw's Pyg-
malion, thus using in public
a word which 'is certainly
not used in decent society’.
(For the full report, see
p.383). Indeed, public out-
rage at even the hint of the
word had caused Gilbert
and Sullivan in 1887 to alter
the spelling of their opera
Ruddygore to Ruddigore.
The literal use of the
word can be traced back to
Old English, and was com-
mon in Elizabethan drama;
‘O most bloody sight’ (Julius
Caesar, 111.2) is one of many
Shakespearian quotations.
Its later use as an intensifier
(with the basic meaning of
‘very’) has never been satis-
factorily explained. One
theory has associated it
with the rowdy behaviour
of the 'young bloods’ of the
Restoration period; another

B¥ & psychologist, She noted that when the

(rather more likely) claims a
figurative development,
meaning ‘the blood is up’
(so that bioody drunk
would mean ‘ready for a
fight'). There are several
popular etymologies
(p. 139) deriving the word
from by Our Lady or from
God’s blood. Perhaps the
association of the word
with uncouth behaviour,
plus the popular belief that
it might be profane, gradu-
ally led to its being used by
the lower classes as a swear-
word. It had certainly
begun to fall from grace in
Britain by the end of the
18th century, when it was
recorded as part of under-
world slang, and dicticnhar-
ies began to refertoitas
‘vulgar’. It was definitely a
common swear-word by the
early 19th century, called a
*horrid word', and printed
asb——y.

The word became a
major social issue only in
Britain. It never gained
popularity in America, and
in Australia it became so
frequent that it quickly lost
its pejorative associations.
The 'great Australian
adjective’, as it was called

towards the end of the
19th century, ceased to be
regarded as swearing by
the 1940s, and was often
heard in respectable set-
tings. This contrasts with
the situation at the time in
Britain, where the Lord
Chamberlain's office was
still excising the word from
plays submitted to it, and
people were being fined
for using the word in pub-
lic. But times were chang-
ing, and indeed The Times
printed it in full in 1941 (in
a poem containing the line
‘I really loathe the bloody
Hun’). The word’s progress
towards renewed
respectability has been
steady since then, though
Prince Charles’ comment in
1989 that English ‘is taught
so bloody badly’ received
less publicity for what he
said than for the way he
said it. The associations of
some 200 years die hard,
and many people never use
the word in public, feel
embarrassed if someone
does so, and (in Britain)
complain to the BBC if
they hear it on air before
9 pm.
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