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Preface

IN HIS Worlde of Wordes, published in 1598, John Florio defined Italian fottere as ‘to iape, to sard, to fucke, to swive, to occupy,’ running through the whole gamut of copulatory registers with typical Renaissance exuberance. A century and a half later, two society ladies brimming with propriety, ‘very much commended Dr Johnson for the omission of all naughty words’ from his Dictionary. ‘What! my dears!’ the doughty Doctor archly replied, ‘then you have been looking for them?’ In 1896, Dr J. S. Farmer became involved in a lawsuit when his publishers refused to publish certain obscene words in his dictionary of slang. Today an editor is more likely to incur censure for prissiness or cowardice through omitting words which are widely in use (outside the range of ears polite) but nevertheless regarded as not ‘fit to print’.

These anecdotes and observations bring out the perennial ambivalence of attitudes towards foul language. Similarly, although swearing obviously thrives in astonishing profusion in many quarters and is never heard in others, there is also hesitancy over accepting it as a proper topic for public display or serious discussion. There are sound academic reasons for this, for swearing exists in such variegated forms, from the deadliest curse and most serious asseveration down to the flippant ejaculation of annoyance, that often the exact meaning and intention of the form of words lie only with the speaker. The fields are hedged about with all manner of complex pressures, personal, societal, religious, sexual, and other forms of taboo which still seem only imperfectly understood. Origins and practices are alike elusive and imperfectly documented, as tends to happen when tacit understandings are at work. A researcher from a different period may thus easily misinterpret a meaning or a causation entirely. Why, for instance, should the word donkey make a curiously sudden appearance in the mid-eighteenth century? Why should coney make an equally odd disappearance from the vocabulary? The explanations are similar, involving shifts in the respective semantic fields. Ass was acquiring an uncomfortable phonetic proximity to arse, just as coney was to cunt, requiring both terms to be dropped and replaced. An outsider to a culture may be equally nonplussed: what would a newly-arrived visitor to Australia make of the observation ‘He’s a good bastard’? How do rational explanations cope with the paradox Defoe commented on with exasperation: ‘They call the dogs sons of whores, and the men sons of bitches’?

Not the least of the problems facing an historical study of swearing is that of organization. I am reminded of the memorable images used by Barbara Strang in her History of English twenty years ago, when she wrote in her Preface of the ‘ceaselessly, oceanically, heaving, swelling, flowing, ungraspable mass that historians corset into manageable chunks on to which quasi-scientific labels can be stuck’. This awareness leads to the major question: is it more illuminating to focus on different segments of time and consider developments within each phase, or to trace themes across time? Each mode has its advantages and drawbacks. I have preferred the former approach, chiefly because modes and referents in swearing do not appear to be constant: a topic like ‘Sexual Swearing from Beowulf to Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf’ would have to pass over several of the earlier centuries in tantalized silence, while, conversely, the theme of ‘Oaths of Heroic Undertaking’ would run dismally dry in modern times. The fascinating convention of ritual insult known as flyting has a disjunctive history, flourishing in Viking times, dwindling away in Middle English, reviving as a Scots literary genre in the Renaissance, and then largely petering out in Modern English, although a continuation can be seen in the cognate practice of ‘sounding’ in black American English.

As Murray put it with his usual incontestable clarity in his Preface to the OED, ‘No one man’s English is all English.’ This observation becomes highly pertinent to the demotic domain, where a person may have a huge general vocabulary but will usually have highly personal preferences in swearing, drawn from background factors of family, school, class and calling. My own decent bourgeois background meant that the most vehement personal denunciations and expletives heard from my elders and betters (as they were archaically styled) were ‘that bloody fool!’ or ‘the bastard!’ and the strongest exclamation of frustration or anger was ‘For Christ’s sake!’ I do not recall hearing the unprintable ‘four-letter words’ used until I went into national service: at school the word which excited greatest erotic interest was friction, since it was defined in the dictionary as ‘heat generated by two bodies rubbing together’. Those days are over. Today, in film and television dialogue, as well as in much family discourse, the old taboos are noisily disintegrating, not without resistance or protest. The old censorship of pas devant les enfants has been reversed into pas devant les parents.

Half a century ago, Robert Graves observed in the opening page of his Lars Porsena: The Future of Swearing: ‘Of recent years in England there has been a noticeable decline of swearing and foul language….’ It is unlikely that he would now take the same view. Both the facts of the resurgence of swearing and the possible social explanations supply the matter for the last part of this study.

It may be asked why I have included the older term oaths in addition to swearing, which is obviously more current. The choice is not simply that of preference for a philological archaism. Oaths still resonates with the formality and seriousness which verbal undertakings have traditionally been regarded, while swearing is now common, personal and largely debased. Since this study was partly intended to explore some of the older, highly potent workings of words in society, the more venerable term seemed appropriate.

Clearly, this is a field which Eric Partridge made very much his own. In dedicating this work to him (in absentia), I also acknowledge copious assistance from his pioneering efforts in exploring the linguistic underworld. Ashley Montagu’s fine study, The Anatomy of Swearing, issued some twenty years ago, has also proved a valuable source of historical documentation.

Finally, I owe a great debt of gratitude to Philip Carpenter of Basil Blackwell for his enthusiastic backing of this book right from the inchoate and muddled first draft, and to my Editor, David Crystal, who has always been forthcoming with sound advice and constructive assistance. Andrew McNeillie of Basil Blackwell was most competent and supportive in the final stages of production.

G. H.

Pineslopes, Transvaal
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Sources and Abbreviations

THIS study is, of necessity, heavily dependent on the master-work on semantic change in English, the Oxford English Dictionary (OED). For economy of reference, a raised ‘O’ is used (e.g. 1934O) to refer to the main Dictionary (1884–1928), which was the collaboration of Murray (pre-eminently), Bradley, Craigie, Onions and Furnivall, ‘with the assistance of many scholars and men of science’. A raised ‘S’ refers to the OED Supplement (1972–86), produced by Dr Robert Burchfield and his research team at Oxford. The fourth and last volume, published in 1986, completes what is clearly a worthy sequel to its predecessor, so aptly described by Otto Jespersen as ‘that splendid monument of English scholarship’. Although the two sequences were consolidated in 1990 into the Second Edition, I have preferred to keep references to them separate, since apart they record changing policies and attitudes towards swearing, foul language and profanity. This acknowledgement of logophiliac dependence is in no way intended to implicate any Oxford lexicographer in the inferences and conclusions which follow.

Other abbreviations used are:









	
OE

	
Old English
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used interchangeably



	
A-S

	
Anglo-Saxon
		


	
ME

	
Middle English
		


	
Mn.E

	
Modern English
		


	
ON

	
Old Norse
		


	
OF

	
Old French
		


	
COD

	
Concise Oxford Dictionary
		


	
DSAE

	
Dictionary of South African English
		


	
EDD

	
English Dialect Dictionary
		


	
EETS

	
Early English Text Society
		


	
ODQ

	
Oxford Dictionary of Quotations
		


	
THES

	
Times Higher Education Supplement
		


	
TLS

	
Times Literary Supplement
		



To

Eric Partridge

intrepid explorer
 
of the lexical underworld
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A Cursory Introduction


The air is full of our cries. But habit is a great deadener.

Samuel Beckett



Oaths are the fossils of piety.

George Santayana



Deceive boys with dice, but men with oaths.

Lysander



‘Our family like the word “Budgerigar!” You can really get your tongue round that one.’

informal informant



‘Fuck originated from a royal injunction at the time of the Plague, when it was very necessary to procreate; it was a code word in which the letters stood for “fornicate under command of the King”.’

informal informant



As soon as you deal with it [sex] explicitly, you are forced to choose between the language of the nursery, the gutter and the anatomy class.

C.S. Lewis


‘THE English (it must be owned) are rather a foul-mouthed nation,’ opined William Hazlitt in 1821.1 Though this view might be surprising to some, it was not new. Indeed, the nation’s time-honoured reputation for swearing reaches back at least to the time of Joan of Arc, when the French termed them ‘les Goddems [the goddams]’. Their modern descendants have maintained the tradition by acquiring (from the same quarter) the sobriquet of ‘les fuckoffs’ (Mort, 1986, p. 77). Between these two points of reference, one thinks of Harry Hotspur enjoining his wife to utter a ‘good mouth-filling oath’ (as would be befitting a noblewoman), of Queen Elizabeth upholding the practice, of Sir Charles Sedley’s witticism, upon being fined (three centuries ago) the formidable sum of £500, that ‘he thought that he was the first man that paid for shitting’, and of Robert Graves observing (about half a century ago), that ‘Of recent years in England there has been a decline of swearing and foul language’ (1936, p. 1).

These observations and notable practitioners remind us of the continuing currency of coarse speech which, though staple to many tongues, has generally been ignored in standard histories of the language, even some of the most recent. The conventional understanding that the levels of discourse should be separated has hardened into an academic practice whereby studies of the ‘proper’ language (the upper levels) are kept apart from the ‘improper’ (or lower levels). None of the standard histories of the language has accorded the lower registers or the idioms of obscenity much attention. This is true of both traditional studies, such as those of Jespersen (1905), Baugh (1951), Potter (1963) and Barber (1964), and, less justifiably, of the more recent studies offered under the banner of descriptive linguistics, such as those of Pyles and Algeo (1970), Bloomfield and Newmark (1963) and Leith (1983), which purport to deal with the language ‘really’ in use, namely the protean varieties of oral usage. The same reticence is found in several excellent linguistic studies of English as an international or world language. These ignore such basic lexical and semantic points of difference as the copious use of bloody and bastard in Australian English and the use of mother-fucker and cocksucker as a major feature in American English, particularly in black parlance.2

For centuries the division of usage into the decent bourgeois standard and the less acceptable lower varieties of slang has been de rigueur. The split is notable in the dictionary, where one finds a ‘proper’ tradition of Bailey (1728), Johnson (1755) and Murray et al. (1884–1928), and a ‘canting’, slang or underworld tradition (which is actually older) starting in Elizabethan times with works by Harman (1567), Greene (1591) and others, continued by Grose (1785), Farmer and Henley (1890–1904) and Partridge (1937), and is currently showing a resurgence with a variety of works appearing virtually on an annual basis. The title of Francis Grose’s exuberantly witty thesaurus, A Classical Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue, highlights for us the semantic shift undergone by vulgar. Did he intend the old meaning of the ‘common, ordinary or vernacular language used by the majority’, or the more class-bound sense of the language used by those ‘not reckoned as belonging to good society’ or ‘lacking in refinement and good taste, uncultured, ill-bred’, as the OED defines the various categories? The second sense is the more likely, but the persistence of the older meaning reminds us of the robust prevalence of the majoritarian ‘vulgar’.

It is a fascinating speculation to consider how far this public separation of registers accords with the facts of private linguistic life. While we can be fairly certain that, say, Jane Austen, George Eliot and Henry James would have maintained roughly the same level of discourse in private life and in their published works, we can be less certain about, say, Charles Dickens, Oscar Wilde and many modern authors. Such observations, though interesting biographically, can (of course) be of only limited general value, since one needs to focus more on conventional mores than on individual cases. At any rate, a convention of linguistic censorship has not always obtained. It seems ironic that a medieval poet, Chaucer, should, in fact, have been one of the few major literary artists who could fearlessly use the whole gamut of the vocabulary without evident reprisal. All the available coarse vocabulary and a stupendous variety of oaths appear in his work. In the North the traditions of flyting kept both strains flourishing until the mid-sixteenth century. But by the time of Shakespeare, thanks to the efforts of the ill-called Master of the Revels in curbing what was styled as Profanity on the Stage, most of the vituperative energies of the tongue had been driven underground. There they have remained until quite recently, emerging only occasionally in spectacularly outrageous flaunters of convention like Rochester, Urquhart and Motteux, Swift and Lawrence. The days when the dandelion could be called the pissabed, a heron could be called a shiterow and the windhover could be called the windfucker have passed away with the exuberant phallic advertisement of the codpiece.

Whatever this Anglo-centric view might suggest, swearing is not universal. According to Montagu, several substantial speech communities, including the American Indians, the Japanese, the Malayans and most Polynesians, do not swear (1973, p. 55). Never the less, in many cultures swearing is fascinating in its protean diversity and poetic creativity, while being simultaneously shocking in its ugliness and cruelty. Whereas Proteus merely changed shape, the same form of an oath or a curse yields many meanings. Swearing draws upon such powerful and incongruous resonators as religion, sex, madness, excretion and nationality, encompassing an extraordinary variety of attitudes, including the violent, the amusing, the shocking, the absurd, the casual and the impossible. Being manifestly not a simple matter, it seems to raise more questions than answers. Why, for example, is swearing not constant in its modes, styles and referents? Why is it that some forms of swearing appear to be universal, while others are more specific to a culture? Within the English-speaking community, what variants emerge over time on the basis of nationality, class and sex? How is it that the categories of the sacred and the profane become so paradoxically intertwined in oaths? Why is swearing taken more seriously in some periods than others, even being raised at some stages of the culture to a verbal art form? What happens when swearing is driven underground? What is to be deduced from those changes which can be detected over time? These are some of the questions which this book will attempt to answer.

Swearing now encompasses so many disparate forms that some broad distinctions need to be made at the outset. We swear by, we swear that (something is so), we swear to (do something), we swear at (somebody or something), and sometimes we swear simply out of exasperation. These different modes might be re-termed by a variety of classical equivalents, asseveration, invocation, imprecation, malediction, blasphemy, profanity and ejaculation, with an admixture of that most complex and unstable category, obscenity. Although we are familiar with all these types now, they have not been constantly present in the past. They represent an agglomeration of various linguistic modes which have evolved over centuries. The crude history of swearing, however named, which this book will unfold in all its strange, violent and comic detail, is that people used mainly to swear by or to, but now swear mostly at.

Although the main framework of the argument will be historical, this introductory chapter will perforce be discursive, surveying various aspects which are integral to the topic. Subsequent chapters will pursue particular themes, tracing their development in given periods of time. Since the main ambit of the argument will be evolutionary, the early chapters will focus more on swearing by, while the later will be more concerned with swearing at.

As was mentioned previously, swearing shows a curious convergence of the high and the low, the sacred and the profane. From the ‘high’ dualistic perspective, it is language in its most highly charged state, infused with a religious force recognizable in the remote modes of the spell, the charm and the curse, forms seeking to invoke a higher power to change the world, or support the truthfulness of a claim. At base these varieties are profoundly serious. Although they may sound farfetched (drat, for example, originally meaning ‘God rot your bones!’ – or any other part of the anatomy), there is always the alarming possibility of the words coming true. However, a major shift has occurred in comparatively recent times in that a quite different emphasis has become dominant. The ‘lower’ physical faculties of copulation, defecation and urination have come very much to the fore as referents in swearing. Though they may be deeply wounding, many of these forms of words, such as bugger off, son of a bitch and so on deal with literal or practical impossibilities. In this respect they are different in literal potential from the ‘high’ variety. However, as we shall see, there is a recurring problem of analysis which concerns the degree to which any person (other than the utterer) can know how literally to interpret forms of swearing.

Because ‘sacral’ notions of language tend to be very powerful at primitive stages of society, taboos have traditionally grown up around offensive usages. Swearing is, in one sense, a violation of these taboos: the ‘high’ varieties violate the taboo of invoking the name of the deity, while the ‘low’ are often violations of sexual taboos, especially those concerning incest. Some of the major problems frustrating an attempt at an historical study are consequently the obstacles of suppressed or garbled evidence, found in uncertain etymologies and incomplete semantic histories. Suppression, discussed more fully in subsequent chapters, is a perennial feature. Garbled, mangled or ‘minced’ oaths are also more common than is generally realized. (Gorblimey! is similar to drat cited above, being a corruption of God blind me!, mainly Cockney in use, dating from c.1870O.)

To modern ears, most oaths are now usually ‘demystified’ into mere forms of words. Statements are now made under oath only in formal, for instance, legal proceedings, or in such necessary rituals of social and political continuity as taking an oath of allegiance. They form the basic structure of trust on which all society is based, so that every culture has some form of binding oath, as it has some form of verbal taboo. One of the many forms of ritualized reinforcement of an oath is this practice recorded a century ago:


Among the Nagas of Assam two men will lay hold of a dog or a fowl by head and feet, which is then chopped in two with a single blow of the dao [a tool, half chopper and half sword], this being emblematic of the fate expected to fall the perjurer. Or a man will take hold of the barrel of a gun, a spearhead or a tiger’s tooth, and solemnly declare, ‘If I do not faithfully perform this my promise, may I fall by this!’3


In elucidating the ancient sense of by in forms of swearing, the OED observes that the word originally ‘must have had a local sense “in the presence of”, or perhaps “in touch of” some sacred object’ though ‘to modern apprehension there is apparently no notion of place, but one approaching that of instrumentality or medium’. Invocations of the Almighty, previously so feared and respected, are now generally regarded as ‘taking the Lord’s name in vain’, a phrase which has changed revealingly over the past centuries: its original sense essentially criticized the abuse of the mystical power of the Lord’s name; now the kernel of the phrase in vain is more suggestive of scepticism about the validity of that power. Corroborating this point are the great numbers of ‘self-immolating’ oaths and curses, such as strike me dead! blow me down! shiver me timbers! Gor blimey! (cited above) and those clearly derived from judicial oaths, such as so help me! On this point, the brilliant insight of Vico is pertinent: in his analysis, language evolves through three stages, being originally sacred, then poetic and finally conventional (1948, pp. 306–7). His evolutionary framework of ideas is particularly germane to our theme. It also points up the difficulty of knowing exactly what degree of literalism is being invoked in a particular form of words, without an intimate knowledge of the cultural period concerned.

In the past, when honour and language were more closely interlinked, oaths (or their abrogation) changed the fates of nations. For instance, William of Normandy’s claim to the English throne depended initially on no more than his word that Edward the Confessor had formally named him as his successor. When his rival, Harold Godwinson, was shipwrecked and captured on the Normandy coast, William granted him his freedom only upon the exaction of an oath supporting this claim (against Harold’s own). However, Harold was subsequently named by Edward the Confessor as his successor, was elected by the English witenagemot (Privy Council) and crowned, so that William had to assert his claim by conquest.

Duels have been fought over words carrying only the faintest implication of dishonour. The intensely personal commitment which an oath requires was vividly apparent when Francis I of France abrogated a treaty and declared war on Spain in 1528. Charles V of Spain accused Francis of ungentlemanly behaviour and challenged him to a duel. (It did not take place.) We cannot imagine a similar consequence arising from, for example, Chamberlain challenging Hitler to a duel on the parallel grounds of the Führer’s abrogation of their agreement signed at Munich in 1938.

Personal insults can likewise have devastating consequences, belying the naive, childish chant: ‘Sticks and stones may break my bones, but words will never hurt me’. One of the more spectacular social instances arose from the visiting card delivered by the Marquess of Queensberry to the Albermarle Club on 18 February 1894 with the words ‘To Oscar Wilde posing Somdomite [sic]’ (Ellmann, 1988, p. 412). This precipitated the lawsuit and accompanying society scandal which ruined Wilde. Today such a sexual slur would be less likely to incur litigation. Indeed, a review of a recent biography of Truman Capote began in cavalier fashion: ‘Truman Capote was the sort who gives sodomy a bad name.’4 Never the less, oaths, curses and insults directed at individuals can still have serious repercussions. In modern times, however, cases of crimen injuria are more likely to arise from racist slurs than sexual insults.

WORD-MAGIC AND TABOO

Charms, spells and curses (which are treated in more detail in the following chapter) represent survivals of primitive beliefs in word-magic, which tend to become less potent as a society develops. We can see this evolution encapsulated in the semantic history of the word curse. Of uncertain origin and unique to English among the European languages, its Old English meaning was ‘to damn’; in Middle English the primary sense developed as the ecclesiastical specialization ‘to excommunicate or anathematize’. Since then it has steadily diminished in force as a verb, though the noun still has potency. Dr Johnson defined cursedly as ‘miserably, shamefully’, commenting that it was ‘a low cant [slang] word’. We can trace the weakened fossilized forms in curst, ‘perversely cross, contrary’, much used of Kate in The Taming of the Shrew and cussed, the colloquial American variant, recorded from c.1848O. An exactly parallel semantic development can be seen in the word damn, which has moved from its strictly ecclesiastical ‘infernal’ sense to one of milder disapproval or exasperation, reflected in the altered forms of demn and dem, current in the late seventeenth century and facetiously extended by Dickens in Nicholas Nickleby to demnition. (The American forms darned, durned and late eighteenth-century tarnation show the same development.) Otto Jespersen noted appositely, ‘Thus we have here a whole family of words with an initial d, allowing the speaker to begin as if he were going to say the prohibited word, and then turn off into more innocent channels’ (1962, p. 229). Blast has shown similarly pattern of diminishing force since Elizabethan times. So, in a more limited fashion, has take, which had an earlier sense of ‘exert a malign influence’, still heard in imprecations like ‘The Devil take it!’ In one of his horrifying curses against Goneril, King Lear uses the term in this sense:




… Strike her young bones,

You taking airs, with lameness!

(II. iv. 160–1)




Our modern insensitivity to the language of cursing clearly derives from our becoming inured through exposure to the numerous forms of violent expression found in modern life. Consequently, it is a shock to come across words such as these (penned to an ‘agony columnist’): ‘Tremble and repent, unholy monstrous woman. You defile the country and young virgins. I curse you in God’s name and may you go childless all the rest of your days.’5

In several religions, such as Brahmanism, Judaism and Islam, direct reference to the name of God is taboo. In such cultures belief in the sacral power of words is, consequently, more explicit. Montagu, in his major study, The Anatomy of Swearing, mentions ‘the behavior of certain Arabs who, when cursed, ducked their heads or fell flat on the ground in order to avoid a direct hit’ (1973, p. 8).

Stephen Ullmann has reminded us of one consequence of word-magic, namely that ‘Linguistic superstitions and prohibitions have left their imprint on many sectors of the vocabulary’ (1951, p. 76). He mentions the euphemistic, presumably pacifying, circumlocutions which have been resorted to in earlier stages of the culture in order to avoid direct mention of creatures which exercised a totemic force, such as the weasel and the bear:


In the Romance languages there are only isolated survivals of mustela, the Latin name of the animal [the weasel]. In French it has been replaced by belette, a diminutive of beau, belle, which literally means ‘beautiful little woman’. Elsewhere, the euphemism has worked mainly by change of meaning: the Italians and Portuguese call the weasel ‘little lady’ (donnola, doninha), the Spaniards ‘gossip’ (comadreja), whereas in Denmark it is known as ‘beautiful’ and ‘bride’, in Sweden as ‘pretty little girl’, in Greece and Albania as ‘sister-in-law’, etc. In English the weasel once had the by-name of fairy… (Ullmann, 1962, p. 206)


In another area of the bestiary, there are propitiatory or ingratiating phrases used for the bear, namely ‘honey-eater’ and ‘honey-pig’. Given the totemistic aura of the animal among the Germanic peoples, it is a possibility that the heroic name Beowulf, literally ‘bee wolf’, might be a coded reference to ‘bear’.

Virtually all societies, even the most modern, retain some taboos against swearing. Such prohibitions existed in English for centuries before Captain Cook introduced the word taboo from Tongan into English in 1777. In the earlier stages of a culture verbal taboos are greatly intensified, and also very complicated, largely because language in that social setting is highly charged. Malinowski has described the potency of language in non-literate society in these terms: ‘The word has power of its own; it is a means of bringing things about…. Language in its primitive function is to be regarded as a mode of action rather than as a countersign of thought’ (in Montagu, 1973, p. 8).

Donald F. Thompson showed, in his researches among the Australian aborigines of the Cape York peninsula in northern Queensland, that an elaborate etiquette of swearing existed among the tribes of the area, one based more on social position than content. Thompson found that, except in the presence of certain relatives, ‘there is no restriction upon reference to the genitalia or the physiological functions of reproduction, defecation or micturition’. He cites the greeting of a two-year old child at the breast who dropped the nipple to glower at him and exclaim: ‘Devil! excrement foul! excrement foul!’ (1935, p. 465). The dynamic perception of language is graphically illustrated when a man finds that his words have been overheard by one who stands in a certain social relationship to him. ‘He exclaims, “My mouth is foul,” and sometimes takes a lighted firebrand and passes it backwards and forwards before his mouth as a purification ritual’ (1935, p. 468). We recognize in this behaviour an illuminating counterpart to the severe remedy of literally washing out the ‘foul mouth’ of an offender with soap and water.

Thompson also found a clear distinction between situations of what he termed ‘unorganized’ and ‘organized’ swearing. In the first category, swearing and obscenity fall under no sanction and are ‘used by both sexes in quarrels, and as taunts to goad an enemy to fight’ (1935, p. 469). This latter practice, fascinatingly, used to exist in the English tradition and will be discussed in subsequent chapters under the convention of flyting. Thompson’s alternative category (of ‘organized’ or ‘licensed’ swearing) is stranger to us, since it involves ‘swearing and obscenity that is not only permissible, but obligatory, between those who stand in certain relationships under the classificatory system’ (1935, p. 469). Organized swearing has three other remarkable features: it is carried out in public; it is immune from the extreme taboos governing other relationships, and ‘it is supposed to induce a state of euphoria: in the words of my informants, to “make everybody happy” ’ (1935, p. 469). ‘Organized’ swearing consists of two distinct types. One is ‘obscenity pure and simple, consisting of more or less stereotyped references to the pudenda… Certain relatives are also permitted to snatch playfully at one another’s genitalia, and even to handle these organs in public.’ The other is termed ‘bad language, consisting chiefly of references to the anus and to excrement’ (1935, p. 469).

Clearly, these quite different attitudes and practices, now lost to us, invite reflection. Swearing in public is now totally unacceptable, as alien to us as the notion of obligatory swearing. While there are still vestiges of the ‘relationship taboo’, these seem in recent years to have changed from pas devant les enfants to pas devant les parents. So far as euphoria is concerned, it is now commonly only the swearer who may ‘feel better’ after an outburst. Commenting on these findings, Montagu reflects upon the ‘remarkably humane and intelligent manner in which these so-called primitive peoples have handled a problem that the self-styled civilized peoples of the West have failed both to understand and to control, and have therefore condemned out of hand’. He concludes: ‘This form of socialized swearing (which is also found among the Eskimos) constitutes one of the most widely diffused and efficient devices for assisting to preserve the equilibrium of the individual and his society’ (1973, p. 13).

Generally speaking, taboos may be categorized as universal or societal. Virtually all societies have, for instance, taboos against direct reference to death: invariably preferred is some euphemism concerning a journey to an unknown destination, such as pass on, pass away or the more uplifting variant of the Salvation Army, promoted to glory. The common Anglo-Saxon terms for ‘to die’ were steorfan, literally ‘to become stiff’ (recorded only from c.1000O), forðferan, forðgan and gewitan, literally ‘to go forth’ or ‘to depart’. It may not be a coincidence that die itself is a Norse borrowing, since the Anglo-Saxon terms might possibly have become too direct: the OED observes that ‘No instance of the word is known in Old English Literature.’ Taboo areas paradoxically encourage the opposite verbal reaction to euphemisms, namely dysphemisms, which are startlingly direct and shockingly coarse violations of a taboo: in the field of ‘death’ one could cite pushing up daisies, snuff it and croak as gruesomely dysphemic references to the physical act of death, including the death-rattle and subsequent incorporation into the cycle of nature. A great deal of swearing, foul language and profanity is deliberately dysphemic.

Yet there are different degrees of tolerance within the same broad cultural grouping. Perhaps as a reflection of the optimistic, positive and ‘progressive’ ideology of America, the euphemized vocabulary of death is far more developed in the United States than in Britain. Mortician dates from c.1895S, and casket is recorded from 1849S. Although the latter was stigmatized over a century ago by Hawthorne as ‘a vile modern phrase’, both are well established in the undertaking trade, which categorizes its clients in the terms of the sentimental cliché the loved ones. However, invocations of death also figure largely in transatlantic locutions like Drop dead! and, less terminally, in lethal invitations such as Go jump in the lake, Go and play in the traffic and so on. As we shall see, taboos against direct reference to sexual matters were far more stringent in America than in Britain until the 1960s, but since then the floodgates have opened.

Societal taboos, therefore, become revealing indicators of evolving social mores, and reflect differing attitudes towards major forces which sustain, alter or threaten life. These can be very diversified or specific, but commonly involve the deity, death, madness, sex, excretion and strangers. As we shall see, these categories acquire quite different emphases at different stages and sectors of the same basic culture. It would seem, for example, that faeces are universally used in oaths and insults, while sex is used in a culture-specific variety of ways, emphasizing, for example, incest in terms like mother-fucker in some cultural groupings, adultery in cornuto in others, and a polymorphous variety in the application of the terms for the genitalia.

There is also the interestingly exact correlation between degree of taboo in verbal usage and the degree of taboo in actual public exhibition of the referent. The point is graphically made in the following scale:







	
Action

	
Word



	
barely acceptable in public

	
fart


	
	
piss



	
totally unacceptable in public

	
shit


	
	
fuck



This is a rare instance of reactions to language being the same as reactions to referents.

Taboos often reveal divisions within a society, there being different conventions according to class, position, sex and age. In some societies taboo terms may be uttered only by the priestly class (as in such formal cursing as the anathema) while in others they are the sole class prohibited from taboo utterances: it would be most inappropriate for a Western priest to indulge in genital swearing. As the following chapters will show, the relationship between class and swearing in England is fascinatingly complex.


CENSORSHIP, DISGUISE MECHANISMS AND LINGUISTIC FORM

As the previous references to word-magic indicate, taboos generate forms of censorship which may be overt or covert. The latter kind is characterized by a surreptitious erosion of the unacceptable or taboo form, transforming it by means of phonetic disguise into a seemingly innocuous variant. Thus by golly! was originally a Negro euphemism for by God!, traceable to c.1743, when by golly! and gosh were fulfilling the same function. Examples are set out in figure 1.1. French bleu, in various compounds and phrases, such as sacre bleu, is the similarly disguised form of Dieu, God. The forms are often termed ‘minced oaths’. In Judaism, the process has generated both the disguised abbreviation JWH (for Yaweh or Jehovah) and the quite alien forms Adonai and Eloim.

Virtually all swear-words generate disguised variants. The stronger the taboo, the greater the number of evading forms: thus Farmer and Henley cite under the euphemistic heading ‘Monosyllable’, also ‘the female pudendum’ or ‘cunt’ approximately seven hundred synonyms. Polite evasions of bloody (a comparatively recent swear-word borrowed about three centuries ago from underworld slang) are, variously, ruddy, blooming and the truncated b, as in ‘the b thing won’t work!’ Related abbreviations of fuck are the alphabetically symbolic eff, eff off! and effing, which seemed to be the result of an efflorescence during the Second World War: effing is recorded from 1944s; to eff and blind from the previous year. Adjectival, older and blander, is recorded from c.1910. Dickens, with his sure ear, anticipated the usage in this passage from 1851: ‘I won’t,’ says Bark, ‘have no adjective police and adjective strangers in my adjective premises! I won’t, by adjective and substantive.’6 The majority of examples show that the forms are frequently created, interestingly, on either a rhyming basis (as in ruddy) or an alliterative one (as in blooming or bleeding).

Cockney rhyming slang exemplifies a highly developed ‘disguise mechanism’ in its witty and ingenious coded formulas, such as the familiar trouble and strife for wife and apples and pears for stairs. According to Partridge, it is a comparatively recent idiom: ‘The beginnings of rhyming slang are obscure,’ he writes. ‘In colloquialism and slang and cant there are scattered traces of it in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, but there existed no body of rhyming slang before about 1840….’ (1960, p. 273).
Even today there is dispute over the question of how far rhyming slang has accommodated the two most egregious taboo words in English.









	
Term

	
Date

	
Euphemism



	
God

	
1350s

	
gog


	
	
1386

	
cokk


	
	
1569

	
cod


	
	
1570

	
Jove


	
	
1598

	
’sblood


	
	
1598

	
’slid (God’s eyelid)


	
	
1598

	
’slight


	
	
1599

	
’snails (God’s nails)


	
	
1600

	
zounds (God’s wounds)


	
	
1601

	
’sbody


	
	
1602

	
sfoot (God’s foot)


	
	
1602

	
gods bodykins


	
	
1611

	
gad


	
	
1621

	
odsbobs


	
	
1650s

	
gadzooks (God’s hooks)


	
	
1672

	
godsookers


	
	
1673

	
egad


	
	
1695

	
od


	
	
1695

	
odso


	
	
1706

	
ounds


	
	
1709

	
odsbodikins (God’s little body)


	
	
1728

	
agad


	
	
1733

	
ecod


	
	
1734

	
goles


	
	
1743

	
gosh


	
	
1743

	
golly


	
	
1749

	
odrabbit it


	
	
1760s

	
gracious


	
	
1820s

	
ye gods!


	
	
1842

	
by George


	
	
1842

	
s’elpe me Bob


	
	
1844

	
Drat! (God rot!)


	
	
1851

	
Doggone (God-damn)


	
	
1884

	
Great Scott


	
	
1900

	
Good grief


	
	
1909

	
by Godfrey!



	
Jesus

	
1528

	
Gis, Jis


	
	
1660

	
Gemini


	
	
1848

	
Jiminy Crickets


	
	
1830s

	
Jiminy


	
	
1857

	
Gee whillikins


	
	
1895

	
Gee wiz


	
	
1900

	
Jeez


	
	
1905

	
Gee


	
	
1920s

	
Jeepers


	
	
1922

	
Jesus wept


	
	
1922

	
Judas Priest


	
	
1924

	
Jesus H. Christ


	
	
1934

	
Jeepers Creepers



	
Christ

	
1680

	
Criminy


	
	
1839

	
Crickey


	
	
1840s

	
Cripes


	
	
1897

	
Jiminy Christmas


	
	
1898

	
Christmas


	
	
1924

	
for crying out loud



	
Lord

	
1725

	
Lud


	
	
1765

	
Lawks!


	
	
1835

	
Lor!


	
	
1844

	
Law sakes!


	
	
1861

	
Law!


	
	
1865

	
Lor-a-mussy! (Lord have mercy!)


	
	
1870s

	
Lawdy!


	
	
1898

	
Lumme! (Lord love me!)



	
Devil

	
1690

	
Deuce



	
Hell

	
1839

	
Sam Hill (US)


	
	
1892

	
heck



	
Damn(ed)

	
1837

	
darned


	
	
1876

	
durned



	
Shit

	
1847

	
shucks


	
	
1934

	
shoot/shute!


	
	
?*

	
sherbet!



	
Fuck

	
1592

	
foutre/foutra (from Fr. foutre)


	
	
1600s

	
foot/sfoot (from Fr. foutre)


	
	
1753

	
footer (from Fr. foutre)


	
	
1785

	
footy (from Fr. foutu)


	
	
1785

	
frig/frigging


	
	
1929

	
effing


	
	
1943

	
eff and blind


	
	
1950

	
eff



	
Pagan Substitutes





	
	
1570

	
by Jove



	
Miscellaneous Polysyllabic Variants
		

	
	
1600

	
Fiddlesticks


	
	
1784

	
Fiddlededee


	
	
1801

	
Botheration


	
	
1820s

	
Thunderation


	
	
1849

	
Confounded


	
	
1890s

	
Perdition



	
Miscellaneous Odd Conjunctions
		

	
	
1830

	
Holy poker! (EDD)


	
	
1837

	
I’m/I’ll be jiggered


	
	
1920

	
Holy smoke!


	
	
1921

	
Holy Moses


	
	
1942

	
Holy cow



FIGURE 1.1 Euphemisms.
Some authorities, notably Julian Franklyn in his Dictionary of Rhyming Slang (1960, 1975), contend that they are present in the displaced forms Berkeley (or Berkshire) Hunt (=cunt) and Friar Tuck (=fuck, although there would seem to be a Spoonerism at work here as well). Among Cockney habitués, according to this view, there are ingenious abbreviations, and in extreme cases even double codes can be detected. Thus, ‘You stupid berk!’ and ‘I don’t give a Friar Tuck!’ are short-hand versions of the forms just discussed, while the name of the department store C & A has, reputedly, a double significance: ‘straight’ rhyming (=gay) and crudely direct ‘Cocksucker and Arsehole’.7 A different, but more traditional, route to the same destination is via Elephant and Castle (=Arsehole), often abbreviated to plain elephant. In similar fashion, raspberry tart (=fart) is often abbreviated to plain raspberry, commonly accompanied by an onomatopoetic representation which suggests that the original significance has been lost. (Franklyn states that raspberry tart had in the nineteenth century meant ‘heart’, but the later, vulgar sense displaced the earlier.) Figures 1.2 and 6.2 give some idea of the surprising scope of the use of rhyming slang to refer to sexual matters and foreigners in a coded fashion.

However, the authors of The Muvver Tongue (1980), Robert Barltrop and Jim Wolveridge, who ‘both belong to the Cockney homeland of East London’, dispute the genuineness of berk, contending that ‘Cockneys never used [berk] and it was unheard of before the television comedy series [‘Steptoe and Son’]’ (1980, p. 11). Berk is, however, recorded by the OEDS as far back as 1936. They also claim that ‘There is no Cockney word for homosexuality’, pointing out that ‘queer has always meant “ill” ’ (1980, p. 81). However, Franklyn cites ginger beer (=queer), often reduced to plain ginger, and recorded from 1944. And all authorities agree on poof, tracing it via ironic alternative rhyming slang versions, horse’s hoof and iron hoof, often abbreviated to plain iron. OEDS records poof as far back as c.1850–60: ‘These monsters in the shape of man, commonly designated Margeries, Pooffs etc.’s The older form of the word was often puff, which Farmer and Henley record as meaning ‘ “a sodomist” in tramps’ slang.’

Place-names figure ingeniously in this category: Bristol cities (= tities); Khyber Pass (= arse); ’Jodrell Bank (= wank) and Hampton Wick (= prick). Once again, abbreviations come into play, as in ‘Cor, there aren’t half some Bristols about!’ Wick, especially in the set phrase, ‘He gets on my wick!’ has been current (though seldom comprehended) since the early part of this century. Dipping one’s wick is a less obscure reference to coitus. More recently, flashing his Hampton [wick = prick] (for public indecency) gave rise to flasher. Originally a police back-formation, this has become very common.8 Whether used knowingly as witticisms and ‘in-group’ code-jokes, or uncomprehendingly in general parlance, these forms of rhyming slang reveal the same disguise mechanism at work.

The rhyming principle is also apparent in cruder exclamations of general currency quite lacking in disguise: hell’s bells!, fuck a duck! and – imperfectly – in shit a brick! and stone the crows! Other deflected or disguised forms are poppycock, which originates in crude Low Dutch pappa kak, literally ‘soft shit’.
The extent to which these ‘disguised’ forms or ‘minced oaths’ are consciously contrived is not certain, but one can point to specific examples where some form of censorship acts as a catalyst to create the disguised form. Sterne creates a wonderfully absurd situation in Tristram








	
Long version

	
Short version

	
Disguised Term



	
All forlorn

	
Allfor

	
Horn



	
Almond rock

	
Almond

	
Cock



	
Alphonse

	
Alphonse

	
Ponce



	
Berkeley/Berkshire Hunt

	
Berk

	
Cunt



	
Bolt the door

	
Bolt

	
Whore



	
Bottle and glass

	
Bottle

	
Arse



	
Braces and bits

	
Braces

	
Tits



	
Brighton pier

	
Brighton

	
Queer



	
Bristol Cities

	
Bristol

	
Titties



	
Cattle truck

	
Cattle

	
Fuck



	
Charley Ronce

	
Charley

	
Ponce



	
Coachman on the box

	
Coachman

	
Pox



	
Cobbler’s awls

	
Cobblers

	
Balls



	
Colleen Bawn

	
Colleen

	
Horn



	
Cuddled and kissed

	
Cuddled

	
Pissed



	
Early morn

	
Early

	
Horn



	
Elephant and Castle

	
Elephant

	
Arsehole



	
Feather/Pheasant plucker
	
	
Fucker



	
Fife and drum

	
Fife

	
Bum



	
Fish and shrimp

	
Fish

	
Pimp



	
Friar Tuck
	
	
Fuck



	
Ginger beer

	
Ginger

	
Queer



	
Goose and duck

	
Goose

	
Fuck



	
Grumble and grunt

	
Grumble

	
Cunt



	
Hampton Wick

	
Hampton

	
Prick



	
Hit and miss

	
Hit

	
Piss



	
Horse and trap
	
	
Clap/crap



	
Iron hoof

	
Iron

	
Poof



	
Jane Shore
	
	
Whore



	
Jere1
	
	
Queer



	
Joe/Charlie Hunt

	
Charlie

	
Cunt



	
Joe Ronce

	
Joe

	
Ponce



	
Khyber Pass

	
Khyber

	
Arse



	
King Lear

	
King

	
Queer



	
My word

	
My

	
Turd



	
Orchestra stalls

	
Orchestras

	
Balls



	
Pony and trap

	
Pony

	
Crap



	
Richard the Third

	
Richard

	
Turd



	
Russian duck
	
	
Fuck



	
Tickle your fancy
	
	
Nancy



	
Tom tit

	
Tom

	
Shit



	
Uncle Dick
	
	
Prick



Note

FIGURE 1.2 Sexual and anal codes in rhyming slang.
Shandy (Book VII, chapters 20–25) where two bog-bound French nuns have to resort to uttering two unmentionable ejaculations to make their mules pull more strongly and thus extricate them. Sterne plays with the taboo by teasing the reader thus: ‘… a French post-horse would not know what in the world to do, was it not for the two words ****** and ****** in which there is as much sustenance, as if you gave him a peck of corn.’ After embarrassed whisperings between the nuns (which the reader cannot overhear) it turns out that the offensive terms are bouger and fouter (bugger and fucker). The nuns contrive (with ingenious sophistry) to avoid uttering the taboo terms by splitting them into inoffensive halves, one nun uttering the first syllable, the other the second:


Abbess {bou--- bou--- bou---

Margarita {---ger ---ger ---ger


This artful resource dramatizes extempore in fiction the same process which was in fact taking place within the speech-community over generations or even centuries. (Sterne, naturally, compounds the humour by replicating in print format the ‘disguise’ that his nuns produce orally, so that the joke is transparent throughout. In the course of the nuns’ hilariously embarrassing dilemma, he ironically interjects, with mock politeness: ‘The old mule let a f-’.)

A spectacular series of Elizabethan minced oaths (discussed more fully in chapter 5) occurred in response to the Puritan injunctions against Profanity on the Stage. Within a few years the name of God had been so successfully apostrophized that it was barely recognizable in the mangled forms ‘sfoot!’ and ‘snails!’ and ‘zounds!’ for (respectively) ‘God’s foot!’, ‘God’s nails!’ and ‘God’s wounds!’ The truncation effectively blocked understanding of the forms, so that within a few generations zounds! was being pronounced ‘zaunds!’

These mutilated and abbreviated alternatives are called upon whenever uttering the word in question would be a breach of decorum, in the view of the speaker. What constitutes a ‘breach of decorum’ has, of course, both personal and social criteria. In the early nineteenth century some referred to a political extremist as a r-c-l; in 1819 Scott observed in a letter that ‘Radical is a word in very bad odour here, being used to denote a set of blackguards’O. The practice of using asterisks to denote omissions (as in Grose’s c**t) was established by the early eighteenth century and continued to the early part of this, the abbreviations f***, f**k, f*ck then being commonly encountered. Surprisingly, The Erotic Tongue, by Lawrence Paros, published in 1988, still uses the device. A laughably extreme example of the ultimate form of censorship, namely total expungement of the offending word, is found in Alexander Pope’s edition of Shakespeare. An innocent line in Julius Caesar describing the appearance of the conspirators at Brutus’s house appears in Pope’s text as:


Their ---- are pluckt about their ears. (II. i. 73)


The excised word, so offensive to Pope’s sense of decorum, was hats. All these instances show censorship at work in the print format, since all would be unpronounceable orally, especially Pope’s. Print-forms often develop into obvious codes, ironically referring to the offending word in fractured form as if it were an open secret. It is interesting, in this context, that the word blank should have become a general euphemism; even in 1854 it could be used in this comically opaque fashion: ‘I wouldn’t give a blank for such a blank blank’, and by 1908 people are recorded referring to ‘this blankety blank train’.O Bleep, derived from the radio censorship of offensive material, is recorded in contemporary American reference works (e.g. ‘no bleeping good’), but does not appear, interestingly, in either OEDS or Green’s Thesaurus (1988).

Among several curious by-products of collective, and seemingly unconscious censorship, there is the mysterious appearance of the word donkey surprisingly late in the day, c.1785, first recorded in Grose’s slang dictionary. The time-honoured accepted synonym, ass, started to fall into disrepute through uncomfortable phonetic proximity to arse. Rochester and Swift had already rhymed asses with passes, and Grose observed: ‘a lady who affected to be extremely polite and modest would not say ass because it was indecent.’ It has remained displaced by donkey as the common term for the animal, even though ass and arse have since diverged in pronunciation, except in America, where both words are pronounced with the short [a]. Lawrence Paros (1988, p. 90) produces an amusing anonymous nineteenth-century limerick on the point:



There was a young lady called Glass

Who had a beautiful ass,

Not round and pink

As you might think,

But gray, and had ears, and ate grass.



Another instance is to be found in the relative absence of the word cock in earlier American parlance, and the substitution, variously, of rooster (a soporific euphemism which censors out any sexual suggestion), faucet for cock in the sense of tap, and the emasculated form roach for cockroach. As is made clear in chapter 8, the taboo has now been comprehensively broken.9

A major consequence of taboos is that the evidence of what might be termed ‘heavy swearing’ tends to be suppressed and therefore more easily lost than other kinds of language. Tracing the existence, let alone the development, of what are termed in America ‘the Big Six’, sometimes Bigsix (shit, piss, fart, fuck, cock and cunt) is often a question of piecing together fragmentary survivals. The first cited instance in the OEDS of cunt occurs in a London street name with the enticing (or monitory) appellation Gropecuntlane, dated 1230. Such public evidence, alongside the ubiquitous Pissing Alley and Shitteborwelane, a London street name of 1272, suggests that cunt must have been a publicly acceptable term. The variant form queynte appears in the bawdy tale of Chaucer’s Miller and in the risqué memoirs of his Wife of Bath. In a not very courtly episode in the romance of Sir Tristram (c.1320) we read:



Hir qeynte abouen hir kne

Naked þe kni3tes knewe.



It is a likely speculation that the Norman French title Count was abandoned in England in favour of the Germanic Earl (A-S eorl, a nobleman, ON jarl, a viceroy) precisely because of the uncomfortable phonetic proximity to cunt, which in Middle English could be spelt counte. The Earl/Countess conjugation is uniquely anomalous among English titles in that the partners are drawn from different word-stocks. Swive was the principal medieval word for ‘copulate’ and seems to have been acceptable in a great variety of contexts before suffering a mysterious demise towards the end of the last century. Though it first appears in the bawdy ‘cherle’s tale’ of Chaucer’s Miller, it never acquired the extraordinary grammatical flexibility of modern fuck, but was used with the comparative comfort of modern bonk: ‘Don’t bathe on a full stomach: nor swive’, is some advice given in 1440O. It is the more curious, therefore, that fuck should be traceable only to 1503, in an instance in the indefatigable Dunbar.

All these words were recorded in the dictionaries of Florio (1598) and Bailey (1721 and 1730). Johnson (1755) and even the irrepressible Grose (1785) showed varying degrees of censorship which the OED maintained in finally eschewing fuck and cunt. It found a place, however, for windfucker, twat and bugger. Even the Third Edition of Webster (1961) which outraged many by its adoption of an oral standard of acceptability, did not feel secure enough from protests and boycotts to include the terms; nor, in 1963, did the Dictionary of American Slang, edited by Harold Wentworth and Stuart Berg Flexner. It is often claimed that the Penguin English Dictionary (1965) was the first standard reference work published in this century to include all the ‘four-letter words’, a euphemism which itself dates from 1934S. In fact this honour (if that is the right term) belongs to Sir William A. Craigie’s Dictionary of the Older Scottish Tongue (1938–51). It includes the interesting compound cunt-laird with the designation ‘meaning obscure’. Several standard American works still do not include all. Although the trial which led to the unbanning of Lady Chatterley’s Lover seemed at the time (1960) to be a watershed, various state mechanisms of censorship have continued to be exercised over broadcasting. These are discussed further in chapter 9 and the Conclusion.


EXPLETIVE IDIOM AND RHYTHM

Formal oaths have rigid formulas of words, as do curses, anathemas and exorcisms. The more ‘informal’ swearing becomes, the more the language becomes elastic, malleable and flexible. Consequently, idiomatic and grammatical complexity become remarkable features. In some contexts word-choice seems to be almost totally random and variable, while in others it has to be very precise to be effective. For example, it is a curious feature in the taxonomy that of the various forms of excretion and eructation, shit should be the most used term (cf. German scheiss, French merde, Italian stronzo, English turd). By comparison, fart has diminished force, piss has little currency (beyond the contemptuous piss artist and the unceremonious piss off!) while burp has none whatever. It would seem that the two dominant factors in making terms in this field highly charged or otherwise are their degree of solidity and their proximity to the genital/anal area. Though the action of spitting at someone is the most concentratedly contemptuous piece of body language possible in many cultures, there is no place, on a verbal level, for spit, burp, vomit or puke beyond their figurative uses.

Although flexibility among adjectives is almost random (so that bloody can be replaced by fucking, stupid or damned), such interchangeability does not apply to nouns, where there may be a world of difference between alternatives. The interesting exception occurs within formulas; in this context nouns become interchangeable. Thus the emotive kernel of the formula for exasperation, ‘For Christ’s sake!’ might, in other company, transform to ‘For pity’s sake!’, ‘For shit’s sake!’ or even ‘For fuck’s sake!’ This series might provoke the obvious (but naive) question ‘What do Christ, pity, shit and fuck have in common?’ The answer, in this context, is, of course, ‘Nothing whatever. They are simply terms of high emotional charge which have accreted over time into the formula to the point that they can now be used interchangeably.’ Similarly, the formula of surprise, ‘Bless me!’ has the variants ‘Blow me down!’, ‘Bugger me!’ and the interesting fossil ‘blimey!’ also ‘Gor Blimey!’, a minced version of ‘God blind me!’ Both kinds of formula show another common feature, namely indiscriminate variation between sacred and profane, while the second group is of the self-immolating variety.

In contexts without a fixed form of words, the terms of insult have to be far more precise. Imagine the following exchange:







	
X

	
Rapist!



	
Y

	
Bastard!



	
X

	
Child molester!



	
Y

	
Son of a bitch!



	
X

	
Plagiarist!



	
Y

	
Cretin!



	
X

	
Embezzler!



	
Y

	
Coward!



Clearly, X’s epithets are, technically, more damaging since they stigmatize his enemy in powerfully anti-social terms, but Y’s have greater impact, not because they are more critical, but because they have acquired a weight of tradition in the speech community. Similarly, the caustic observation ‘Snooks is a penis of the first order, and his sidekick Smithers is a real little nipple’ has no impact, since penis and nipple are not terms of insult, whereas their low register synonyms prick and tit are emotionally charged terms, the more so when accompanied by little. The same applies to shit and turd, as opposed to dung, ordure and excrement. Here the differing impact of contrasting registers is apparent, since
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