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Foreword

Sex in Language is a book on linguistic pragmatics that seeks to explain cognitive aspects of taboo language by examining the metaphors and metonymies utilized by writers in the online message boards ‘Female First Forum’, ‘Married Man Sex Life Forum’, ‘Sexual Disorders Forum’ and ‘Talk about Marriage’. Many people have written about sexual taboos but few have sought data from such dynamic contemporary sources as does author Eliecer Crespo-Fernández. Many writers have exemplified the figurative language used in speaking of tabooed topics but few have sought to unravel its structure in the way this book unravels it. The research reported here is undertaken in the spirit of cognitive linguistics and, in adopting and exploiting conceptual metaphor theory, Sex in Language extends earlier studies of metaphor and metonymy. Crespo-Fernández also appeals to, though he doesn’t claim to develop, Relevance Theory, but there is nothing in the book to discomfort confirmed Griceans.

The focus on and analysis of metaphors used in speaking about sexual body parts, effluvia, acts and accessories is the main strength of the present work. Metaphor arises through the mapping of concepts from a source domain onto a target domain in order to achieve some narrative or other communicative goal. The goal may be wholly or partly interpersonal (e.g. to save embarrassment or, conversely, to cause offence) and/or contentful (e.g. to get the point across or to hold interest by using a colourful expression). Predictably, perhaps, what the data presented in this book reveal is that the vast majority of figures employed in online forums are commonplace and bereft of originality. Whereas a metaphor is a mapping between at least two domains, metonymy links two parts of a domain, typically part for whole (cunt for woman) or whole for part (person for penis). Needless to say, the distinction between metaphor and metonym is not uncontroversial since each subpart of a domain can be perceived as domain in its own right.

One finds different figures used in different languages because figurative language is culturally conditioned. That said, it is often the case that a figure in one language can be understood (i.e. be explicable) if translated literally into another language. X-phemisms like French baiser and English screw can both mean ‘copulate’, but the former is metonymic (part-for-whole, kiss for copulate), the latter metaphorical. Cognates have different dysphemistic force in different languages: the Polish exclamative Cholera! means much the same as the English exclamative Damn! and to castigate someone as con in French has much the same force as calling them an idiot in English – con has nothing like the force of English cunt, its cognate. Hence, the conclusions that one reaches with respect to sex in the minds of speakers of the English language will not necessarily correspond with what occurs in the minds of speakers of another language. A few mismatches between English and Spanish are noted in Sex in Language.

I’d like to take up a point about X-phemism and (im)politeness: the notion of the Middle Class Politeness Criterion (MCPC) first advanced in Allan and Burridge (1991) as a benchmark for politeness in Anglo societies. Allan (2014) refines and further explicates the notion, seeking to show how the criterion applies to everyone within Anglo communities and that counterparts to the MCPC must exist for other languages and cultures. Essentially, politeness is a demonstration of consideration for others (addressees, bystanders, what is spoken of). McGlone and Batchelor (2003) report an experiment in which pictures of dogs urinating and defecating were presented to young adult subjects (67 per cent of them female), who were instructed to describe what they saw in an email to another person. There was greater use of euphemism by those subjects who believed their identity would be revealed than by anonymous reporters, leading McGlone and Batchelor to claim that people use euphemism in the service of self-presentation rather than out of consideration for addressees. This certainly has some force, since politeness is intimately connected with the presentation of face and speakers normally seek to maintain their own face along with that of others. So the weighting of egocentrism as against altercentrism is under constant negotiation and adjustment in social encounters. I would guess that deliberate dysphemism works best where the speaker’s identity is known, though I am not aware of any experimental evidence for this.

Sex in Language is entertaining to read. The analysis of metaphor is instructive. The criterion for judging the structures of metaphors that are proposed (e.g. orgasm is the end of a journey) has to be their plausibility. There is also the question of their value as providing insight into language use. These are things a reader should bear in mind. In the concluding chapter Crespo-Fernández admits that the dividing line between euphemism and dysphemism is blurred because of the contextual conditions on any particular use. What those contextual conditions do is enable appropriate interpretations to be placed on a given use. Readers should always ponder the importance of context when judging people’s use of taboo terms in the data found in this book, as in real life.

Keith Allan

Sunshine Coast, Australia
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Preface

It is not the purpose of this book to offer a theoretical approach to the contrasting phenomena of euphemism and dysphemism. This book is not intended as a comprehensive analysis of the taboo of sex, which would have called for a multifaceted study combining different disciplines such as anthropology, psychology or sociology. Neither is it my intention to present an exhaustive study on language and cognition. This book is intended as a contribution within the field of cognitive linguistics to the antithetical mechanisms of verbal mitigation and offence – to the use of language as shield and weapon, as Keith Allan and Kate Burridge once put it – in a major and universal area of interdiction: sex. Simply put, this study makes use of cognitive tools to explore euphemistic and dysphemistic figurative language in the sexual taboo.

Given that euphemism and dysphemism are fully contextual phenomena which respond to particular communicative intentions, in order to offer a more fine-tuned picture of both processes I must go beyond a purely cognitive or lexically rooted analysis. With the purpose of explaining the factors other than word meaning that determine the use and interpretation of sex-related metaphors in naturally occurring communicative contexts, I will touch on the cultural and social factors governing the use of figurative language in discourse and step into those pragmatic issues which are pertinent for the question at hand. In fact, the interplay between cognition and pragmatics provides the basis for the euphemistic or dysphemistic force of metaphors in discourse. In this regard, this book takes a step in cognitive and relevance-theoretic issues with the intent of widening the field of study of euphemism and dysphemism in the vocabulary of sex.

In the present volume I turn to internet-derived data to explore how sex is actually talked about in a collection of texts taken from real-life communication. However, it is not only the use of real-life data that is relevant here. Working with a corpus of online current English provides a fresh insight into the sexual vocabulary used nowadays and adds a valuable element to the study of sexual metaphor by focusing on a discourse type which has become a popular and established form of collective communication.

I have written this book, first and foremost, because I find fascinating the way metaphor provides a way to speak about the unspeakable, about such a delicate issue as sex, which, as a heavily tabooed area, shapes human behaviour and communication. And, of course, because following the cognitive-linguistic approach to language, I believe that metaphor is a primary tool for understanding ourselves and the world that surrounds us. As Lakoff and Turner insightfully claimed, metaphor has four characteristics which make them a very valuable tool to verbalize our thoughts and reason about them: it is omnipresent, accessible to everyone, part of our everyday conventional thought, and has the capacity of allowing us to understand ourselves and our world effectively (1989: xi). From this standpoint, it is my contention in this study that an analysis of the figurative language that is used to cope with taboos can yield insights into the way a taboo topic is understood within a cultural group and allow us to have access to attitudes, value judgements and emotions which are communicated implicitly through metaphors.

I must make it clear that some of the material in parts of Chapter 2 first appeared in the articles ‘Sex-related euphemism and dysphemism: An analysis in terms of conceptual metaphor theory’, Atlantis, 30 (2) (December 2008) and ‘Conceptual metaphors in taboo-induced lexical variation’, Alicante Journal of English Studies, 24 (November 2011).

Insofar as this book is concerned with human communication, sex and cognition, I hope it should prove valuable to researchers in a range of disciplines, including cognitive linguistics, discourse analysis, gender and sexuality studies or pragmatics, as well as to students of linguistic courses. And, of course, it may be of interest to anyone interested in getting to know how the metaphors we live by are used nowadays to talk and reason about such a (still) heavily taboo area as sex.

The author

Norwich, April 2014


Conventions in the text

Following the conventions used in contemporary metaphor research, metaphorical concepts, source and target domains, conceptual metaphors and image schemas are indicated by small capitals.

Linguistic metaphors, i.e. metaphorical terms and expressions as realizations of conceptual metaphors, are indicated by italics.

An asterisk indicates that the concept I am referring to is ad hoc or pragmatically inferred in the interpretative process.

Meanings are constrained within single quotes.


Introduction

The power of taboo and the power of metaphor

As usually happens with most things dangerous or censored, taboos1 are tempting and fascinating for us. Judging from the endless series of mild and abusive references to forbidden concepts, it seems obvious that taboo is not indifferent to human beings. As Burridge (2004: 199) puts it, ‘what is taboo is revolting, untouchable, filthy, unmentionable, dangerous, disturbing, thrilling – but above all powerful’. And this powerful influence of taboo makes it a universal phenomenon which is consubstantial with human beings. Precisely for this reason, it is far from being just a relic of the Dark Ages of the past; rather, taboo keeps its force intact in our so-called modern and industrialized societies. That this is so can be gathered from Horlacher (2010: 3):

Both temporarily and geographically, the phenomena of taboo and transgression can be considered omnipresent, that is, existent in all societies and cultures and at all times. If the ubiquity of taboos and their influence on social structures is generally accepted with regard to the past … what is remarkable is the fact that taboos not only continue to exist but they can actually be said to be flourishing.

It is generally assumed that every historical period and society develops and cultivates its own taboos, which can be considered as symptoms of the customs, censorships and bad habits of the society. The degree to which a topic is prohibited or considered distasteful does not only vary from one society to another; there are also significant differences within the same communities and even across individuals on account of age, education, etc. Although taboo is deeply woven into every culture and society, the fact remains that from a purely linguistic viewpoint, taboo-induced lexical variation is a topic that, curiously enough, has received little attention in scholarly literature (see Chamizo Domínguez, 2009: 430). A case in point is Hock’s Principles of Historical Linguistics, published in the last decade of the twentieth century, a time when censorships were supposed to have already diminished. In this book, taboo only covers nine out of 679 pages. And this happens, curiously enough, despite the fact that Hock (1991: 294) talks about a ‘chain of ever-changing replacements’ triggered by taboo which, in his own words, ‘can lead to a constant turnover in vocabulary’.

As Hock notes, the power of taboo is reflected on language. Taboo keeps language users from avoiding the forbidden concept and compels them to preserve or violate it, which leads to endless series of cross-varietal synonyms2 for the verbalization of forbidden concepts. As Burridge (2004: 212) argues, taboo ‘provides a fertile seedbed for words to flourish – and the more potent the taboo, the richer the growth’. This is part of the paradoxical nature of taboo: we need to refer to the concepts themselves, no matter how much they are forbidden. Or precisely because they are forbidden and socially sanctioned, taboo areas constitute the raw material of much of the so-called bad language people use every day. This ambivalent nature of taboo derives from the Freudian theory of emotional ambivalence. Freud (1967) uses the notion of ambivalence to refer to contradictory inner wishes and impulses to both preserve and violate the taboo, a struggle between fear and desire which lives on in the unconscious. Benveniste (1974: 255) applied this theory to the linguistic taboo: ‘A given word must not be spoken. It is simply removed from the language, expunged from use, it must no longer exist. However, and that is precisely the paradoxical condition of taboo itself, that term must exist even though it is forbidden’ (my translation).

In the reference to taboos, language users resort either to euphemism (i.e. the process whereby the taboo is stripped of its most explicit or obscene overtones) or to dysphemism (i.e. the process whereby the most pejorative traits of the taboo are highlighted with an offensive aim to the addressee or to the concept itself). From this viewpoint, euphemism and dysphemism are not merely a response to a forbidden subject; rather, these processes provide a way to speak about the taboo, that is, about the unspeakable, about those concepts banned from public domain and removed from our consciousness, either with the aim of preserving or violating the proscription imposed by society or by ourselves.

Given that metaphor stands out as one of the most prolific linguistic devices of lexical creativity and a potent source for euphemistic and dysphemistic reference (see note 5, Chapter 2), it is hardly surprising that speakers turn to metaphor as a means of coping with taboo topics. Metaphor
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