
TOWARDS A SOC I OLINGU I ST I C  ANALYS I S  OF 'SWEAR I NG ' AND 

THE LANGUAGE OF ABUSE IN AUSTRAL I AN ENGLI SH 

O .  I NT RO D U CT I O N  

B r i an A .  T ay l o r  

The term ' swearing ' ,  as employed in  Australia , i s  used t o  refer to 

the inc lusion in a speech act of one or more of a restricted set of 

lexical items , ' swearword s ' ,  which have a certain loading of taboo . 

Etymologically this taboo loading derives from the fact that most 

' swearwords ' once denoted - and the maj ority of these still denote -

the activities  of sexual intercourse and e limination or part s of the 

body and sub stance s  assoc iated with the se act ivit ies . A large propor­

tion of such ' swearwords ' ,  while they are used in the ' l iteral ' senses 

j ust referred to , oc cur by extension as terms of abus e  ( c f .  DeArmond , 

1 9 7 1 , for a paral lel phenomenon in Rus s ian ) and in the se ext ended or 

' fi gurat ive ' senses they are still  c ons idered by the populace at large 

to be ' swearwords ' and the speech events incorporat ing them are simi­

larly regarded as ' swearing ' .  
1 The inve s t i gat ion from whi ch the present e s say derive s was orig-

inally undertaken because o f  the paucity o f  lingui stic  studies so far 
2 done on the kind of language being dealt with here . In this e s say I 

have c onfined myself to a consideration of s ome of the soc iolingui stic  

aspe c t s  of ' swearing ' and have limi ted my analysis  to  Australian 

Engl ish ( though much of it will hold for British and American Engl ish 

too ) ; if  pre s sed , I would really only be prepared to assert i t s  valid­

ity for the variety of Australian English spoken in the Sydney working­

class suburb of Balmain during the period from the mid- 1 9 4 0 ' s  to mid-

1950 ' s .  Thi s  i s  because I have acted as my own informant and they are 

the place and t ime of my growing up from childhood to adoles cence . 

Given the relat ive homogeneity of Australian speech ( Mitchell , 1 94 6 : 10 )  

4 3  
Taylor, B.A. "Towards a Sociolinguistic Analysis of 'Swearing' and the Language of Abuse in Australian English". In Cline, M. editor, Australia Talks: Essays on the sociology of Australian immigrant and Aboriginal languages. 
D-23:43-62. Pacific Linguistics, The Australian National University, 1976.   DOI:10.15144/PL-D23.43 
©1976 Pacific Linguistics and/or the author(s).  Online edition licensed 2015 CC BY-SA 4.0, with permission of PL.  A sealang.net/CRCL initiative.



4 4  BRIAN A .  TAYLOR 

such narrow re striction o f  place i s  probab ly not nec e s sary , though 

because of the ' drift ' undergone by taboo language in more recent years 

the restrict ion of period might better be borne in mind . 

Finally , because the dat a is Austral ian and for the s ake of a number 

of items that have no generally acknowledged orthographic form all 

items and examples will be  c ited in a phonemic transcription based on 

that developed for Australian English by A . I .  Jone s ( Jone s , n . d . : 6 . i  

ff . ) . 

1 .  PARA D I GM S  A N D  CATE GO R I E S  O F ' S '  LAN GUAGE  

So far I have talked of ' swearwords ' as words with a taboo loading . 

This definition needs some elaborat ion . ' Swearwords ' fall into a num­

ber o f  sets  or paradigms of synonyms which re spect ively share the same 

denotation but which often differ connotatively according to their 

taboo loading . There are , further , in paradigmatic distribution with 

the se certain other items which would not generally be cons idered 

' swearwords ' ,  s ince they do not have a suffic iently heavy loading o f  

t aboo , but which i n  some c a s e s  may still  have some taboo loading - so 

that their use would be disapproved of in some c ompany - and in other 

cases not have any t aboo loading at all . ( Words from the standard 

language are exc luded from cons ideration here . ) That such a s ituation 

obtains with regard to relat ive t aboo loadings is  supported by the 

exi stence in popular usage of the graded series of terms : ' harmle s s  

language ' ,  ' strong language ' ,  ' bad language ' ,  ' filthy language ' .  Only 

the latter pair would inc lude ' swearwords ' .  I shall there fore at this 

point introduce the t erm ' quasi- swearword s ' to cover those items 

referred to in the former pair of terms . In the rest of this e s say I 

shall use the symbol ' S '  to refer to the kind of language under inve s­

t igat ion , so that , for example , ' swearwords ' and ' quasi-swearwords ' 

will be called generically ' S '  items and the language as a whole ' S '  

language . 

Whi le the existence of the various paradigms is easily verifiab l e  

by reference to a sufficient number o f  native speakers , the relative 

taboo l oadings might be l e s s  easy to determine . Clearly the popular 

metalinguistic  t erms discus sed in the preceding paragraph suggest that 

there are possibly four differentiab l e  t aboo cat egories ,  one of which -

' harmle s s  language ' - would contain items carrying no t aboo l oading at 

all . Intuitive ly , however , I fee l  that for some speakers , inc luding 

mys e l f ,  the categorie s could be refined to s even and that taboo loading 

could thus be  quantified over a range from 0 - no t aboo loading - to 6 

- maximum taboo loading,  for the so-called ' unprintab le words ' .  The 



TOWARDS A SOCIOLINGUISTIC ANALYSIS OF ' SWEARING ' AND 
THE LANGUAGE OF ABUSE IN AUSTRALIAN ENGLISH 

4 5  

resul t s  of t h i s  analys i s  along the two axe s , paradigmat ic ( denotat ion ) 

and categorial ( taboo loading ) ,  can be seen in Tables  A ( ' literal ' uses ) 

and B ( ' figurat ive ' use s ) . 3 The cut-off point between ' swearwords ' and 

' quasi- swearwords ' would , for probab ly most speakers , fall between 

Categories 3 and 4 . 4 

1 . 1 .  SUBJECT I VE VA L IVAT I O N  O F  THE CATEGOR I ES 

While the existence o f  the paradigms i s ,  I think , beyond disput e , 

the reader may s t i l l  have serious misgivings about the validity of the 

categories set up . Evidence of the ir existence and grading has so far 

been based only on my own intuitions and , to a degree , on popular 

metalinguistic usage . My intuitions , however , are parallelled by the 

ob s ervat ion that there are groups in the community who wil l  use the 

items listed in one part icular category but avoid using and may wel l  

disapprove o f  others using items from above that one . For example , 

my not ional informant for the lowe st c at egory , where items carry no 

taboo at al l ,  would be an average devout Protestant , for whom there are 

a number of unequivocal Bib l ical inj unct ions against the use of 

' intemperat e ' language . 5 By ' devout Prot estant ' ,  hereafter abbreviated 

to d . P . ,  I mean here a ' be lieving ' adherent o f  one of the ' Nonconformist ' 

denominations ( Methodist s ,  Presbyterians , Baptist s ,  etc . )  or of the Low 

or Evangelical ( i . e .  Fundamentalist ) variety of the Angl ican denomina­

t ion in Austral i a .  The s ame degree of avoidance is not apparent , from 

my observat ion , amongst equally devout Cathol i c s  ( and Anglo-Catholics ) ,  

inc luding c lergyme n ,  which is  why I have spe c ified Prote s t ant lingui stic  

behaviour throughout as being the  mos t  predictable . Doub t l e s s  there 

are Catholi c s , certainly Catholic women , who are no l e s s  s trict in this 

regard than Protestant s . 

Where there is no item at all  listed for a part icular denotat ion in 

a particular cat egory , this means that e ither an item from the next 

lowe st category or , failing that , an item from the standard language 

would be used , or else  an idio syncrat ic item restricted to a relat ively 
6 small group o f  idiole ct s .  Thi s i s  frequent ly the case for Category O .  

Category I items are those that , say , a d . P .  male speaker might use 

amongst l e s s  sensitive fe llow b e lievers or to speakers out side his 

religious group . Amongst workmates he may be prepared t o  move up to 

Category 2 or even Category 3 items , but not beyond . It i s  here , 

between Categories 3 and 4 ,  that I have located the cut-off point 

between ' strong language ' and ' bad language ' ,  or ' quasi-swearing ' and 

' swearing ' .  Women were , at the t ime specified for this analysis , 

general ly as sumed t o  range between Category 0 and Cat egory 3 items at 
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the extreme in normal conversat ion , though in anger they might use one 

or two Category 4 items ( usually I b l a d i l  and I b a g a/ ) . In general , 

however , there was , even among working men , a rairly strong restric tion 

on us ing items rrom Categories 4 to 6 ' in rront of ' ,  i . e .  in the 

pre sence or, women and chi ldren . I doubt that this is any longer the 

case , except perhap s ror Category 6 items . 

There are speakers who will ' swear ' to the extent or using Category 

4 items but not Category 5 ,  others will go as rar as 5 but not 6 ,  and 

there are those who will use Category 6 items in the ' literal ' but not 

the ' rigurat ive ' sense s . 

The handful o f  Australian colleagues consulted about the ac curacy 

or these observat ions have all agreed in princ iple with the categor­

i zation of the items but not always in detail . 7 

1 . 2 .  OBJECT I VE VA L IVAT I O N  O F  THE CATEGORI ES 

It wi l l ,  or course , be argued that all the criteria adduced ror the 

validity or the categories so rar are e ssent ially sub j e c t ive and it 

may be wondered whether no more obj ective methods of validat ion are 

available . Although I myselr have not been in a posit ion t o  attempt 

it , I should think that the Galvanic Skin Rerlex Test might provide 

such a method . Percept ion , whether auditory or visual , of an ' S '  item 

wi ll produce physiological change s in some individuals , e . g .  will make 

a maiden b lush . While I have worked out a number or possible  procedures 

ror an experiment using the G . S . R .  Test , space does not permit me t o  

s ay anything rurther about them here . 

2 .  C O N N OTAT l V E  C O N T E NT O F  I S I I T E M S  

A s  already indicated , ' S '  items have as well as denotat ive content 

a shared connotat ive content . This latter resides in their content or 

' taboo ' and ' vehemenc e ' , ror whi ch the t erm ' sociolexical feature s ' 
8 has been sugge sted . 

2 . 1 . TABOO I NHERENCE 

It may b e  as we ll to consider at this point the quest ion as to what 

the ort mentioned taboo loading or ' swearwords ' actually inheres or 

res ides in . In the case or both Category 6 words and some items rrom 

other categorie s ,  mainly 5 ( e . g .  l a a s / , I I l t / ,  I p l s / ,  I f a at / ) ,  the lin­

gui stic  s ign itselr is imbued with a part icular loading . or taboo in 

both its conventional phonic and its conventional graphic realizations . 

( There are ways or reducing this t aboo loading ; one is , or cours e , to 
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use phonemic transcript ion . )  Naturally this has to do in part with 

their ' literal ' denotative meaning , but beyond this the taboo appears 

to be arb itrary , s ince other items with the s ame denotat ion are not 

thus imbued . 

In the case or other items taboo may be ab sent or only vaguely 

pre sent where context or s ituat ion make it c lear that a homonym or 

homograph is  being used , e . g .  ' a  b loody battle ' ,  ' the new plant s would 

not root properly ' ,  ' the poop ( / p a u p/ )  or the ship ' . Thi s  is not to 

say that a taboo-conditioned react ion will not be  produced in some 

speakers ( the sniggering or s c hoolboys , ror instance ) .  

2 . 2 .  ' VEHEMEN C E ' 

This is a mo st interest ing property or ' s '  language rrom the point 

of view of our analys i s ; it  applies  in part icular to the items in 

Tabl e  B .  Since ' S '  items are so int imately bound up with the language 

or abus e , it is obvious that they will orten carry as well as a taboo 

loading a loading or what I have called , ror want or a better t erm, 

' vehemence ' .  Thi s  ' vehemence '  may be generali zed and indicate the 

speaker ' s  general mood at the time or the utterance ,  or it  may be 

spec iric and indicate his attitude t o  the addre ssee or t o  the rererent 

of the utterance ( this will b e  discus s ed further below in terms or 

' speech functions ' ) .  Thi s  dist inc tion is  already implicit  in my term 

' mood or att itude marker ' ror the Tab le B : a-d items . 

The following compari son may serve to exemp lify the se remark s : most 

speakers would agree that / j a u  k a n t /  ( Tab le B : a6 )  carrie s a greater 

' vehemence ' loading , and so insult , than / j a u  b a a s t a d /  ( B : a5 ) , and so 

on down to / j a u  k�u/ ( B : al ) , which i s  relat ively weak in Australian 

Engl ish ( though stronger and marked ror [ +remale ]  in Brit ish Engl ish ) ,  

and rinally to / j a u  b e g a / , which is  derinitely the weake st , yet i s  not 

without a degree of ' vehemence ' .  

I t  would there fore seem that we could quant iry this ' vehemence ' 

loading very convenient ly also over a seven point scale or categorie s  

which would corre spond quite neatly to our s c a l e  o r  t aboo categori e s  

except that , because or t h e  point made a t  t h e  end or t h e  previous 

paragraph , this sc ale would extend rrom 1 to 7 instead or rrom 0 to 6 .  

There are , however , certain dirriculties in the way or this grading . 

One i s  that such ' vehemence ' ,  while it is usually negative , i . e .  

expre s s e s  disapproval , may sometime s be  posit ive , i . e .  indicate ap­

proval . 9 Another is that not all speakers draw rrom the whole range or 

possible  categorie s ;  this dirriculty will be considered rurther in 
3 . 1 .  6 .  
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3 .  ' s '  I T E M S  I N S P E E C H  E V E N T S  

3 . 1 .  S E L EC T I O N A L  CR I TE R I A  O R  ' VETERM I NANTS ' O F  USE 

The crit eria or , better , ' determinant s '  for the selection of ' S '  

items by a speaker in an utterance are a )  personal beliefs , b )  c om-
1 0  pany , c )  locale , d )  role , e )  topic , f )  mood/attitude . They 

usually interac t to some extent or other in determining the selection . 

3 . 1 . 1 . P e r s o n a l  b e l i e f s  

One could , a s  indicated earlier , predict with almost 1 0 0 %  certainty 

that a d . P .  would in no c ircumstanc e s  use items beyond Category 3 ,  so 

that here religious belief would be the overruling det erminant for an 

absolute upper limit . Case s in which this determinant fai l s  are rare 

and do not usually go unremarked , as is borne out by this anecdote from 

the late 1 9 4 0 ' s  about Mr . Dedman , a member of Prime Mini ster Ben 

Chifley ' s  government , retold recently in an Australian newspaper 

art i c le : 

I t  was at Qu e s t i o n  T ime wh i l e  [ h e  wa s )  C h i f l ey ' s Min i s t e r  
f o r  P o s t -war R e c on s t r u c t i o n  t h at a memb e r  a c c u s e d  Mr . De dman 
of c a l l i n g  h i m a " b l o ody b a s t ar d " . 

"It wasn ' t  qui t e  a s  d i r e c t  as t h at , but I had t o  w i t h d r aw 
[ t he al l e g e d  remark ) .  B e n  was mar r i e d  to a Pr e sbyt e r i an 
a n d  o f  c ou r s e  knew that I was a P r e sbyt e r i an c hur c h  l e ad e r , 
t o o . 

Aft e r  Que st i o n s  [ i . e .  Qu e s t i o n  T ime ) h e  made a p o i nt o f  
c on s o l i n g  me a n d  s a i d  t h e  remark would s how t h e  o t h e r  
par i s h i o n e r s  t h at I was human a n d  c ou l d  l o s e  m y  t emp e r . "  

( The Australian , 1 1th May , 1 973 ,  p . 13 )  

Whether Mr . Dedman was so readily forgiven his trans gre s s ion was 

probab ly more of a moot point than Mr . Chifley as sumed . 

There will o f  course be other speakers who have personal or religious 

beliefs that prec lude them from us ing higher category ' S '  items without 

their b e ing d . P .  ' s ,  e . g .  middle class or profes s ional people . Their 

linguistic behaviour in this re spect might be predictable on the assump­

t ion that they would consider that ' swearing is not respec table ' ,  but 

the predic tab i lity of behaviour aris ing from such a social b e l ie f  would 

not be expected to be  as high as that ari sing from Protestant rel igious 

belie f . 

I t  was ment ioned earlier that women were not expec ted t o  use ' S '  

items beyond Category 3 .  This might at first appear t o  b e  related to 

role but s eems rather to be  founded on the social belief that ' ladie s  

( i . e . self-respecting women of any c las s )  d o  not swear ' .  Again , how­

ever , the predictab i l ity of behaviour is not as high as if it is  
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mot ivated b y  rel igious belie f ,  that i s  t o  say , i t  i s  more predic t ab le 

that a d . P .  male will not ' swear ' than that a woman who i s  not a d . P .  

will not . 

3 . 1 . 2 .  ' C ompany ' 

The next mo st powerful determinant is probab ly ' company ' .  In 

choosing to adopt this word as a technical term here I am us ing it  in 

a sense close  to its non-technical one , vi z .  it include s both addre s sees , 

i . e .  those who from the speaker ' s  point of view have a right to b e  

lis tening , and ' hearers ' ,  i . e .  those whom the speaker i s  not nec e s s arily 

intending to addre s s  but who may b e  within suffic ient earshot t o  hear 

and underst and him to some degree or other . The principle of not 

' swearing in front of women and children ' would normally be a reference 

t o  the former c ircumstance and as such suffice to cause the user of 

higher category ' S '  items to restrict his use o f  them to below Category 

4 .  The lat ter c ircumstance , which could b e  expre ssed in the princ iple 

o f  not ' swearing when women and children are about ' ,  might well be  a 

weaker aspect of this determinant in that the speaker may feel that 

since they are not addre s s e e s  they have no right to be  l i s t ening anyway . 

3 . 1 . 3 .  L o c a l e  

Loc ale may b e  an important determinant when the two foregoing deter­

minants are held constant . For instance , a Prote stant clergyman may 
never , because of his reli gious beliefs , exceed Category 3 ,  may re strict 

himself  t o  Category 0 and I items in the pre sence of female b e l ievers 

and children , but l imit hims e l f  to Category 0 items or , more likely , 

even exclude �S ' items from his linguistic  behaviour altogether when 

conduc t ing a service in his church . On the other hand , a group o f  male 

members of a certain lodge might b e  expected t o  l imit or avoid the use 

of ' S '  items during the ir lodge ritual but use high c ategory ' S '  items 

in their drinking s e s s ion afterwards . The pub is normally cons idered 

an appropriate locale for the use of Category 6 items . 

Fishman has drawn att ent ion to the importance of locale in l in­

gui stic  b ehaviour general ly and his example of the c lergyman at the 

racetrack throws up an intere s t ing instance of the clash of determinant s 

( Fishman 1 9 7 2a : 2I f . ) .  

3 . 1 . 4 .  R o l e  

Role is  often difficult to distinguish from company and locale . For 

example , a teacher may confine himse l f  to low cat egory items in the 

c lassroom in the pre sence of his pup il s ,  but he may allow himself  higher 
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category items in the staffroom among other male t eachers . I s  this a 
reflection of different locale s , a difference of company or a differenc e 

of roles , viz . of t eacher and colleague ?  

The myth of ' mateship ' looms large i n  Australian life and lore and 

one would expect the role of ' mat e ' ( = ' pal ' ,  ' buddy ' )  to be a s igni fi­

cant determinant , e . g .  ' I  always swear when I ' m with my mate s ' ,  but 

again other determinants l ike company sugge st themse lves t oo . Rol e  

doe s ,  however , seem to be  significant i n  the phat ic u s e  of / g ad a f J a u  
a u f b a a s t a d /  ment ioned in 3 . 2 .  below . 

3 . 1 . 5 .  T o p i c  

Topic is  not so much a determinant of category use as of paradi gm 

use . C learly the use of the items in Tab le A will be very much deter­

mined by the degree to which the act ivit ies ,  p arts of the body , etc . 

denoted by the items there bear on the topic of the utterance . Thi s  

is  not the case with many of the items i n  Table B ,  e spec ially those i n  

paradigms a-d , whose occurrence cannot be predic ted i n  terms of topic 

except insofar as that topic i s  the expres s ion of disapproval ( or ,  

some t ime s , approval ; c f .  2 . 2 . ) .  

3 . 1 . 6 .  M o o d  a n d  a t t i t u d e  

Both mood and attitude are to some extent o r  other reflections o f  

the speaker ' s  emot ional stat e . Usually they are negatively marked ,  

vi z .  for angry mood o r  at t itude o f  disapproval , but may , less  commonly , 

be positively marked ; thus / J au b f a d f b a a s t a d /  would always be negative , 

while  / J a u  b f a d f  b j au t f /  i s  Positive . l l  While they are not predictors 

o f  ab solute usage , in that rel igious belief , company , etc . may be 

s tronger determinant s of the upper l imits of c ategory usage , their 

s trength will normally predict the category used by a speaker within 

his own range in a given utteranc e  situat ion . Thus a ' hard swearer ' ,  

i . e .  a speaker who characteris t ically uses ' S '  items from the high 

c ategories ,  will use Category 6 items as a reflection of an intensely 

negat ive mood or att itude . This was , of course ,  implicit in our 

suggest ion above that ' vehemence '  could be quant ified over e s sentially 

the s ame scale as taboo ( 2 . 2 . ) .  Such quantification breaks down , 

however , when we consider that some speakers are prec luded by other 

determinants from using c ertain categorie s . Used by a d . P .  a Category 

3 item may re flect the same degree of ' vehemence '  as a ' hard swearer ' s '  
Cat egory 6 item, for whom the Category 3 item might be very mild 

indeed . Moreove r ,  in some cases , such as in the newspaper anecdote 
quoted above in the case of women , the intensity of mood or att itude 
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may be suffic ient to overcome determinants like ' belief ' and ' company ' 

and cause the speaker to select from a category - usually 4 - that he 

would never normally draw upon ; this in turn wil l , to ' company ' 

acquainted with the speaker ' s  range , be far more reve latory of ' vehe­

mence ' loading than would a Category 6 item used by a ' hard swearer ' ,  

who may have to re sort to unusual or striking collocations or to 

exaggerated phonetic and intonational features as a vehicle for his 

vehemence . The following single examp le may suffice  t o  i l lustrate all 

three o f  the se 

[ d3a l : : z a z  f a : : k h a n  k h a r : a i s t h ] . 
1 4  1 1 4  1 1 1 4  

I n  this utterance , whi ch i s  an e laborat ion o f  the Tab le B : f5 item 

boo sted to Category 6 by the inclus ion of the e l ement / f a k / ,  each of 

the underlined syllab l e s  is a tonic ( whereas usually only the last 

would be ) and , taking the normal intonat ion point s as 1 - low, 2 - mid , 

and 3 - high , there is a ri s ing tone on each from low t o  beyond the 

normal high . The shwa-containing syllab le s  ( note the extraordinary 

insertion of shwa into the last word ) drop back to the low in each 

case . 

While  mood and att itude are normally determinant s in the use of the 

' fi gurat ive ' items of Tab le B rather than of the ' literal ' items of 

Tab l e  A ,  they may sometime s play a part in the selection o f  the latter . 

For example , a speaker wishing to instruct the addre ssee t o  stand up 

may begin by saying / g e t  a f  j e  b e i ha i n d / ,  and if ignored may repeat 

the instruction with a greater ' vehemence '  loading b y  s aying / g e t  a f  
j o e r  a es / ,  which may , in turn , b e  reali zed with an even higher ' vehe­

menc e ' loading as [ ge t  a f  j o e  ? a e s ] ,  i . e .  us ing a glottal stop , whic h  

i s  neither a phoneme nor even normally a phonetic feature of Aus tralian 

English . 

Thes e  then are some at least of the determinants underlying the 

Austral ian English speaker ' s  expectations o f  who will swear how and 

when . 

3 . 2 .  S PEECH FUNCT I ONS A NV ' s ' I TEMS 

The foregoing discuss ion of determinants leads us readily into a 

considerat ion o f  the func tion o f ' S '  items in speech event s .  To do 

this it s eems mos t  useful to emp loy the now widely regarded set of s i x  

categories developed by Roman Jakob son ( Jakob son , 1 9 6 0 ) . ( The e lab or­

at ion of these by Hyme s - as out l ined in Hyme s , 1 9 7 2 : 37 f .  - is unne c e s s ­

arily delicate for ' S '  language , though a couple  of his  t erms are 

pre ferab le to those put forward by Jakob son . )  Jakob son ' s  t erms were , 
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of course , created for the characterizat ion of utterances , not individ­

ual lexical items , and so would be more applicable  to the schemata ,  

part icularly the sentence s chemata ,  presented in Taylor , forthcoming . 

We can , howeve r ,  use Jakob son ' s  categories to some ext ent to indicate 

the func tion of ' S '  items within utterance s  they occur in . 

The Table A items are capable  o f  func tioning referentially and may 

vary from being strongly referent ial to being weakly referent ial depend­

ing on the utterance itse lf . For example , some years ago in Balmain I 

overheard the following snatch of conversation from two teenagers : 

A :  / w a t  d e  oa l d e u /  
B :  / oa i f a k / . 

From this I deduced little more than that some persons copulated 

regularly . Had I heard only an utterance / oe e  f a ke n / , I would have 

as sumed that some persons were copulat ing at that moment . I f ,  howeve r ,  

I had heard an utterance / o e e  f a ke n  d a l g a u z / ,  I would not have as sumed 

that the speaker was saying the equivalent of ' They ' re Italians who 

copulate/are copulat ing ' ( though it would be possible  to take it as 

' They ' re c opulat ing with Italians ' ) ,  but s imply the equivalent of 

' They ' re Italians and I don ' t  like them/Italians ' .  In the former two 

utterance s  the element / f a k/ is strongly referential , in the last one , 

however , it is only weakly referent ial , and the emotive , or expressive , 

funct ion come s to the fore , as the ' S '  item / f a k e n /  i s  here little more 

than an att itude or mood marker , i . e .  it reveals the feelings of the 

speaker t owards the referent of the NP . 

I once encountered what I cons ider a pure examp le of the expres s ive 

function of thi s particular element when I was working in a Balmain 

factory . An e lderly employee had been l eaning against a pillar b ehind 

me for quit e  some time staring into space , when all of a sudden he 

uttered [ f a : : k ] and cont inued to stare into space . My conclus ion at 

the t ime was that he must have been trying to ' get something off his 

ches t ' ,  i . e .  it was a cathartic utterance without any referent ident­

i fiab le to his audience ( who , on this occasion , were not even ad­

dre s s ee s ) . 

Thus Table B items will almost always have a more or l e s s  strongly 

expres s ive function ,  whereas Tab le A . items will tend to be strongly 

referent ial , e . g .  / d l d  J e  h + et J e r  a es / ,  rather than strongly expres­

sive , e . g .  / g e t  a f  J o e r  a e s / .  
Where they occur in structure s involving the vocat ive or the impera­

tive and focussing on the addre s s e e , ' S '  items - chiefly those from 

Tab le B - will usually have a conative , or directive , func t ion . Thus 
1 2  the ' true imperative s chemata ' are strongly direct ive , e . g .  / ( g a u  
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a n )  g e t  f a kt /  and / g a u  t a  b a g a r i / ,  as are the imperat ive forms of the 

Table B : j  items , e . g .  / p i s  a f / ,  for all of thes e  mean simply ' go away ' ,  

but they are at the same time more or less  strongly expre s s ive . The 

same blend of functions occurs in such apparently sentential utt erance s  

as / j a u  b a a s t a d / . 1 3 The ' pseudo-imperat ive sChemat a , 1 4 , o n  t h e  other 

hand , are not direc tive but express ive ( and , inc identally , referentia l ) , 

e . g .  / f a k  sm i 9 / ,  meaning little more than ' I  disapprove strongly of 

Smith ' ,  and / b a g a  m a i I f  a l  I l e t 1 m  k a m / , meaning ' I  c ertainly will not 

let him come ' . These schemata would , in fact , be  more accurately 

described if they were called ' p s eudo-direct ive ' rather than ' p s eudo­

imp erat ive ' . 

In c ertain locales the use of ' S '  items may have a phatic funct ion . 

The very frequent use o f  high category items , e spec ially the Category 

6 one s , in the pub for instance seems not to be so much expre s s ive in 

funct ion but rather a s ign of group sol idarity ,  i . e .  ' here we men can 

use men ' s  language in an exc lusively men ' s  locale . '  One informant in 

fact told me : " I f  you don ' t  use i t ,  they ' l l think there ' s  something 

funny about you . "  

Some unexpec ted uses  o f ' S '  items can probably be explained best  

in  terms of the  phat ic func t ion . I f  a man greets  a friend with  the 

words / g ad a l J a u a u f b a a s t a d / ,  this is interpreted as a positive , not 

a negative att itude marker and seems to imp ly ' we ' re such good mat e s  

that I can use a word to you that would cause a fight w i t h  s omeone 

else ' ;  the apparent paradox s erve s as a sign of group solidarity . 

There are time s when a poetic funct ion is also discernibl e  in ' S '  

items . The use of certain collocat ions and the avoidance of others 1 5  

sugge st thi s . Examp les  are the u s e  o f  assonance i n  t h e  quasi-proper 

nouns / f a a t a a s /  and / b a g a l a g z /  or the rhyme in the s trongly dire ct ive 

p seudo-vocat ive cum p seudo-quest ion utterance / s m a 3 t  f a at I a u  b l a u 
j a u /  ( which i s  little  more than an at titude marker addres sed to a 

person who has ' spoken out o f  turn ' ) .  When people praise others or , 

more usually in my experience ,  themselves as ' great swearers ' ,  this is  

probab ly ideally a reference to the ab ility t o  comb ine items poetically 

in a s tretch o f  discours e , but on examinat ion may be referring to 

little more than the ( often monotonous ) frequency of oc currence of ' S '  

items , e spec ially high category one s , in the discourse . 

Thi s  s eems to exhaust the pos sible functions o f ' S '  items as such , 

but it i s  worth repeating in this cont ext that there i s  a body of i t ems 

that can funct ion metalinguistically to re fer t o ' S '  items , though they 

are not themse lve s ' S '  items , thus ' swear ' , ' swearword ' ,  ' harmle s s  

language ' , . . . . . .  , ' fi lthy language ' ,  along with a plethora of legal 

terms such as ' ob s c ene language ' ,  ' indecent language ' ,  ' unseemly 
language ' ,  etc . 
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3 . 3 .  ' S '  I T EMS ANV I NVEX I C A L  I N FORMAT I ON 

I t  wil l  have been implicit in much of the discussion so far that the 

pre sence of ' S '  items in a piece of discourse will provide the hearers 

with a certain amount of indexical information . For example , if some­

one is  heard to use ' S '  items beyond Category 3 ,  a d . P .  will inevitably 

conclude that the speaker is  not a fel low-believer . That the speaker 

is  not a d . P .  will also be  apparent to non-bel ievers , who are usually 

aware o f  the l inguistic strictures on the d . P .  ( not least because he 

will try t o  impose them on them , too ) , and will be  expres sed in s ome 

such observation as : ' he can ' t  b e  rel igious ( or :  a churchgoer ) ,  he 

swears ' .  Conversely , a speaker who does not use high category ' S '  

items , part icularly in appropriate c ompany or locales , may we ll be  

assumed t o  be  a fel low-be liever by the d . P .  and ' rel igious ' ( if not ' a  

bit  funny ' )  by others . 

During the period in que s tion it was not at all uncommon t o  hear 

a woman say words to the e ffec t : ' My girl ' s  going with a nice boy : 

he doesn ' t  drink , smoke or swear ' . Thus the non-use of ' S '  items , as 

well as suggest ing religious affil iation , could indicate t o  s ome 

hearers the speaker ' s  pos se s s ion of certain acceptab le soc ial att itude s , 

while  the use of them would mark him as socially unde sirable . In other 

company and part icularly in certain locales such as the pub , as we have 

already ob s erve d ,  the failure to use the higher category items would 

indicate a kind of soc ial deviance , a failure to ident ify with the 

group . 

Finally , the use o f ' S '  items , e specially from Tab le B ,  provide s  

informat ion about t h e  speaker ' s  mood or att itude , though t h e  accuracy 

with which this is  interpreted by the hearer will depend on his b eing 

acquainted with the range of categorie s  within which the speaker 

customarily operate s  ( as in 3 . 1 . 1 . ,  where Mr . Chifley ' s  as sumption that 

Mr . Dedman ' lost 

items he used ) . 

in 3 . 1 . 6 .  may be 

4 .  C ON C L U S I O N  

h i s  temper ' s eems t o  be  based on the category o f ' S '  

Phonetic and intonat ional effe c t s  of the kind mentioned 

involved in his interpretat ion too , of course . 

An attempt has been made in this e s say to apply or adapt e stab l ished 

frameworks and to suggest new one s for the sociolinguistic descript ion 

of an important but neglected part of the spoken English language . I f  

nat ive speakers find the conclus ions drawn trivial , b ecause obvious , 

non-nat ive users o f  Engl ish , who can suffer in a number of ways for 

their i gnorance of the subtleties of ' S '  language , may be grate ful for 
the insight s offered . 
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SYMBOLS USED IN TRANSCRIPT I ON 

PHONEMES 

( I )  Consonants :  ( 2 ) Vowels : 

p as in gay as in pit 

t tea e p�t 

c cheese re p�t 

k �ey + See ( 3 )  below 

b !?ay a p,£tato 

d Q.ay a p!:!tt 

u p!:!t 

9 £ay 0 See ( 3 ) be low 

f fee a p,£t 

9 think ( 3 ) Vowel combinations : 

s see a l  as in b� 

f she a 1 b� 

v vow 0 1  b� 

(\ though a 1 b!:!l. 

z zone a u  boo 

? rou� a u  b eau 

m sum re u  bough 

n sun 

I) su!!E. 1 a beer 

w wet e a  b are 

let re a  bad 

r rot f a  burr 

a a  b ar 

J Xacht u a  endure 

h hot oa bore 

a a  g,£ne 
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TAB L E  A 

' LI TE RAL ' USES OF ' S '  ITEMS 

pI . n .  n .  
taboo copulate masturbate female female penis testes buttocks/ defecate faeces/ anal wind! ur:lne/ male 
load (with) pudenda breasts janus sg. v. v. hOllX>-

/faex /break wind /ur1nate sexual 
a b c d e f g h i j k 1 

6 fak kant 

f i t  f i t !  5 raut twat t i t s  p r i k  boa l z  aas faat p i s  
fmag / ' aasau l /t + ad 

4 ( co l t )  ( baubz) pup/ staf f r l g  kak kadz bam pup pufta 
( s krau) ( snmc) st l f  }=pen l s  / ( h )au l pU f 

st l f l  -erect us 

3 ( I  a i )  pu l hoan nats da i t  kmk kmk/ pal) kwa l n  
stoak /krmk 
t au I 
( dal)k) 

2 pus i hed l a  I t s  d i k  nrekaz a i ka ( krmp) ( krrep) f l a f  / I a i k  
fmt = pen i s bmk ' sa i d/ /hmv a 

erect us l a i k  

1 dau fmn l t a i t s  tam l ba l aks b a l  ' ha I nd ( hmv a /nagat /drap wa n pa l ( fear l ) I 
tasal staunz bat am krreJ) p i da l  
' sas l d, 

0 hmav cest d l k l  baha l nd pau b l znas/ /ma l k  a sme l wa l 
ramp/ paul ' wa i wa i /  

' paupau/ w l da l  
namba /wet 

t au/ namba wan 
- ----

OOIES :  (A) Brackets around an item :Indicate 
that it was not part of the language 
specified :In the Introduction . 

(B) In parad1� g and i-k the absence 
of a ' slash ' indicates the item has 
both Ireanings specified . 

(c)  Syllables preceded by , are 
stressed where not otherwise obvious. 

\Jl 
0\ 

t>:I 
� 
� 
> 

"'l 

� 
� 



taboo 
load 

t 6 
-
til 
'0 
� 5 0 � � al QJ � til -

4 � 

f 3 

2 

-
til 
'0 
� 

1 0 � � al QJ � 
til 
I 

rl 
til 
al 
;:j 0 0' -

-

TAB L E  B 

' FI GURATIVE ' USES OF ' S ' I TEMS 

attitude or mood markers 'nonsense ' exclamation verb 
noun noun noun adj ./adv. noun! of 'break' 
+ an1mate (+ human? ) (+ human? ) lexclamation (a) surprise 

+ male + female (b) disgust 
(c)  disappointment 

a b c d e f g 
kant fakan fak fak 

baastad Had ' bu I f i t  f i t  raut 
putta kra I st  
pUf 
p r l k 

baga p+av s l at b l ad i  pup d,a l zaz baga 

b l ad,a b i c  f r i gan knBp gad f r l g  
d,a i z  

swa i n  mal)gra l taat b l aastad /boa l z  goad 
ralt halund st i l)kan (exclam. ) b l aast (b & c )  
st l l)ka goad st rauS 

he l 

dag mal) w l c  ratan b u l  st rauS 
kmu balag ba i  /ba l aks kra I ps 
p i g  dmam( d)  (exclam. ) st ra I k 
kaut f 1 a i man b l a i m i  
bel  dmam (b & c) 
deve l 

�el st b l aumen rat �f d, l ge 
�g. b l l l)kan t ra l p  ?a l 

b l esad d r l va l  kra l k l  
d?a l i kramz 
f l apan �e l p  
f I i pan uga 
p l ar i  I vaz 
daan ( d )  ga l l  
dmf ( t )  d , i l)g l z  

verb : ' ruin '  
noun : 'chaos' 

h 

fak ap 

aas ap 
(not noun, 
but pred . 
adj .  ) 

bagar ap 

f r i g  ap  

boa l z ap 

d, l gar ap 
(not noun) 
bam ap 
bac ( a p ) 

verb 
'dither ' 

i 

fa� abalut 
aralund 

aa � aba?ut 
aralund 

' bagara I z 
(+ aralund) 

f r i�ab3lUt 
aralund 

mai ab3lUt 
ar3lUnd 

{ ebaut mas aralUnd 

verb 
'go away ' 

j 
fak af  

p i s  af  

bagar 'af 

soaf 

ba l t ' l t  

baz af  

I , 

>-i 
il 

:;l �  t.s Cll 
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N O T  E S 

1 .  The original invest igat ion was pres ented as a paper at the 1 9 7 3  

Conference of the Linguistic  Society o f  Austral ia . I t  was sub sequently 

deve loped into an article  on the one hand dealing with the struc tural 

and lexical asp e c t s  (Taylor , forthc oming ) and revi sed and expanded on 

the other into a paper dealing with the psycho- and sociolinguistic  

aspec t s  whi ch was submitted to the Department o f  Lingui stics  at the 

Univers ity of Edinburgh . The pre s ent e s s ay is  extrac ted from this 

latter paper . I wish here to thank Dr . R . D .  Eagle son ( Sydney ) ,  Dr . 

Marlene Norst ( Mac quarie ) and , espec ially , Dr . Alan Davies ( Edinburgh ) 

for their encouragement and advice at various stage s . 

2 .  A number of intere st ing syntact i c  studies may b e  found in Zwicky et 

al . ,  1 9 7 1 ,  though most of these , like Quang Phuc Dong , 1971 , were 

written tongue in cheek . E .  Sagarin ' s  work ( Sagarin , 1 9 6 9 )  purport s 

to b e  b ased on the Sap ir-Whorf hypothe sis  ( v .  ibid . : l lf . ) but , while 

it brings a wealth o f  dat a and a cons iderable bibliography of pub l i shed 

and unpub l ished material , it is  so unsystemat ic as to be disappoint ing . 

A suc c inct and up-to-date statement of the lexicographical treatment 

of t aboo words is to be  found in Burchfield , 1 97 3 ,  though for Australian 

English one might add Baker , 1 94 5 ,  which is omitted there . Otherwis e  

there are the intere sting , if  peripheral studies by Haas ( 1 9 64 ) , which 

contains an extensive b ib liography on taboo in general , and Jaquith 

( 19 72 ) . The note by G . W .  Turner on the funct ion of bloody in Australian 

English is also worth ment ioning ( Turner , 1966 : 9 3 f . ) .  

3 .  A not dissimilar biaxial system of lexical items exi s t s  in Thai , 

except that it takes in a much wider range of paradigms than the English 

one ( se e  Haas , 1964 : 4 9 1 ) . 

5 8  
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4 .  It may be inferred that the categorial axis is  in fact a syntagmatic 

one in that there would be a tendency for items in the same c ategory 

to collocat e  in the s ame utterance . While this might be true for some 

speakers and situat ions , the following comment made by Fischer about 

a somewhat related field of language doubtless  holds here t oo : "Even 

where the same fac tor determine s the choic e  of alt ernant s in s everal 

series of variants , the breaking point for each series will probab ly 

be different " ( Fi s cher , 1 9 6 4 : 4 87 ) . See also Taylor , forthcoming : 

Section 2 . 1 .  

5 .  Such texts are : Exodus 2 0 : 7 ;  Leviticus 1 9 : 1 2 ;  Matthew 1 2 : 31 ;  

Mat thew 5 : 2 2 , 33-37 . 

6 .  Nuc lear and extended family group s oft en use lexical items private 

to themse lves for such concepts as ' urine ' ,  ' urinate ' ,  ' faeces ' ,  etc . 

7 .  Some fel t  there were too many categories and a couple di sput ed the 

location o f  particular items re lat ive to each other . One colleague 

who agreed ful ly with my analysis , a l inguist whom I had j us t  met for 

the first t ime , proved , interest ingly , to have had the same early 

religious training as I had , viz . Fundamentalist Prot e s t ant . 

8 .  See Taylor , forthc oming : sect ion 3 . 4 .  

9 .  C f .  Taylor , forthcoming : sect ion 3 . 4 .  

1 0 . In setting up this serie s of what I call ' determinant s '  I am , of 

c ourse , adapt ing and adding to a set o f  terms already widely used by 

soc iol inguis t s  ( c f .  Fishman , 19 72b ; 4 4 ff . ) .  

1 1 . See Taylor , forthcoming : sect ion 3 . 4 .  

1 2 . Treated in Taylor , forthc oming : sect ion 1 . 3 . 3 .  

1 3 . Taylor , forthcoming : section 1 . 3 . 2 .  

1 4 .  Ibid . : sect ion 1 . 3 . 4 .  

1 5 . Ibid . : sect ion 2 .  
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