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Abstract 

In the present study, the frequency of nine swear words in the TIME Magazine corpus is 
investigated. It has been previously suggested that members of the media play an important part in 
the legitimisation of ideas about offensive language; for this reason, the TIME Magazine corpus has 
been selected as the main source of information, as it contains more than 100 million words printed 
in the magazine TIME. TIME has been referred to as being notoriously informal, and the TIME 
Magazine corpus would therefore be more likely to contain words that would be considered 
offensive. Since the TIME Magazine corpus contains articles published 1923-2006, it will present 
valuable information on potential changes in the frequency of swear words over time. In addition to 
the frequency of the nine swear words investigated, and the changes in the frequency of these words 
over time, the present study seeks to analyse a number of functional categories of the most 
frequently occurring swear word, hell. 
 
In this corpus-based study, every instance of nine selected swear words in the TIME Magazine 
corpus is investigated. The present study has determined which instances qualify as swearing, and 
their frequency per one million words per decade has been calculated. In addition to this, an 
estimate of swear words used as part of quotes has been calculated. The most frequently occurring 
word, hell, has been analysed based on a number of functional categories, and the frequency of these 
categories over time has been analysed. The results show that the years of the Second World War 
(1939-1945) saw an increase in frequency of most of the words investigated, and the 1960s and 70s 
show high normalised frequencies for each word. The frequency of all but one of the words 
investigated decreased in the 2000s. The results also show that the vast majority of the swear words 
investigated are part of quoted speech. While the frequency of most of the functional categories of 
the word hell has changed from decade to decade, the category figurative extension of original 
meaning is the most frequently occurring category each decade, with only one exception. 
 
While it is difficult to draw direct parallels between historical events and changes in the frequency of 
swear words and functional categories, the present study might offer valuable information about the 
taboo status of certain offensive words in TIME during the period this study covers. 
 
Keywords: Swear words, offensive language, taboo terms, curse words 

 

Sammanfattning på svenska 

I denna studie undersöks frekvensen av nio svordomar i TIME Magazine corpus. Det har tidigare 
föreslagits att medlemmar av media spelar en viktig roll i legitimeringen av idéer om språkbruk som 
kan väcka anstöt. Av denna anledning har TIME Magazine corpus valts som huvudkälla, då denna 
korpus innehåller över 100 miljoner ord från tidningen TIME. TIME har beskrivits som notoriskt 
informell, och TIME Magazine corpus torde därför innehålla fler ord som kan väcka anstöt. 
Eftersom TIME Magazine corpus består av artiklar publicerade 1923-2006 kommer denna korpus 
presentera värdefull information om potentiella förändringar inom förekomsten av svordomar 
under den tiden denna studie omfattar. Utöver frekvensen av de nio svordomar som undersökts och 
tidsmässiga förändringar i dessa frekvenser ämnar denna studie analysera ett antal funktionella 
kategorier av den oftast återkommande svordomen, hell.  
 
I den här korpusbaserade studien undersöks varje förekomst av nio utvalda svordomar. I studien 
avgörs vilka exempel som kvalificerar som svordomar, och deras frekvens per en miljon ord per 
årtionde har beräknats. Utöver detta har en uppskattning av svordomar som använts som en del av 



citat beräknats. Det vanligast förekommande ordet, hell, har analyserats baserat på ett antal 
funktionella kategorier, och frekvensen av dessa kategorier den tiden denna studie omfattar har 
analyserats. Resultaten visar att frekvensen av de flesta orden som undersökts ökade under andra 
världskriget (1939-1945), och 1960- och 70-talen visar höga normaliserade frekvenser för vart och 
ett av orden. Frekvensen av alla utom ett av de undersökta orden minskade under 2000-talet. 
Resultaten visar också att en övervägande majoritet av de svordomar som har undersökts kommer 
från citat. Medan frekvensen av de flesta funktionella kategorierna av ordet hell har ändrats från 
årtionde till årtionde, är kategorin figurative extenstion of original meaning den vanligaste 
kategorin varje decennium, med endast ett undantag. 
 
Även om det är svårt att dra direkta paralleller mellan historiska händelser och förändringar i 
frekvensen av svordomar och funktionella kategorier kan den aktuella studien komma att erbjuda 
värdefull information om tabu-statusen för vissa anstötliga ord i TIME under den period som denna 
studie täcker. 
 

Nyckelord: Svordomar, anstötligt språkbruk, tabutermer, skällsord 
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1. Introduction 

There appears to be few published studies on the frequency of swearing in the mass media. 

Methven (2017: 21) suggests that members of the media are influential in legitimising ideas 

about offensive language; for this reason, an analysis of the frequency of swear words in the 

printed media over time might offer valuable information about social attitudes towards 

swearing. It might also give us an idea of how the potential taboo status of words that can be 

defined as swear words has changed over time. This study seeks to investigate the frequency 

of the use of swear words over time in the American weekly news magazine TIME. The 

primary source used to accomplish this is the TIME Magazine Corpus (Davies, 2007-), which 

consists of articles published in TIME between 1923 and 2006. The corpus is made up of 

more than 100 million words, printed in over 275,000 articles. With a circulation of more 

than 175,000 copies in the late 1920s, and approximately four million copies in the 1970s 

through the late 20th century ("Time", 2018), TIME has played an important part in 

American society, and is as such a valuable resource for the studies of trends relating to 

language change in the United States. TIME has been described as being historically 

notoriously informal (Schwarz, 2017: 309), for which reason the TIME Magazine corpus 

would be more likely to contain articles that use a more offensive type of language. 

1.1. Aims and research questions 

The present study aims to investigate the frequency of swear words in the TIME Magazine 

corpus, and how this frequency has changed over the period this study covers. This study also 

aims to define and investigate a number of functional categories of the most frequently used 

swear word in the TIME Magazine corpus, and analyse the frequency of these functional 

categories. 

 

This study seeks to answer the following research questions: 

 

 How many instances of the words investigated can be found in the TIME Magazine 

Corpus, and how many of these words are part of quoted speech? 

 How has the frequency of these words changed over time? 

 What functions does the most frequent swear word serve in the discourse, and how 

have the relative frequencies of these functions changed over time? 
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2. Background 

2.1. A definition of swear words 

The term swear word is difficult to define, as there are numerous different interpretations of 

its meaning. In Jay (2000: 9), the term cursing is used to refer to swearing, obscenity, 

profanity, blasphemy, name calling, insulting, verbal aggression, taboo speech, ethnic-racial 

slurs, vulgarity, slang, and scatology. Stapleton (2010: 290) suggests that swearing can be 

divided into four categories, namely "expressing emotion; humour and verbal emphasis; 

social bonding and solidarity; constructing and displaying identity". In a study on swear word 

offensiveness, Beers Fägersten (2007: 15) writes that the more likely a word is to offend, the 

more likely it is to be considered a swear word. According to Jay's (2000: 9) definition, 

swearing is clearly a subcategory to cursing. This definition becomes problematic when we 

consider the fact that cursing and swearing are often used interchangeably; according to the 

Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English, curse is defined as to swear. For this reason, 

in the present study, what Jay (2000) defines as cursing will be considered synonymous to 

swearing, and the latter will be considered to comprise obscenity, profanity, blasphemy, 

name calling, insulting, verbal aggression, taboo speech, ethnic-racial slurs, vulgarity, slang, 

and scatology; this includes words spoken or printed in isolation, e.g. "(oh), hell", or words 

that become offensive in a specific context, e.g. "you are an ass". This definition thus includes 

all the examples Jay (2000: 9) refers to as cursing.  

2.2. Previous research on swearing 

While studies have been carried out on the perceived offensiveness of swear words (Beers 

Fägersten, 2007) and the emotional force of swear words (Dewaele 2004), there appears to 

be few published studies on the frequency of swearing in the mass media. In a paper where 

the use of English swear words in Swedish media is analysed, Beers Fägersten (2014: 64) 

points out that the language of the mass media has been so closely associated with a standard 

language form that it is difficult to determine whether the mass media appropriate or 

establish the standard variety. While there are few studies published on the frequency of 

swear words in newspapers and magazines, studies have been conducted about swear words 

in films; e.g. by Thompson and Yokota (2004), whose study found that the criteria for age-

based ratings of films became less strict in the 1990s; and in television, e.g. Gustafson (2017), 

who found that men and women tend to use different functions of swearing. However, it 

should be noted that swear words in that type of media is often scripted, and therefore does 

not represent spontaneous speech (Gustafson, 2017: 98).  
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In Beers Fägersten's (2007) study on swear word offensiveness, a set of words were used in a 

questionnaire given to sixty undergraduate students at the University of Florida; the subjects 

were asked to rate those words on an offensiveness scale. The words used in said study were 

the following: ass, bastard, bitch, cunt, damn, dick, fuck, hell, shit; their derivatives, such as 

bullshit or Goddamn, were used as well. Beers Fägersten points out that these words are not 

meant to represent an exhaustive list of swear words; they represent examples of the most 

frequently occurring swear words in spontaneous speech in college student populations 

(2007: 18). In addition to this, they also represent examples of the most frequently listed 

words in swear words elicitation tasks; e.g. by Johnson & Fine (1985), in whose study 150 

undergraduates from a university were asked to list a number of words or phrases that they 

considered to be typical of swearing at the time. Beers Fägersten found that sexual terms, e.g. 

bitch and fuck, were found more offensive than excretory/body terms, e.g. ass and shit. The 

words damn and hell were found to be considered the least offensive of the nine words (Beers 

Fägersten, 2007: 19). Considering the breadth of the definition of the term swearing in the 

present study, it becomes cumbersome to list and analyse every single instance of swearing in 

articles in the TIME Magazine corpus; for this reason, I decided to look specifically for the 

nine swear words used in Beers Fägersten's (2007) study. 

 

Jay concludes that there is not much published information and research on human 

comprehension and production of  what he refers to as dirty-word descriptions (1981: 29); 

he suggests that this is unfortunate, since such information could be useful in discussions 

about for example syntax, semantics, and other linguistic and psychological processes. In the 

same article, Jay (1981: 30) states that dirty words vary in semantic meaning; i.e. connotative 

or denotative meaning. He gives the word shitty as an example; the sentences "I feel shitty", 

and "she gave a shitty lecture". Both these sentences present that particular word in its 

connotative form, as the former example expresses negative feelings about emotions, and the 

latter expresses similar feelings about an event. The sentence "your kid has a shitty diaper", 

on the other hand, is denotative; i.e. it is to be interpreted literally. Jay further suggests that 

dirty words are unique in this respect, since unlike non-dirty words, their connotative forms 

are more common than their denotative forms. Jay gives the word bastard as another 

example:  

 

when we call someone a bastard we are not questioning the legitimacy of his birth but 

expressing dislike for him. Connotation is generally linked to emotional expression, not to 

denoting a specific feature of the person in question. (1981: 30). 
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This idea was ridiculed on the American animated sitcom South Park; in the episode "It Hits 

the Fan", it becomes socially accepted to use the word shit, but only in its connotative form: 

 

You can now use [the word shit] in the non-literal sense. For instance, "that's a shitty 

picture of me" is now fine. However, the literal noun form of "this is a picture of shit"  is 

still naughty. (Parker, 2001). 

 

In McEnery's (2006: 24) research on the use of what he refers to as bad language words in 

English, the Lancaster Corpus of Abuse was used. McEnery suggests that the bad language 

words used in that corpus can be grouped into six main headings: swear words, e.g. fuck, 

piss, shit; animal terms of abuse, e.g. pig, cow, bitch; sexist terms of abuse, e.g. bitch, whore, 

slut; intellect-based terms of abuse, e.g. idiot, prat, imbecile; racist terms of abuse, e.g. Paki, 

nigger, chink; and homophobic terms of abuse, e.g. queer (McEnery, 2006: 25).  

 

Considering the previously mentioned findings by Thompson and Yokota (2004), namely 

that age-based ratings became less stringent in the decade before the study was conducted, it 

seems likely that popular attitudes towards swearing have become more relaxed over time. 

For this reason, one might predict similar results from this study, namely that the frequency 

of the words investigated increases per decade. In addition, the words damn and hell would 

seem likely to be the most frequently used swear words in the TIME Magazine corpus of the 

words investigated, as Beers Fägersten's aforementioned study found that they are 

considered to be the least offensive of the nine words investigated (Beers Fägersten, 2007: 

19), and it would therefore appear to be more socially accepted, and less offensive, to print 

them in a magazine. Similarly, in accordance with Beers Fägersten's study, the words bitch 

and fuck, which were found to be considered particularly offensive (Beers Fägersten, 2007: 

19), would likely appear less frequently in the TIME Magazine corpus.   

3. Material and method 

3.1 The TIME Magazine corpus 

The primary material used in the present study is the TIME Magazine corpus. This corpus 

was chosen mainly because  it covers articles published over a long period of time (1923-

2006), which will make it particularly relevant for the analysis of changes in the frequency of 

swear words in the 20th to early 21st century. Since the articles in the TIME Magazine corpus 

are divided by decade, and their original date of publication is indicated, it is possible to 
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investigate these changes; as well as see whether historical events have influenced the 

frequency of particular swear words during a specific time period or decade. The TIME 

Magazine corpus was also selected due to the large circulation of the magazine TIME, from 

which all the articles in the corpus are taken. Since it has been suggested that members of the 

media play an important part in the legitimisation of ideas about offensive language 

(Methven, 2017: 21), the analysis of the frequency of words that can be considered offensive 

in a magazine as widely read as TIME becomes particularly relevant, especially since said 

magazine has historically been viewed as being notoriously informal (Schwarz, 2017: 309), 

and thus would be more likely to include more offensive language than magazines or 

newspapers that embrace a more formal style of language. The total number of words and 

articles in the TIME Magazine corpus is presented in Table 1, as well as the total number of 

words and articles per decade. 

 

Table 1. Text and words per decade 

Decade Number 

of texts 

Number of 

words 

1920s 24,919 7,404,948 

1930s 33,238 12,334,625 

1940s 42,206 15,012,019 

1950s 42,679 16,260,058 

1960s 36,119 15,653,909 

1970s 28,123 12,518,793 

1980s 26,268 11,053,333 

1990s 23,766 9,425,993 

2000s 17,958 6,754,797 

Total 275,276 106,418,475 

In addition to the aforementioned factors, the size of the TIME Magazine corpus was an 

important reason why it was chosen. As we can see in Table 1, the TIME Magazine corpus 

consists of more than 100 million words from over 275,000 texts (Davies, 2007-). For this 

reason, the corpus will serve as a valuable source of information regarding the frequency of 

the swear words investigated.  

3.2 Method 

This corpus-based study consists of two parts. The first part is a frequency-based analysis of  

the swear words discussed in Beers Fägersten's study (2007), namely ass, bastard, bitch, 

cunt, damn, dick, fuck, hell, and shit. The main source used to accomplish this is the TIME 
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Magazine corpus, and each instance in said corpus of the nine swear words investigated has 

been analysed. The TIME Magazine corpus allows the user to type a word or a sentence, and 

the total number of times each word appears in the corpus will be shown, as will the total 

number of times each word appears per decade; the TIME Magazine corpus also has a 

function that calculates the frequency of each word per one million words. I have analysed 

each instance of the swear words investigated in the present study in the TIME Magazine 

corpus, and I have subsequently determined which examples do not qualify as swearing. 

These examples have been excluded; e.g. example (1) in Section 3.2.1. The frequency per one 

million words of the remaining examples has been calculated in Microsoft Excel, and their 

total frequency in the TIME Magazine corpus, as well as their total frequency per decade has 

been calculated and analysed. The frequency-based analysis is discussed in Section 3.2.1. 

 

In Section 3.2.2., a number of functional categories of the most frequently occurring swear 

word in the TIME Magazine corpus, hell, are presented. While the categories in the present 

study are based on McEnery's (2006: 27), and McEnery and Xiao's (2004: 257) studies, as 

well as on Ljung's (2011: 29) analysis of McEnery's (2006) functional categories, I have 

assumed a corpus-driven approach; this is a bottom-up approach where examples are not 

adjusted to fit any predefined categories (Tognini-Bonelli, 2001: 84). The TIME Magazine 

corpus presents the articles containing specific words chronologically, but the corpus also has 

a function that selects random samples of texts containing certain words. Using this function, 

900 randomly selected samples of the word hell were found and categorised in accordance 

with the functional classification scheme used in the present study. Of these 900 samples, I 

have analysed 100 from each decade from the 1920s to the 2000s. I have excluded samples 

that do not qualify as swear words in the present study, such as place names. 

3.2.1 The frequency-based analysis 

In the present study, the total frequency of the aforementioned nine words in the TIME 

Magazine corpus will be calculated, as will their total frequency per decade. Their frequency 

per one million words per decade will then be calculated, as the total number of words per 

decade is not consistent throughout the corpus; the TIME Magazine corpus features for 

example 7,404,948 words published in the 1920s, and 15,653,909 words published in the 

1960s (see Table 1 for details). For this reason, it becomes necessary to calculate their 

frequency per one million words in order to better understand how frequently these words 

were used during one specific decade compared to other decades; such frequencies are 

referred to as normalised frequencies. Every instance of each word will be counted, which 

includes direct quotes. Examples where an asterisk or a dash is used in place of a letter when 

a swear word is printed, or where a swear word is censored in any other way, will not be 
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counted; in an article that mentions the American hip-hop group N.W.A., their 1988 song 

"Fuck tha Police" is referred to as "F tha Police" (2002/11/25), this would not be counted as 

an example of the word fuck.  

 

The word ass becomes particularly problematic; while it is often used as an offensive term for 

buttocks, it is frequently used in the TIME Magazine corpus to refer to donkeys, as can be 

seen in example (1). 

 

(1) the cross between a horse and an ass rarely breeds (1938/04/11) 

 

Based on the definition used in the present study (see Section 2.1), instances of the latter are 

not counted as swear words. Instances where ass is used to refer to buttocks will be counted 

as swear words, as will examples where a person is called an ass. It should be noted that it is 

sometimes difficult to determine whether sentences where a human is directly called an ass 

refer to buttocks or donkeys, which example (2) illustrates. 

 

(2) her health-nut boyfriend is an ass (1979/11/05) 

 

I have concluded that, since such sentences are always used to offend, they will qualify as 

examples of swear words. The same principle applies to the word bitch in the present study; 

when bitch is used to refer to a female dog, it will not be counted as a swear word, but 

whenever it is used in an offensive way aimed at people or objects, it will qualify as swearing. 

Note that the verb forms of bitch, e.g. to bitch about something or to bitch up something, will 

not be counted as swearing. The reason for this is that they are not listed as taboo words in 

the Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English. 

 

I have also decided to classify examples where hell is used in a religious context as swear 

words. The reason for this is that unlike ass and bitch, the original meaning of hell has 

negative connotations, regardless of context. Example (3) can be used to illustrate this: 

 

(3) If I am going to hell I will know it soon.... (1923/12/31) 

 

Looking at the expanded context of this example, it becomes clear that hell is indeed used in a 

religious context. However, since hell in this example is likely to evoke negative feelings in 

the reader, and since one has to look at the expanded context in order to determine whether 

the author intends to use hell as a reference to something religious or not, it becomes 

appropriate to classify this type of usage as swearing. This is not the case with ass and bitch, 
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which, in many contexts have a non-offensive meaning. For this reason, it becomes 

appropriate to classify the original meaning of hell as a swear word. The only examples of the 

word hell that will not be counted as swear words are those that refer to proper names, such 

as places and organisations. 

 

In the present study, an estimate of swear words as quotes will be calculated. Words or 

phrases that are reported as being spoken or written by another person will be counted as 

quotes, as will excerpts from books. Ten percent of the total number of each qualified swear 

word in the TIME Magazine corpus has been randomly sampled, and these samples have 

subsequently been classified as quotes or non-quotes. For example, there are 5,272 instances 

where hell qualifies as a swear word in the TIME Magazine corpus; 527 of these examples 

have been analysed and classified as quotes or non-quotes. The analysis found that 337 of 

these 527 samples are quotes, and as such that an estimated 63.95% of the instances of hell in 

the TIME Magazine corpus are quotes. Since only a ten percent randomly selected sample of 

each swear word was analysed, the results must be viewed as an estimated number. The vast 

majority of the quoted swear words in the TIME Magazine corpora are printed within 

quotation marks, and such examples are easily determined as quotes. However, when there 

has been doubt as to whether a swear word is part of quoted speech, I have looked at the 

expanded context of that particular word, and in some cases tried to access the article it was 

originally printed in. The results of the estimated number of swear words as quotes are 

presented in Section 4.1.2. 

3.2.2 The functional classification 

McEnery (2006: 27) developed a classification scheme for the swear words investigated in his 

study on bad language: 

 

 Predicative negative adjective: "the film is shit". 

 Adverbial booster: "fucking marvellous", fucking awful". 

 Cursing expletive: "fuck you/me/him/it". 

 Destinational usage: "fuck off", "he fucked off". 

 Emphatic adverb/adjective: "he fucking did it", "in the fucking car". 

 Figurative extension of literal meaning: "to fuck about". 

 General expletive: "(oh) fuck!". 

 Idiomatic 'set phrase': "fuck all", "give a fuck". 

 Literal usage denoting taboo referent: "we fucked". 

 Imagery based on literal meaning: "kick shit out of". 
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 Premodifying intensifying negative adjective: "the fucking idiot". 

 'Pronominal' form with undefined referent: "got shit to do". 

 Personal insult referring to defined entity: "you fuck", "that fuck". 

 'Reclaimed' usage - no negative intent, e.g. niggers/niggaz as used by African 

American rappers. 

 Religious oath used for emphasis: "by God". 

 Unclassifiable due to insufficient context. 

 

McEnery points out that the categorisation of the words in this list is partly based on their 

part of speech, but states that the categories cannot simply be replaced with part of 

speech categories (2006: 26). For example; the word fuck, when used as a cursing 

expletive, general expletive, or in the destinational or literal sense, is most likely to be a 

verb. However, in functional terms, the use of the words clearly differs. When used as a 

cursing expletive, fuck is used to insult a clear target; in its destinational usage, it is 

indeed used as an insult, but the sentence also features an imperative. McEnery and Xiao 

(2004: 257) use a slightly different version of the same categorisation in an article that 

seeks to investigate the use of the word fuck. In this article, they conclude that since they 

are focusing on only one word, a shorter list of categories is more applicable. Where the 

previously explained list contains sixteen categories, the list they use to categorise the 

word fuck consists of nine categories. They are as follows: 

 

 General expletive: "(oh) fuck!" 

 Personal insult referring to defined entity: "you fuck", "that fuck". 

 Cursing expletive: "fuck you/me/him/it!" 

 Destinational usage: "fuck off", "he fucked off". 

 Literal usage denoting taboo referent: "he fucked her". 

 Emphatic intensifier: "fucking marvellous", "in the fucking car". 

 'Pronominal' form: "like fuck", fat as fuck". 

 Idiomatic 'set phrase': "fuck all/give a fuck/thank fuck". 

 Metalinguistic or unclassifiable due to insufficient context: the use of the word 

"fuck"/you never fucking. 

 

As we can see here, the three categories adverbial booster, emphatic adverb/adjective, and 

premodifying intensifying negative adjective have been merged into one category, which is 

labelled and re-classified as emphatic intensifier. The reason for this is that the former two 

categories are both used for emphasis. In the case of the third category, it is hard to 
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determine the semantic function of the word fuck in certain sentences; for example, it might 

be difficult to decide if the word fuck in the sentence "it's only a fucking Saturday job" is used 

as a premodifying intensifying negative adjective or if it is used for emphasis. The category 

figurative extension of literal meaning is also merged with the category idiomatic set phrase, 

as all the expressions containing fuck featured in the article can reasonably be considered to 

be idiomatic (McEnery & Xiao, 2004: 257-8).  

 

After having reviewed the data, I found that many of the categories discussed in the previous 

studies do not suit the word hell. In the present study, the word hell will be analysed in terms 

of its various functions; the reason hell was chosen for this analysis is that, of the nine swear 

words investigated in the present study, hell appears more frequently in the TIME Magazine 

corpus than any of the other swear words investigated. I have analysed 900 instances of the 

word hell in the TIME Magazine corpus, and added a number of categories that apply to that 

particular word. One-hundred samples were randomly selected from each decade from the 

1920s to the 2000s. I have also changed the definition of a number of McEnery's and 

McEnery and Xiao's categories in order to make them more applicable to hell. The category 

destinational usage, for example, has been slightly altered; where McEnery's (2006) 

destinational usage refers to instances where fuck is a verb that indicates movement, the 

destinational usage category for hell in the present study refers to hell as the actual 

destination. Indeed, since the word hell is never used as a verb, it became necessary to alter a 

number of other categories. Where McEnery's categorisation was designed to apply to bad 

language words found in the Lancaster Corpus of Abuse, and the British National Corpus; 

the classification scheme presented in Table 2 was designed to categorise the various uses of 

the word hell exclusively. 

 

Table 2 The functional categories of the word hell 

Cod

e 

Category name Example Description 

G General expletive "Oh, hell!" Emphasised answer to 

a polar question; 

indicates a sudden 

realisation 

D Destinational usage "Go to hell" Where hell is the 

destination 

I Intensifying descriptor "Mad as hell" "Pronominal"; 

something equals hell 

E Emphatic "Get the hell out!" Verb + the hell + 
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"Who the hell..." preposition; added 

emphasis to wh-

questions 

F Figurative extension of original meaning "A totalitarian hell" 

"Not a chance in hell" 

 

 

Hell is used as a 

metaphor describing a 

place or situation; used 

in the Biblical sense, 

but no religious context 

A Appropriated meaning "Give 'em hell" The original meaning 

has been altered to 

refer to something 

negative; non-place 

reference 

R Religious usage "The nine circles of 

Hell" 

Used in a religious 

context 

 

As can be noted, the first category (G) is the same as that used by McEnery, as well as by 

McEnery and Xiao; hell is used as a general expletive. In the TIME Magazine Corpus, this 

category of hell is often used at the beginning of sentences, as can be seen in (1) and (2). 

 
(1) Hell, I could die tomorrow at the movies. (1970/09/14)  

(2) Hell, I just enjoy hangin' around up here (1974/03/11) 

 

In this sense, hell as a general expletive appears to indicate a sudden or spontaneous 

realisation, and is often used as a cognitive interjection. As we can see from example (3), the 

general expletive can also be used to emphasise the answer to a polar question. 

 

(3) Hell no. (1970/04/27) 

 

The destinational usage of hell in this study differs significantly from McEnery's equivalent, 

where the bad language word itself is used as a verb, and the destination is irrelevant; e.g. 

"fuck off" (2006: 27). In the present study, hell is never used as a verb; rather, it always 

functions as the actual destination. It typically follows the preposition to (4) and (5); 

although the preposition is sometimes omitted for the definite article (6).  

 

(4) I feel like telling Pan Am to go to hell (1970/11/06) 

(5) To hell with the production business. (1972/03/27) 

(6) I say the hell with it. (1979/04/23) 
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The category intensifying descriptor applies to similes involving hell (7), or metaphors where 

something or someone equals hell (8).  

 

(7) At first reading, I got mad as hell at you (1974/03/11) 

(8) If war is hell (1970/02/02) 

 

Example (7) can be compared to McEnery and Xiao's pronominal form (2004: 257), and (8) 

would fall under McEnery's predicative negative adjective (2006: 26). The idiom hell of a 

appears numerous times in the TIME Magazine corpus; in this study, it is listed under the 

intensifying descriptor category as it is used to intensify a statement. Note that in this 

context, hell can follow both a (9) and one (10). 

 

(9) It is going to be a hell of a job (1974/10/21) 

(10) The President's problems have taken one hell of a lot of his time. (1970/06/22) 

  

The category emphatic describes sentences that follow the construction (verb + the/to hell + 

preposition); this is often used in imperative clauses, where the function of the/to hell is to 

emphasise the urgency or importance of what is being requested or commanded. An example 

of this can be seen in (11). 

 

(11) Stay to hell out of this (1974/08/19) 

 

There are also instances in the TIME Magazine corpus where the hell is used for emphasis 

after an interrogative word. Typical examples are direct questions (12), although not 

exclusively (13). Such examples are listed in the emphatic category. 

 

(12) What the hell are we doing in this place? (1978/02/20) 

(13) I don't know what the hell the founding father were thinking of (1972/08/07) 

 

The category figurative extension of original meaning in this study is similar to McEnery's 

figurative extension of literal meaning (2006: 26). Where McEnery refers to the literal 

meaning of the word fuck, i.e. sexual intercourse, the present classification refers to the 

original meaning of hell; which, unlike fuck, has no literal meaning. While the true original 

meaning of hell might be difficult to establish, any usage of that word in a religious or biblical 

context is categorised as its original meaning in this study; by extension, when hell is used as 
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a reference to the biblical Hell in a non-religious context, it is classified as figurative 

extension of original meaning. Two examples are presented in (14) and (15). 

 

(14) His alternate hell seems to be his native Australia (1971/06/07) 

(15) The day that hell freezes over (1977/01/24) 

 

Figurative extension of original meaning differs from appropriated meaning in the sense 

that it either refers to Hell as a place of suffering (14), or makes a direct reference to Hell as it 

is known in Christianity, but in a non-religious context. Appropriated meaning makes no 

reference to Hell as a place of suffering, and there are no links to Hell as it is used in the 

biblical sense; indeed, hell as a term has been appropriated, and has been given an entirely 

new meaning. Two examples are presented in (16) and (17). 

 

(16) We print the news and raise hell. (1970/11/23) 

(17) Give 'em hell, Hubert! (1972/06/05) 

 

In (16), there is no actual reference to Hell, the word hell merely stands in for another word 

or noun phrase; "we print the news and raise a fuss", while not nearly as powerful, would 

have worked just as well semantically. Likewise, hell in (17) could be replaced with a hard 

time. 

 

The category religious usage applies to instances where hell is used in its original context, as 

mentioned above, i.e. in the biblical or Christian sense, as can be seen in (18). 

 

(18) God will be angry and you will go to hell. (1972/03/27) 

 

After having analysed the 900 samples of hell from the TIME Magazine corpus, I found that 

the functional categories used in the present study can be used to describe all these examples. 

The results of the functional classification are presented in Section 4.2. 

4. Results and discussion 

In this section, I will be discussing the results and findings of the frequency-based analysis 

(Section 4.1.) and the results and findings of the functional classification analysis (Section 

4.2.).  
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4.1. The frequency-based analysis 

The following words in the TIME Magazine corpus have been investigated: ass, bastard, 

bitch, cunt, damn, dick, fuck, hell, and shit.  I have investigated their frequency in the TIME 

Magazine corpus, and the results of this investigation will be presented in this section. As I 

discussed in Section 3.2.1., certain tokens will be excluded; this includes references to names 

of people, organisations, cities, towns, and titles of for example films, books, and songs. As 

previously mentioned, the words ass and bitch will not be counted as swear words when they 

are used to refer to donkeys and female dogs, respectively. The latter will also not qualify as a 

swear word when its verb form is used in the TIME Magazine corpus, meaning that to bitch 

about something is not considered a swear word in this study. The total number of each of 

the words investigated, as defined as swear words, will be presented. In addition, the 

frequency of these words per one million words will be provided in the present study; the 

reason for this is that each decade in the TIME Magazine corpus contains a different total 

number of words, thus it becomes necessary to present the frequency of each wear word per 

one million words in order to better understand the true frequency of each word.  

4.1.1. Frequency over time 

Table 3 shows the frequency of each swear word per one million words, as well as their raw 

frequency (in parenthesis). The total frequency of each word per decade is presented, in 

addition to the total number each word appears in the TIME Magazine corpus. 

 

Table 3. The frequency of the swear words per million words (raw frequencies in parenthesis) 

Word 20s 30s 40s 50s 60s 70s 80s 90s 00s Total 

Ass 2.57 

(19) 

0.18 

(10) 

1.33 

(20) 

1.29 

(21) 

1.85 

(29) 

4.39 

(55) 

2.71 

(30) 

4.56 

(43) 

7.40 

(50) 

2.60 

(277) 

Bastard 2.57 

(19) 

4.22 

(52) 

4.13 

(62) 

4.06 

(66) 

5.11 

(80) 

3.67 

(46) 

2.44 

(27) 

1.91 

(18) 

1.33 

(9) 

3.56 

(379) 

Bitch - 0.49 

(6) 

2.26 

(34) 

2.71 

(44) 

4.22 

(66) 

5.67 

(71) 

2.53 

(28) 

7.21 

(68) 

4.30 

(29) 

2.31 

(346) 

Damn 8.24 

(61) 

9.32 

(115) 

19.12 

(285) 

15.13 

(246) 

16.80 

(263) 

19.81 

(248) 

12.85 

(142) 

15.38 

(145) 

12.88 

(87) 

14.96 

(1,592) 

Hell 23.77 

(176) 

37.86 

(467) 

72.14 

(1,083) 

49.94 

(812) 

54.87 

(859) 

55.76 

(698) 

37.36 

(413) 

50.50 

(476) 

42.64 

(288) 

49.54 

(5,272) 

Shit - - - - - 1.52 

(19) 

- 0.21 

(2) 

0.15 

(1) 

0.21 

(22) 
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The results showed that there were no instances of the words cunt and fuck in the data. When 

those two words are discussed in the TIME Magazine corpus, they are censored, and 

therefore do not qualify for inclusion in the present study. Furthermore, while dick appears 

4,056 times, the vast majority of these examples refer to people by that name, or to 

nicknames, as we can see in example (1). Dick is also used to refer to book titles (2), and 

detectives (3). 

 

(1) Dick Nixon (1960/11/07) 

(2) Moby Dick (1992/10/12) 

(3) private dick (1948/04/03).  

 

For these reasons, no further investigation of the words cunt, dick, or fuck will be provided in 

the present study. 

 

While the raw frequency data tells us how many times a specific swear word appears in the 

TIME Magazine corpus, it would be misleading to suggest that certain words were used more 

frequently during a specific decade by analysing the raw frequency data. The word damn 

serves as an excellent example to illustrate this; while there are indeed more instances of the 

word damn in articles from the 1940s than there are in articles from the 1970s, we still 

cannot come to any conclusions about its normalised frequency unless we analyse the 

frequency per one million words. By studying this data, we can see that the word damn was 

in fact used more frequently in articles from the TIME Magazine corpus published in the 

1970s than in the 1940s. This is due to the fact that the TIME Magazine corpus contains more 

words from the 1940s (15,012,019 words) than from the 1970s (12,518,793 words). The 

normalised frequency of each of the swear words that are presented can be seen in Figure 4, 

which clearly illustrates the difference in frequency between each word, and each decade. 
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Figure 4 The frequency of swear words investigated 1923-2006 

 

Figure 4 clearly shows that, of the words investigated in the present study, hell is without 

question the most frequently used word in the TIME Magazine corpus. With 72.14 instances 

per one million words, hell is used more frequently in articles from the 1940s than any of the 

other swear words investigated in any other decade. The Second World War (1939-1945)  is 

evidently an important reason for the increased frequency of the word hell in the TIME 

Magazine corpus; the United States entered the war on the side of the Allies after the 

Japanese military attack on Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941. After this date, hell began to 

be more frequently used in articles discussing military matters, and the war in general, as can 

be seen in (4) and (5). 

 

(4) What the hell did you expect the Marines to do? (22/12/1941)  

(5) Call the Fourth Interceptor Command and demand to know where the hell our Army and 

Navy are (19/01/1942) 

 

 Hell was still frequently used in articles published during the early post-war years, often 

discussing the consequences of the Second World War, as can be seen in examples (6) and 

(7). 

 

(6) "I don't know what the hell you think about this Marshall plan (21/06/1947)  
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(7) "Teddy Roosevelt would have rolled up his sleeves, pulled Joe Stalin across the conference 

table by the mustache and told Stalin to get the hell out of Europe (08/09/1947)  

 

Hell became less frequent in articles from the 1950s; however, with 49.94 instances per one 

million words, hell was still used more frequently in 1950s than in the 1920s and 30s. Articles 

from the 1950s where hell is used often discuss political matters, both domestic (8) and 

international (9).  

 

(8) I know a hell of a lot of them voted Democratic (30/10/1950) 

(9) they have turned Tibet into a hell on earth (04/03/1959)  

 

Hell becomes more frequently used again in articles from the 1960s, and reaches its post-war 

peak in frequency in the 1970s. The popular films Hell to Eternity and War is Hell were 

released in 1960 and 1963, respectively, and their popularity might have helped neutralise 

the word hell; indeed, the phrase "war is hell" appears seven times in articles from the 1960s. 

The motorcycle club Hells Angels is mentioned fourteen times in articles from the 1960s, 

although each one of these examples refers to said club as Hell's Angels. While the use of this 

term does not count as swearing in the present study, as it is the name of an organisation, its 

discussion might have helped neutralise the word hell.  

 

Of the words investigated, damn is continuously the second most frequently used swear word 

per decade. Beers Fägersten's study (2007: 19) which refers to damn and hell as sacred 

terms, found that those two words were considered less offensive than the other swear words 

investigated in the study. If we assume that this idea is generally accepted by speakers and 

journalists, we can see why damn and hell would be more frequently used in the TIME 

Magazine corpus than the other seven words investigated. They can be used to add emphasis 

to statements, as well as to direct and indirect questions. An example is presented in (10) 

 

(10) Just tell us how the hell to get out of it (04/04/1962)  

However, since these so-called sacred terms are considered less offensive than other swear 

words, it is more acceptable to print them. The historical frequency of damn in the TIME 

Magazine corpus is similar to hell; its frequency increased significantly in the 1940s, often 

referring to the ongoing war, as can be seen in (11) and (12). 

 

(11) every damn blackbird they see as a Messerschmitt (19/06/1943)  

(12) Speaking for the American soldier: John L. Lewis, damn your coal-black soul 

(28/06/1943)  
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Unlike hell, damn reached its peak in terms of frequency in the 1970s, with 19.81 instances 

per one million words, compared to 19.12 per one million words in the 1940s. There is a 

noticeable increase in the frequency of damn in the 1960s, compared to the 1950s. We can 

conclude that the end of the Second World War affected the decline in frequency of the word 

damn in the TIME Magazine corpus. There is no evident reason as to why damn became 

more frequently used in the 1960s and 1970s; however, like hell, it appears that damn 

became more commonly used in a casual fashion (13) and therefore became more 

neutralised. 

 

(13) he doesn't give a damn about anything (13/09/1968)  

 

It should also be noted that the popular musical Damn Yankees opened on Broadway in 1955. 

This musical is mentioned thirty-eight times in articles from the 1950s, and while none of 

these examples count as swear words in the present study, this would clearly have helped 

make the word damn less offensive in printed texts.  

 

As we can see in Figure 4, the frequency of every word investigated decreased in the 2000s 

with one notable exception: the word ass. This study finds no obvious reason for this sudden 

increase; ass is used in a number of different context in articles from the 2000s, as can be 

seen in (14), (15), and (16).  

 

(14) The seat slapped me on the ass (12/06/2000)  

(15) She kicks ass, like, whassup! (02/10/2000)  

(16) Voting is a pain in the ass (23/10/2000)  

 

The word ass is used in similar ways in articles from the 1990s, as can be seen in (17) and 

(18). 

 

(17) He was a royal pain in the ass (30/12/1996)  

(18) My mother was going to... kick my ass (26/10/1998). 

 

As is discussed in Section 2.2, it is tempting to assume that the swear words investigated in 

the present study would have increased in the 2000s compared to other decades; as popular 

attitudes towards swearing appear to become more relaxed over time. However, it should be 

noted that the purpose of swearing is often to emphasise statements or questions, and this 

might explain why the frequency of most of the words investigated in the present study 
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declined in the 2000s; it had at that point in history become more socially accepted to use 

swear words in articles, and they were therefore not as powerful when used for emphasis as 

they had previously been. 

4.1.2. Swear words in quoted speech 

As is mentioned in the introduction to this study, since it has been suggested that members of 

the media help influence people's attitudes towards swearing (Methven, 2017: 21), it might be 

relevant to account for the fact that many of the swear words found in the TIME Magazine 

corpus are direct quotes, and as such do not represent the type of language used or condoned 

by journalists writing for TIME. In the present study, a quote is a word or phrase that is 

reported as being spoken or written by another person; the vast majority of these quotes are 

printed within quotation marks, as in example (19).  

 

(19) they said, " Go to hell and take your slums with you" (10/09/1965).   

 

However, answers to questions asked in interviews are counted as quotes as well, in addition 

to printed speeches and excerpts from books. Table 5 presents an estimate of the percentage 

of swear words that are published as quotes in the TIME Magazine corpus. As is discussed in 

Section 3.2.1, a ten percent randomly selected sample of the total number of each qualified 

swear word in the TIME Magazine corpus was analysed; while this does not give us an exact 

number of quoted swear words, I have been able to calculate the estimated number of swear 

words based on these samples. 

 

Table 5. Percentage of quoted swear words 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 5 clearly shows that the word shit is, percentage-wise, the swear word that most 

frequently occurs as part of quoted speech in the TIME Magazine corpus, followed by ass and 

damn. The only swear word that is not part of a quote more than fifty percent of the times it 

WORD QUOTES (%) 

Ass 89.27% 

Bastard 33.33% 

Bitch 68.57% 

Damn 86.08% 

Hell 63.95% 

Shit 95.45% 
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has been published is bastard. When used as a non-quote, bastard is typically used to refer 

to illegitimate children (20), but also as a more general insult (21).  

 

(20) Jane Avril was the bastard daughter of an Italian nobleman (22/02/1943) 

(21) Hugo is a coldhearted [sic] bastard (2004/02/23)  

 

It is tempting to draw the conclusion that bastard is therefore regarded as the least offensive 

of these swear words by the journalists whose articles are published in the TIME Magazine 

corpus, and that shit is the most offensive of these words. Interestingly, this analysis does not 

correspond with the results of Beers Fägersten's study, which found that the sixty 

participants that were asked considered the words bitch and bastard to be more offensive 

than shit, ass, and damn (Beers Fägersten, 2007: 19). However, it should be noted that Beers 

Fägersten's study was conducted in 2007, whereas the usage of swear words in the present 

study covers the year 1923-2006. Based on the information presented in Table 5, we can 

conclude that the journalists whose articles are published in the TIME Magazine corpus 

generally tend to avoid using swear words in their articles, but they will include them if they 

are uttered or written by another person. 

4.2. The Functional Classification 

As is discussed in Section 3.2.2., McEnery (2006: 27) developed a classification scheme for 

bad language words found in the Lancaster Corpus of Abuse, and the British National 

Corpus. Due to its high frequency in the TIME Magazine corpus, the functional classification 

analysis in the present study seeks to investigate the word hell exclusively. For this reason, I 

found it appropriate to develop a different classification scheme that might be better suited to 

apply when analysing that particular word. This classification scheme is based on McEnery's, 

as well as a similar classification scheme used by McEnery and Xiao (2004: 257). A detailed 

discussion of the classification scheme used in the present study can be found in Section 

3.2.2.  

 

In this section, the results of the functional categories used in the present study will be 

presented. I have analysed 900 samples of the word hell found in the TIME Magazine corpus. 

These 900 examples all qualified as swear words. A random sample of 100 tokens were taken 

from each decade. The results of the functional analysis of the word hell is presented in Table 

6. 
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Table 6. Results of the functional analysis of hell 

 

Based on the results presented in Table 6, we can see that there is a notable difference in the 

total frequency between the seven functional categories this study seeks to analyse. 

Figurative extension of original meaning (F) is the most common category in eight of the 

nine decades this study covers. Two example are presented in (22) and (23). 

 

(22) Get your coal from Hell! (19/09/1926)  

(23) the convenient hell of a meaningless marriage (23/02/1962)  

 

The 1970s are a notable exception, when emphatic (E) was the most frequent category. An 

example is presented in (24).  

 

(24) Stay the hell out of my business (20/06/1977)  

 

The least frequent category per decade is less consistent; as we can see, religious usage (R) is 

less frequent than any other category in samples from the 1970s, and together with 

destinational usage (D) the least frequent category in samples from the 1980s. Religious 

usage is also the second least frequent category in samples from the 1930s, 1940s, 1950s, and 

1960s. In samples from the 1920s, however, religious usage is the second most frequent 

category. With six examples each from the 1920s, appropriated meaning (A) and 

intensifying descriptor (I) are the least frequent categories. General expletive (G) is the least 

frequent category in samples from three decades. Destinational usage is less frequent than 

 General 

expletive 

Destinational 

usage 

Intensifying 

descriptor 

Emphatic Figurative 

extension 

of original 

meaning 

Appropriated 

meaning 

Religious 

usage 

Total 

1920s 12 12 6 11 39 6 14 100 

1930s 7 18 10 11 30 16 8 100 

1940s 9 5 22 13 29 15 7 100 

1950s 13 6 12 19 26 13 11 100 

1960s 6 11 15 15 33 13 7 100 

1970s 10 8 19 26 21 14 2 100 

1980s 13 9 14 17 28 10 9 100 

1990s 2 4 17 13 46 10 8 100 

2000s 6 3 16 19 38 9 9 100 

Total 78 76 131 144 290 106 75 900 
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any other category in samples from the 1940s, 1950s, 2000, and together with religious 

usage, the least frequent category found in samples from the 1980s. The results of the 

functional analysis of hell can be seen in the line diagram in Figure 7. 

 

 

Figure 7. Diagram of the results of the functional analysis of hell 

 

Figurative extension of original meaning is, as mentioned above and shown in Figure 7, the 

most frequent functional category of the word hell found in the TIME Magazine corpus. It 

reached its peak in the 1990s, when the figurative extension of original meaning category 

accounted for nearly half (46%) of the samples. When we look at Figure 7, this increase 

appears to have happened at the expense of the general expletive category. Such assumptions 

might be inaccurate, however, since the two categories have little in common semantically; as 

I discussed in Section 3.2.2., figurative extension of original meaning refers to hell as a place 

of suffering, or makes a reference to the Biblical hell in a non-religious context (25), whereas 

general expletive uses hell to add emphasis to the answer to a polar question, or to indicate a 

sudden realisation (26):  

 

(25) hell on earth (31/12/1973) 

(26) Hell, I could die tomorrow at the movies (1970/09/14)  

 

For this reason, it is unlikely that figurative extension of original meaning would be used 

instead of general expletive. In fact, it is unlikely that figurative extension of original 
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meaning would ever be used at the expense of any category other than religious usage. 

Indeed, there are instances in the TIME Magazine corpus where it is difficult to tell the 

immediate difference between figurative extension of original meaning and religious usage, 

as these two categories are often used in a similar fashion. I have in some cases had to 

analyse full articles and make an educated guess about the writers' intentions. The difficulty 

to differentiate between figurative extension of original meaning and religious usage is 

therefore a shortcoming of the present study.   

 

Examples (27) and (28) are categorised as religious usage due to the context in which hell is 

used in their respective articles, although they could have been categorised as figurative 

extension of original meaning in different contexts.  

 

(27) Is Mario Cuomo going to hell? (19/02/1990)  

(28) Hell will be a fine place for me (01/04/1935)  

 

Articles discussing Christian themes appear to have been more common in the 1920s than in 

subsequent decades; this explains the frequency of the religious usage category in articles 

from the 1920s. 

 

The frequency of the category intensifying descriptor increased significantly in the 1940s; 

this is particularly evident in articles discussing the ongoing World War, as can be seen in 

(29). 

 

(29) G.I. Joe deliberately sets out to show that war is hell (23/04/1945)  

The frequency of intensifying descriptor again increases in the 1970s (30); the reason for this 

might be, as is discussed in Section 4.1.1. that hell as an intensifying term had at that point 

become more neutralised.  

 

(30) " one hell of a fight" (22/03/1971); 

 

This appears to apply to the emphatic category as well, which increased in terms of frequency 

during the Second World War (1939-1945), and reached its peak in the 1970s, during which 

decade it was the only category ever to have been more frequent than figurative extension of 

original meaning in the TIME Magazine corpus. Interestingly, in McEnery and Xiao's study 

(2004: 258) where the different morphological variants of the word fuck in the British 

National Corpus were investigated, the results show that the emphatic intensifier category 

was the most frequent functional category, as it accounted for 57.66% of the qualified 
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examples. It should be noted that the vast majority of those examples applied to the verb and 

adjective forms of the morphological variants of fuck; for this reason, it is particularly 

interesting that the emphatic category of hell proved to be the second most frequently used 

functional category, as hell is never used as a verb or adjective in the present study. 

5. Conclusion 

This study investigated the frequency of six swear words in the TIME Magazine corpus. These 

six words were investigated in a previous study conducted by Beers Fägersten (2007), and 

their total frequency from the 1920s to the 2000s was calculated in the present study, as was 

the frequency of these words per decade. I determined which examples of these words count 

as swear words, and subsequently excluded a number of examples from the study, such 

examples include names of places, people, organisations, and titles of books, songs, and 

films. The present study also presented an estimated percentage of swear words as part of 

quoted speech; this estimate is based on 100 randomly selected samples of each swear word 

investigated from the TIME Magazine corpus. In addition, this study presented an analysis of 

a number of functional categories of the most frequently occurring swear word in the TIME 

Magazine corpus, namely the word hell. The functional categories used were designed 

specifically for that word, although they were based on functional classification schemes 

published in previous studies by McEnery (2006), McEnery and Xiao (2004), and Ljung 

(2011). 

 

The frequency-based analysis presented in the present study shows that the overall frequency 

of the words analysed increased during the Second World War (1939-1945); this becomes 

particularly evident when we look at the normalised frequencies of the two most frequently 

used swear words, damn and hell. The frequency level of each of the words was 

comparatively high in the 1960s and 70s. In the 1980s, however, the frequency of each of the 

words decreased significantly, only to increase again in the 1990s, before finally decreasing in 

the 2000s. The only swear word that did not decrease from the 1990s to the 2000s is the 

word ass. This study finds no obvious reason for the inconsistency in frequency between the 

1980s and 2000s. It is tempting to suggest that most of the swear words analysed had at that 

point become neutralised to the extent where they were no longer as forceful when used to 

emphasise statements or questions. This hypothesis does not, however, offer a satisfactory 

explanation as to why the frequency of the words analysed increased in the 1990s, and 

further research might be needed. 
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The present study found that of the words investigated, more than half were estimated to be 

part of quoted speech. This applied to each of the words, with the notable exception of 

bastard, which was only part of a quote an estimated 33.33% of the times it was used in the 

TIME Magazine corpus. Based on this finding, we can draw the conclusion that the 

journalists whose articles are included in the TIME Magazine corpus generally avoid using 

swear words in their articles, but they will print swear words if they have been uttered or 

written by other people. It is also tempting to suggest that a majority of these journalists 

consider the word bastard to be less offensive than the other words investigated. 

 

The functional category analysis of the most frequently occurring swear word in the TIME 

Magazine corpus, hell, shows that the category figurative extension of original meaning is 

the most frequent functional category. With 290 examples of the 900 sample tokens 

analysed, figurative extension of original meaning accounts for 32.22% of the samples. It 

should be noted that it was at times difficult to make a clear distinction between the two 

categories figurative extension of original meaning and religious usage. While I analysed as 

much context as possible when there was doubt as to which of the two categories best 

describes a certain instance of hell, I had to make an educated guess about the writers' 

intented meaning when investigating a number of examples. This can be seen as a 

shortcoming of the present study, and it might be necessary to develop a clearer distinction 

between figurative extension of original meaning and religious usage in further research. 

 

It should be noted that while the present study managed to analyse the frequency of six of the 

nine swear words it set out to discuss, further research might benefit from analysing more 

words than the present study. While the present study focused on the main form of each 

word, e.g. damn and shit, a clearer picture of the frequency of swear words might be 

presented if other forms of each word were analysed in addition to the main forms, e.g. 

damned and shitting. In addition to this, the present study focused solely on articles from the 

TIME Magazine corpus; further research might benefit from investigating the frequency of 

swear words in other corpora, magazines, or newspapers, as it is difficult to determine 

whether one magazine alone has had enough influence to affect social attitudes towards 

swearing. 

 

Lastly, while it might be difficult to determine whether the frequency of certain swear words 

or functional categories has been influenced by historical events, this study might have 

offered valuable information about the taboo status of the words investigated in the TIME 

Magazine corpus between 1923 and 2006. 
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