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Abstract 

Titel: The x-word and its usage 

 Taboo words and swearwords in general, and x-words in newspapers 

Författare: Lindahl, Katarina 

Antal sidor: 23 

Abstract: All languages have words that are considered taboo – words that are not 

supposed to be said or used. Taboo words, or swearwords, can be used in 

many different ways and they can have different meanings depending on 

what context they appear in. Another aspect of taboo words is the 

euphemisms that are used in order to avoid obscene speech. This paper will 

focus on x-words, words like the f-word or the c-word, which replace the 

words fuck or cunt, but as the study will show they also have other meanings 

and usages. 

 

 The purpose of this paper is also to investigate the significance of taboo 

words and their usage in English, as well as research on how they are used, 

or not used, in media. The aim is to examine how x-words are used in the 

British newspapers the Guardian and the Observer by using corpus searches. 

 

 The results show that there are several ways of using x-words, and that using 

them in order to show that a word either is taboo, or has become taboo in a 

certain context, is the most common way. It is also clear that x-words can 

represent many different words, and not only words that are generally 

considered taboo. 

 

Nyckelord: Taboo, swearing, cursing, the f-word, the x-word, the c-word, the n-word, 

offensive language, media, newspapers 
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1. Introduction and aims 

All languages have words that are considered taboo, and in English most taboo words are 

connected to sex, excrement, and Christianity. According to Peter Trudgill the values of a society 

can have an effect on its language as reflected, for example, in taboo words. (Trudgill 2000:18). 

The book also states that the usage of taboo words varies depending on what context they are 

used in and the same word can be an affectionate word in one place, but be a very abusive term 

in another. The word fuck, for example, can be used to express pain, pleasure, hate, and love 

depending on the context it appears in (Andersson & Trudgill 1992:60). When investigating 

swearwords it is important to note that there is a difference between taboo acts and taboo words; 

there are words that are taboo while the action is not. Shit is a taboo word, but the act of 

excretion is not taboo – on the contrary it is necessary for our survival. Swearwords are often 

used in the same manner as we use metaphors, and like metaphors they are used to make our 

language more vivid or more concrete. They add emotional shading to our language and can 

convey strong feelings in a way that non-offensive words cannot (Jay 1999:137). In this paper I 

will explore the significance of taboo words and their usage in English, and also look at how they 

are used, or not used, in media. For this study I will use two British newspapers. By researching 

through corpus searches I will look at x-words (that is, words like the f-word or the c-word) and 

how they are used when they refer to words that are not generally considered as taboo.  

 

2. Background 

The word taboo comes from Polynesian and means ‘forbidden’. We avoid certain words for 

different reasons, or restrict their use by replacing them with euphemisms. For example, L’autre 

(‘the other one’) is used for talking about the devil in French, and that is due to religious reasons. 

Euphemisms like pass away, kick the bucket, and push up the daisies are used instead of to die or 

to be killed (Philip Norman, in Aitchison 2001:123). It is important to note that there is a big 

difference in register between some of these euphemisms and the expressions they replace. Kick 

the bucket and push up the daisies are much more informal than to die or pass away.  

 

2.1. What is taboo? 

Taboo words are words that are not supposed to be said or used, often because they are regarded 

as improper or immoral, or believed to be supernaturally forbidden. However, in practice we do 

use them. If a word was not used at all it would not exist in a language (Trudgill 2000:18). Taboo 

activities are connected to taboo words. Incest is taboo, and so is the word motherfucker – but 

there are other words that are taboo, while the action is not. Saying that a certain area of life is 
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taboo is not to say that it is altogether forbidden (Andersson & Trudgill 1992:55). Talking about 

sex is often considered taboo, but having sex is not at all forbidden, or improper, if it is done at 

the appropriate time, in a suitable place, and with the appropriate person. The partner needs to be 

fairly close in many cultures, from a certain class, or group, or of a certain colour – but not too 

close (incest); and he or she should definitely be a human being, not an animal (Andersson & 

Trudgill 1992:56). Another area that is taboo in English is bodily functions, and even though 

they are necessary for our survival they are considered taboo. Words like piss and shit are taboo 

while the medical equivalents urine and faeces are not (Andersson & Trudgill 1992:56-57). 

Therefore it is important to differentiate between the taboo act and the taboo word. A taboo word 

does not mean that the action is taboo in itself, but words connected to a taboo act are likely to 

become taboo words. Incest is a taboo act, but it is not a taboo word since it is not used in 

swearing.  

 

The values of a society can have an effect on its language through words that are taboo. Since 

most taboo words in English are connected to sex, excretion and the Christian religion, the 

connection to these topics is a reflection of the traditional great emphasis on sexual morality in 

British culture; other cultures have other taboo words (Trudgill 2000:18-19). Many British 

parents restrict the vocabulary of their children by punishing them for using certain words for 

body parts (dick), body processes (piss), or sex (screw). From an early age children learn what 

words not to use (Jay 1992:5).  

 

Terminology used about taboo words in literature is often overlapping. Taboo words, curse 

words, dirty words, swearwords, and offensive speech are used interchangeably (Jay 1999:10), 

and there is no real difference in what they designate.  

 

2.2. The system of swearing  

English has a fairly elaborate system of swearing. When we talk about swearwords we must also 

include fixed expressions such as go to hell as well as single words such as shit. The reason we 

can tell that go to hell is a fixed expression is that it is impossible to replace go with another verb 

of motion, such as walk, run or jump (Andersson & Trudgill 1992:58-59). The literal meaning of 

swearwords is sometimes very distant. We use swearwords somewhat in the same way as we use 

metaphors. A metaphor is “the application to one thing of a name belonging to another” 

(Aristotle quoted in Aitchison 2003:150), for example the sentence Sarah shot down his 
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arguments does not mean that she literally shot down arguments with a gun, it is a figure of 

speech.  

 

The three expressions Go to hell!, Fuck off!, and Get your ass out of here! are all different, but 

they have the same function in certain situations, that is, telling someone to leave (Andersson & 

Trudgill 1992:59). The expression get your ass out of here is also an example of metonymy
1
 

where ass represents the person, in the same way as crown can represent royalty. Another 

example is the expression You shithead!, which can be used when cursing at someone who has 

committed a thoughtless deed. Metaphorically it denotes the doer of having a head full of shit 

(Jay 1999:137). The head is “a container for the brains, which represent the seat of mental 

thinking ability”. If it was filled with something else than the brain a person would have “a 

diminished thinking ability” (Jay 1992:12). The meaning of a single swearword can also vary to 

a great extent. An example of that is the word fuck, which can be used to describe pain, pleasure, 

hate and love (Andersson & Trudgill 1992:60). 

 

Cursing is, technically speaking, wishing harm on a person, for example eat shit and die, but the 

term cursing is also used to “include categories such as: swearing, obscenity, profanity, 

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

vulgarity, slang, and scatology” (Jay 1999:9). According to the Oxford English Dictionary 

cursing is “utter[ing] against (persons or things) words which consign […] them to evil spiritual 

or temporal, as the wrath of God or the malignity of fate” (Oxford English Dictionary [online] ). 

This shows that cursing usually is connected to profanity and religious damnation, but since 

cursing is used to include many different categories in the literature presented in this paper I will 

continue to use the broader meaning of the term cursing. Swearing, or cursing, is uttering 

offensive and emotionally powerful words (such as fuck, or shit), or emotionally harmful 

expressions that are understood as insults (such as kiss my ass, or piss off). Swearwords are not 

always used as insults; they can be used in different ways. Swearing allows a speaker to express 

strong emotion and creates an emotional impact on the listener. This impact can be positive, as in 

joking and sexual enticement, or it can be negative, as in name calling and sexual harassment 

(Jay 1999:9-10). Swearing can also intensify emotional expressions in a way that inoffensive 

words cannot. The intensity and offensiveness of a swearword expresses the speaker’s level of 

emotion. Powerful and offensive language, such as fuck you, conveys extremely powerful 

                                                 
1
 Metonymy is a figure of speech where the name of an object or concept is replaced by a word closely related to the 

original. (Encyclopaedia Britannica [online])  
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emotions while inoffensive language, such as darn you, does not convey the same kind of 

intensity. Swearwords have unique emotional shadings, which are necessary for communicating 

and understanding deep emotions (Jay 1999:137). 

 

In order to get a better view of how swearwords are used we need to characterise the different 

types of swearing. Andersson and Trudgill (1992) categorise swearwords into four different 

groups: expletive, abusive, humorous, and auxiliary. Expletive words are used to express 

emotions (such as anger, frustration or disappointment) and they are not directed towards others; 

some examples are Hell!, Shit!, and God damn it! The second group is abusive words. They are 

directed towards others, and are insulting or offensive. Abusive swearwords also include name-

calling and different types of curses. Some examples from this group are You asshole!, You 

bastard!, and Go to hell! The last two groups are not as common. Humorous swearwords are 

directed towards others but they are not abusive; instead they take on the opposite function and 

are playful. An example from this group is Get your ass in gear! The last group is auxiliary, and 

in this group swearwords are not directed towards a person or a situation. In this case, swearing 

is a way of speaking and it is “often or always non-emphatic” (61) according to Andersson and 

Trudgill (1992:61), but it can be argued that the words have just lost much of their emphasis, but 

still remain emphatic to a certain extent. Some examples from this group are this fucking X, 

bloody Y (Andersson & Trudgill 1992:60-61).  

 

2.3. Denotation and connotation 

Swearwords differ from other words when it comes to denotation and connotation. Denotation is 

the dictionary definition, the literal meaning and the mental representation of a word. 

Connotation is the affective and emotional image that is associated with the denotative meaning 

of a word (Jay 1999:136). For example, the sentence Jimmy is a dog can connote that Jimmy is a 

bad or aggressive person or it can denote that Jimmy is a four-legged canine carnivore. Usually, 

it is difficult to separate the connotation from the denotation of a word. When we hear or see a 

word, the denotative meaning comes to mind and we cannot stop the connotations that come with 

it. Swearwords are different than other words because the connotative meaning dominates over 

the denotative meaning. It is easier to separate these aspects of meaning in swearwords than in 

other words. Nevertheless, curse words are not limited to connotation; they also have denotative 

uses (Jay 1999:136). Examples of how a taboo word can be used denotatively is when comedian 

Lenny Bruce used the word cocksucker to refer to oral sex acts, or the text on a college bathroom 

wall “You are all a bunch of fucking nymphomaniacs” where someone had added “There ain’t 
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no other kind”, changing the word fucking from being an emotion intensifier into an adjective 

modifying nymphomaniacs (Jay 1992:11). 

 

Another interesting aspect of swearwords is why it can be insulting to call someone a pig, but not 

insulting to call them a polar bear. The British anthropologist Edmund Leach has suggested an 

explanation to this question. He believes that it has to do with pigs being associated with 

humans, and thought of as having some human attributes (Andersson & Trudgill 1992:16). It 

could also be because we consider pigs to be dirty and polar bears fluffy and cute. The same 

phenomenon occurs with the word bitch (female dog) which is more insulting than the word cat. 

 

2.4. Euphemisms for swearwords 

A common way to avoid swearwords is to use euphemisms. One way of doing this is for 

example by abbreviating fuck into the f-word, or cunt into the c-word. Euphemisms are used as a 

substitute for offensive or taboo expressions and the purpose is to avoid using explicitly 

offensive terms in polite conversations. A speaker selects the level of formality in a conversation 

depending on the “speaker-listener relationship, the setting and the topic at hand”, and in the 

same manner the speaker also chooses euphemisms or swearwords (Jay 1999:128).  

 

Sex has been a taboo topic for a long time and therefore many euphemisms have developed to 

refer to it. According to Jay (1999:128) this “abundance of euphemisms for sex is a good 

indication of how important it is for speakers to talk around the topic”. Some examples of 

euphemisms referring to sexuality are: the woman’s complaint (menstruation), self-abuse 

(masturbation), rubber (condom), hanky panky (sexual acts), and come (orgasm). However, some 

strongly tabooed acts, such as oral sex, do not have any polite replacements. When discussing 

oral sex, speakers instead use slang and offensive terms, such as blow job, that cannot be used in 

polite conversations (Jay 1999:128). 

 

Although euphemisms might be more accepted socially, swearwords are sometimes said to “be 

more cathartic (it feels better) than emoting without cursing”. This suggests that there can be a 

difference between shouting fuck and not ouch when you hit your thumb with the hammer (Jay 

1999:52). 

 

2.5. X-words  

The c-word is usually a euphemism for cunt, but it can also be used instead of the word cancer, 

and the same thing applies to the f-word which might stand for federalism instead of fuck. I will 
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refer to these words as X-words, because they can refer to any word starting with a certain letter. 

This area of taboo words has not been presented in any of the literature presented in this essay 

and therefore there is no terminology for these types of euphemisms or taboo words. Some 

words, like federalism for example, are not taboo themselves and they are not swearwords. 

However, they are presented as if they were taboo in newspapers.  

 

2.6. Taboo words in dictionaries 

A small comparative study of word labels for offensive words was made by Skillström Bygg in 

her C-paper (2006). By comparing the dictionaries Merriam Webster [online] and the Oxford 

English Dictionary (OED: 2000) she showed that “there are several ways for dictionaries to 

‘warn’ their users of using certain words and also that there are inconsistencies in the word 

labelling” (Skillström Bygg 2006:6). Merriam Webster used warnings such as “usually 

offensive”, “usually vulgar”, and “often vulgar” while the OED used a triangle symbol with an 

exclamation point meaning “taboo”, “slang”, “informal”, or “very offensive”. The study also 

found that there were inconsistencies between the dictionaries. The OED warned for the word 

whore, while Merriam Webster simply gave the explanation of the word. On the other hand, both 

dictionaries agreed that words like fuck, cunt, and blow job are considered offensive and that 

words like scum, fatty, and hooker are “inappropriate to call somebody, but not as offensive as 

the former three” (Skillström Bygg 2006:6). 

 

Although the study is recent, Skillström Bygg used an old edition of the OED. In a replicated 

study done by the author the three dictionaries the Oxford English Dictionary, Merriam Webster 

and Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English were compared. This study confirmed that 

Merriam Webster did not warn at all for the word whore, while the OED warned that it was a 

“coarse term of abuse”. Longman said it was informal and taboo. This information confirms that 

there are inconsistencies between different dictionaries. 

 

The word with the absolutely strongest warnings is the word nigger. The OED called it “strongly 

offensive”, Merriam Webster said it was “the most offensive and inflammatory racial slur in 

English” and Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English listed it as “Taboo” and gave the 

warning “do not use” (Oxford English Dictionary [online], Merriam Webster [Online], Longman 

Dictionary of Contemporary English, 2005). Other words with the strong warnings in all three 

dictionaries were cocksucker, cunt, fuck and motherfucker.  
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2.7. Taboo words in media 

The Federal Communications Commission (FCC) in the U.S. depends on listener complaints and 

can take action against broadcast “indecent or obscene material” (Hilliard & Keith 2007:18). In 

1973 the FCC received the test case they had been hoping for. Before this point no case tried had 

ever reached the Supreme Court. The accused usually paid the small fine instead of appealing 

since the cost of a trial would be too great (Hilliard & Keith 2007:19). The non-commercial radio 

station WBAI had aired a monologue by comedian George Carlin entitled “Filthy Words”. In the 

monologue he describes the meanings of seven words that cannot be said on public airwaves: 

“shit, piss, fuck, cunt, tits, cocksucker and motherfucker” (Hilliard & Keith 2007:22-23). The 

FCC found the monologue offensive and indecent, but not obscene. The case reached the 

Supreme Court and the Supreme Court agreed that the show was indecent and they said that it 

should not have been aired when children might be listening. However, the court also stated that 

all future cases would be considered individually. That meant that the FCC had not succeeded in 

finding a test case which could set the standards for what material could be allowed on the air. 

They had not found a definition of what was indecent or obscene and in 2007 there was still no 

decision on what is to be considered indecent (Hilliard & Keith 2007:24-27). 

 

In 2003 the FCC was involved in another interesting case. In an NBC broadcast Bono, the lead 

singer of U2, was accepting an award at the Golden Globe awards and he exclaimed “This is 

really, really, fucking brilliant” (quoted in Pinker 2007). In this case the FCC decided not to 

sanction the network, explaining their decision by saying that their guidelines defined indecency 

or obscenity as material describing sexual or excretory organs or activities and in this case “Bono 

had used fucking as an ‘adjective […]’” (Pinker 2007).  

 

Newspapers, television and radio stations still avoid many taboo words. “Shit, piss and asshole 

/…/ are still unspeakable on network television and unprintable in most newspapers”, and an 

example is that The New York Times identified Harry Frankfurt’s bestseller as On Bull**** 

(Pinker 2007). Fuck and fucking are the words that are most disliked in lyrics by broadcasting 

companies. The BBC decided to stop certain songs from their airwaves. Some of the titles are: 

“The Man Don’t Give a Fuck”, “Too drunk to fuck”, “Fucking in heaven” and “Fucking Up”. In 

response some singers changed the title of their songs, and Prince’s “Sexy Motherfucker” 

became “Sexy MF” and the song “Don’t Marry Her, Fuck Me” was changed to “Don’t Marry 

Her, Have Me” (Hilliard & Keith 2007:98).  
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Even if taboo words generally are avoided, the First Amendment gives Americans the right to 

freedom of speech unless that speech is obscene or sexually explicit (Jay 1992:195, 200). The 

speech produced for communication channels, such as radio, TV, or newspapers, is not 

completely free since the time of day and the potential audience must be taken into consideration 

(Jay 1992:200). 

 

3. Methods and material 

The data for this investigation was obtained by means of corpus searches of the Guardian and 

the Observer from 2005. I chose those two newspapers, as well as what year to examine, based 

on availability for me. In my study I searched the corpus for all x-words, starting with the a-word 

and going through the alphabet until the z-word. I initially decided to take a close look at every 

x-word that occurred more than five times in the search, and tried to see what words the x 

represented.  

 

Next, I looked at how the x-words were used when they were not referring to a generally agreed-

upon taboo word. I started by looking at the c-word and continued with the f-word, the n-word 

and the r-word, i.e., the x-words that were the most common. By looking at the context where the 

words were used I could categorize them into different groups, or different ways of using x-

words. 

 

The number of x-words found in the corpus was smaller than I had anticipated; I therefore 

decided to look at all x-words that occurred, in order to get a better view of how this kind of 

euphemism is used for non-taboo words as well. Thus, I went through the list again and 

identified all x-words in the corpus. 

 

4. Analysis and results 

The questions I intended to answer in this study were: how are x-words used in newspapers both 

when they refer to taboo words and when they refer to other words, in what contexts are non-

taboo words made taboo by using the x-word euphemism, and in what other ways are x-words 

used in newspaper texts? 

 

4.1. X-words in the Guardian and the Observer 2005 

The results show that the most common x-word in the Guardian and the Observer is the f-word, 

and in 86% of the cases it refers to the taboo word fuck. The second most common x-word is the 

c-word. The c-word had more possible meanings than the f-word. Only 35% of the c-words 
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referred to the taboo word cunt. Another word that might be considered taboo is the word cancer. 

It is taboo in the same way the topic of death is, but it is not used as a swearword. The c-word 

referred to cancer in 15% of the cases.  

 

The n-word, which appeared 11 times, was interesting since it only had one possible meaning; in 

all articles it referred to the taboo word nigger. The last word that occurred more than five times 

is the r-word which does not have a clearly tabooed word connected to it. Therefore the hits were 

evenly distributed for four different words; however, since there were so few hits on the r-word, 

it is hard to draw any conclusions about r-words. 

 

Table 1. List of all x-words in the Guardian and the Observer 2005 
2
 

word 

number 
of 

results meanings 

number 
of 

results 
per 

meaning  word 

number 
of 

results meanings 

number 
of 

results 
per 

meaning 

the a-word 1      the g-word 3     

the b-word 1      the h-word 2    

the c-word 26 Cadillac 1  the i-word 0     

   cancer 4  the j-word 0     

   celebrity 2  the k-word 2     

   charlatan 1  the l-word 4     

   Chelsea 1  the m-word 3     

   christmas 1  the n-word 11 nigger 11 

   comrades 1  the o-word 0     

   convergence 1  the p-word 4    

   cooking 1  the q-word 0     

   corpse 1  the r-word 5 racism 1 

   corruption 1     redistribution 1 

   cricket 1     respect 2 

   crime 1      rugby 1 

    cunt 9  the s-word 2     

the d-word 1      the t-word 1     

the e-word 1      the u-word 0     

the f-word 49 fail 1  the v-word 1    

   federal 1  the w-word 0     

   feminism 3  the x-word 0     

   floating 1  the y-word 0     

   fuck 42  the z-word 0     

    fun 1      

 

 

 

                                                 
2
 For a more expanded table, including the meanings of the rest of the x-words, see Appendix 2 
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4.1.1. The c-word 

The c-word showed up 26 times in the search. As Figure 1 shows there were 14 different 

meanings in the corpus that the c-word referred to. Cunt was the most common and that is also 

the taboo word the c-word was expected to stand for.  

 

Figure 1. Distribution of different meanings for the c-word 

The c-word

Cadillac

cancer

celebrity

charlatan

Chelsea

christmas

comrades

convergence

cookingcorpse

corruption

cricket

crime

cunt

 

 

Most c-words were used to show that the word either was taboo, or had become taboo in a 

certain context. The fact that the c-word also referred to the word cancer was not so surprising 

since cancer can be a taboo topic in certain situations. In the article where the c-word replaced 

charlatan it was used as a way to avoid calling someone a charlatan, probably to avoid accusing 

someone of something they might not have done. When it comes to the word Christmas the c-

word was used to emphasise how Christmas had become a taboo word in certain stores. Sears, 

for example, avoided the expression Merry Christmas and urged their employees to say Happy 

Holidays instead, in order not to offend any non-Christians. When the c-word represented the 

word crime it was clear that crime (or criminality) was a taboo word. The article was about the 

IRA, and because the IRA denies ever having been involved in crime they avoided using the 

word crime and called it as “any other activities whatsoever”. The interviewer asked why there 

was no mention of the c-word, and indicated by this question that crime was a taboo word for the 

IRA. The word corpse was also replaced by the c-word in one article. In this case someone had 
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used the word corpse about a deceased opponent and the writer referred to it as the c-word since 

some people thought that calling someone a corpse was offensive and inappropriate. The word 

corruption was replaced by the c-word in a political article and here the c-word was used to 

show how corruption is taboo, especially as a topic in politics. Another one is the name Chelsea, 

which was replaced by the c-word since it was a football player’s old club, and changing teams 

can be considered taboo in that context.  

 

Another way of using the c-word was to use it for a positive word. When the c-word meant 

Cadillac it was used to emphasise how the word Cadillac can have positive connotations; in this 

case the connotations were tailfins and vertical headlamps which were seen as good attributes on 

a car, and that the trademark Cadillac has a good reputation.  

 

In some texts the reason for using the c-word was hard to see. In the article where the c-word 

replaced cricket the text made clear what word it referred to: “…use the c-word – cricket –…”, 

but it was not at all as clear why. The article was about a rugby coach using cricket as a 

metaphor. A prior knowledge of Australian rugby might facilitate the understanding of why 

cricket is taboo in this context. The reason for using the c-word when referring to comrades was 

also unclear in one of the articles. Tony Blair had used it at a victory party, and perhaps it was 

taboo since it is usually connected to communism. 

 

Some writers also used the c-word to show that the word it represents has been overused. The 

word celebrity was unexpected, since it usually has positive connotations. One article discusses 

the series of shows with “the C-word tag”, and whether or not the currency of celebrity has been 

devalued. The c-word is used here in order not to mention celebrity too much; and to avoid the 

devaluation of the word much in the same way as swearwords become less emphatic when they 

are used to a great extent, such as when they are auxiliary swearwords (see section 2.2.). Another 

article used the c-word to show that the interviewee thought that celebrity had negative 

connotations, and the reporter said that he reacted at the “use of the c-word”. The c-word also 

replaced convergence in one of the articles, and in this case it was clear that the author thought 

that the word convergence had been used too often. Another word that was called the c-word was 

cooking, and in this case the c-word was used to show dislike of how television networks had 

promoted cooking shows to a great extent and mentioned cooking several times in adverts. 
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In all the texts where the c-word represented something other than cunt the word it referred to 

was in the text. However, when it did mean cunt the word was not mentioned, and the reader is 

expected to understand what the writer means. This phenomenon also occurred with both the f-

word and the n-word in general, but there were a few exceptions where fuck and fucking was 

actually spelled out in quotes in the text. 

 

4.1.2. The f-word 

The f-word was interesting because even if it occurred more times than the c-word it referred to 

fewer words. In 86% of the 49 places the f-word was used in it was a euphemism for the taboo 

word fuck. The fact that the word fuck was the most common f-word implies that fuck is a more 

common swearword than cunt, but also that the f-word is a generally agreed-upon euphemism for 

fuck.  

 

Figure 2. Distribution of different meanings for the f-word 

The f-word

fuck

fail
federalfun

feminism

floating

 

 

Like the c-word, the f-word was often used to show that the word either was taboo, or had 

become taboo in a certain context. The f-word was used as a replacement for fun when the author 

tried to show how important this word was. After mentioning how being interviewed could be 

fun, there were no call-backs from the people they had contacted. In a way it can be interpreted 

as if the word fun was taboo in this context. The word federal was replaced by the f-word in an 
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article where the European Union was discussed. The f-word was then used to emphasise that 

federal can be a taboo word in this situation, especially for people who are critical towards the 

EU. Another word that was replaced by the f-word is the word fail, which has become a taboo 

word when it comes to school. Some say it should not be used since it can put children off 

learning. Feminism occurred in two different articles. In both cases the f-word was used to show 

how many people do not want to call themselves feminists, the word has begun to have negative 

connotations. However, both articles encouraged the use of the word feminism and gave the 

impression that there should be nothing taboo about the word. 

 

A more uncommon way of using it was as a joke, or a pun. The f-word was used as a pun when it 

referred to the word floating. The article was about the celebrity chef Gordon Ramsay who is 

famous for, in addition to his skills as a chef and his TV-shows, saying fuck and other taboo 

words on television. Furthermore, he also has a TV-show called The F-word. This time the 

author says that Ramsay used the f-word, and then explains that he is talking about floating his 

business on the stock market. 

 

4.1.3. The n-word 

The n-word had no other meanings than the taboo word nigger. The reason for that might be that 

nigger is such a strong taboo word, and that newspapers will refrain from using it because of 

how offensive it is. Just like the f-word is used for fuck, the n-word seems to be a generally 

agreed-upon euphemism for the word nigger. On the other hand, the n-word only showed up 11 

times in the search, making it hard to draw any conclusions based on so little data. As mentioned 

in section 2.2 ethnic-racial slurs are included in the term cursing. However, there is a difference 

in how the word nigger is used compared to cunt or fuck. The word nigger is racist and 

derogatory, but it is not used as an expletive, humorous or auxiliary swearword like the previous 

words mentioned. It might be used as an abusive swearword, but not in the same way as You 

asshole!, which is also an abusive swearword, since nigger is only used in a racist way about 

black people. It is hard to categorise the word nigger, and therefore comparing it to other x-

words becomes difficult.  

 

4.1.4. The r-word 

The r-word is intriguing since there is no obvious taboo word connected to it. Except for the 

word respect, which occurred two times, the distribution between meanings is even.  
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Figure 3. Distribution of different meanings for the r-word 

The r-word

racism

redistribution

respect

rugby

 

 

When the r-word is used instead of respect in the text it gives the impression that, in both 

articles, the word respect has been used too often by a speaker. Racism was also replaced by the 

r-word in an article to show that the word was often overused. When it comes to redistribution 

the article used the r-word to show that the word was avoided by the Labour party in Britain. 

Why the r-word was used for rugby is unclear, especially since the r-word was found in the 

headline without any immediate explanation. Later on in the article it appeared to represent 

rugby, but it was not clear why. 

 

4.1.5. Other x-words 

Other x-words also appeared in the search, but they were not as common. The a-word occurred 

one time and it referred to abortion. In this article it was used to demonstrate that abortion is a 

taboo topic. The b-word represented the name Bellamy, a player that had left a club and the 

journalist were still asking questions about him to his old club. Again, it was used to show how 

the word had become a taboo topic in this situation. The d-word for denial was used in the same 

way, it was not supposed to be mentioned that someone was living in denial. The word for the 

currency of the European Union, the euro, was replaced by the e-word because it was taboo to 

talk about it in politics. The reason for this was probably because there was a debate about 

whether Britain should join the EMU or not.  
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The g-word was interesting because, like the c-word for Cadillac, it was used to show that a 

word had positive connotations. This time it was the word geisha – “What is it about geisha? Just 

the mention of the G-word seems to make men come over all misty-eyed.” The g-word had three 

different meanings, and the two others where god and Gardener. God was replaced by the 

g-word not because it is a taboo subject, but more because it is something that is not openly 

spoken about very often. In this article a Muslim and a Christian tried each other’s religions, and 

this might be considered a taboo act in certain situations. When the g-word referred to Gardener 

it was not the profession it represented, it was the name Gardener. In this case Gardener was an 

ex-husband and a taboo topic for the interviewee.  

 

The h-word represented Hitler and honour. The name Hitler was a taboo topic, and the author 

used the h-word to show that Hitler should not have been mentioned in that certain situation 

where some people were talking to German friends. The h-word replaced honour in a different 

way; this time it appeared to be a combination of being a taboo word and being used to often; 

“He is big on the H-word, too. ‘I’m an honourable man’, he says. ‘I have a white beard. I have 

been to Mecca. But now she has damaged my honour...’” The article discussed honorary killings 

and family reputation. The k-word referred to two different words. When it was used to represent 

kill it was in an article about weapons, and killing people is obviously a taboo act and therefore it 

became a taboo word in this context. The second word it referred to was kookiness, and the k-

word was used to show that it is inappropriate to call someone kooky
3
. 

 

The l-word actually represented The L-word in two articles, that is, the television series called 

The L-word. The title of the series refers to the word lesbian, but in the articles it was just a title 

like any other title. Another word that was represented by the l-word was love. The l-word was 

used in articles about love where there was a discussion about if love is only hormones or if it 

actually is something more profound. The l-word is used to show that the word love might be 

taboo in natural science. The m-word was used to refer to three different words. The first one 

was moustache, and in this case moustaches on women. The m-word was used to show that 

moustaches on women were something no one really wanted to talk about. The second word was 

marriage and the article used the m-word to demonstrate how the word marriage was taboo in 

connection to gay couples as shown by this example: “…in 2005 when the first civil partnerships 

were registered in England and, in effect gay marriage became legal. It is hard to estimate the 

                                                 
3
  Kooky is American English and means silly or crazy (Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English, 2005). 
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importance of this, even if the use of the m-word, not an inaccurate shorthand, is still 

controversial.” Marriage is normally not a taboo word, but for some people gay marriage is a 

taboo topic. The third m-word referred to menopause, and showed that menopause is a taboo 

word for many women. It is something they neither want to think about nor talk about and 

therefore they referred to it as the m-word.  

 

The p-word had four different meanings, prodigy, ponchos, promotion, and pimp. Prodigy was 

replaced by the p-word because it had negative connotations for the person who was being 

interviewed; she did not want to be called a prodigy, “[she] is not happy with the P-word. ‘It’s 

very flattering to be called a prodigy,’ she says, ‘but I can’t help imagining a three-year-old with 

a box of tricks’”. Ponchos also had negative connotations, in this case mainly because they were 

seen as embarrassing especially in a city environment. The word promotion was also replaced by 

the p-word, and that was probably because it was taboo for the interviewee to talk about if he 

was aiming for a promotion or not. The last word was pimp, and the article was about what 

rappers now called themselves and how the word was changing, not having the same meaning as 

before when it meant a man who makes money by controlling prostitutes. However, the author 

still thought that the word was taboo. The s-word had two meanings. The first one was snagging, 

which according to the article meant checking over a property to make sure there were no defects 

before buying it. The s-word was used to show that it might be a taboo word when looking for 

houses; it implies that the previous owner cannot be trusted. The second word was socialism and 

here the s-word was used to show that socialism was a taboo topic for the New Labour party.  

 

Teaching was the only meaning found for the t-word. The article was about a university website 

where teaching was not supposed to be mentioned. The v-word had only one meaning too, 

vagina. Uganda had banned the play The Vagina Monologues, not only because of the name of 

the monologues but also because of its contents. The v-word was used by the newspaper to show 

that female genitals are a taboo topic in Uganda.  

 

4.1.6. X-words in quoted speech 

X-words can appear in both quoted speech and in the main text of an article. When it refers to 

taboo words like fuck or fucking the article might warn their readers for the f-word and then give 

a direct quote where the swearword is mentioned. From the results of this investigation it is clear 

that x-words are not only used in quoted speech, in fact, they seem to be more common in the 

regular text. 
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4.2. Reasons for using x-words in newspaper articles 

X-words appear for many different reasons in newspaper texts, and I have classified them as 

follows:  

1. The word is generally considered taboo and not appropriate in the context (for example 

cunt, fuck and nigger) 

2. The article wants to demonstrate that a word has become taboo in a certain situation or 

context (for example Christmas, or comrades) 

3. The word that the x-word represents has been used too often (for example convergence, 

or respect) and has lost its emphasis, or it has become a cliché 

4. The word is used to show how something has very positive connotations (for example 

Cadillac, or geisha) 

5. The x-word can be used in a humorous way (for example the f-word referring to floating, 

but only in that certain context)  

 

These different reasons are sorted by how common they were in my investigation. However, in 

some articles it was not clear why the x-word was used.  

 

Figure 4. Comparison of different reasons for using x-words  (in actual numbers)
4
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4
 The L-word that referred to the television show was not included in this diagram.  
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As Figure 4 shows, the f-word, the c-word, and the n-word were most often used when they were 

referring to the taboo words fuck, cunt, and nigger, and they were the only x-words that were 

included in the first category. In comparison to all other x-words the major difference was only 

between the first and second group, showing that the f-word can be used in the same way as any 

other x-word even though the f-word has a clear connection to the taboo word fuck. In addition, it 

is important to note that the n-word only had one meaning, and that the n-word only belonged to 

the first category.  

 

Figure 5. Different reasons for using x-words – all x-words (in actual numbers) 
5
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Figure 5 demonstrates that the most common usage of x-words is to avoid using words that are 

considered taboo. The second most common way of using x-words is to show readers that a word 

or an expression has become taboo in a certain context. This way of using x-words is about half 

as common as the first one. There are also three other ways that x-words were used in 

newspapers, but neither of them was very common. Using an x-word can show that a certain 

word has been overused and this is the third most common usage of x-words. The last two 

categories only appeared one or two times, and therefore it is hard to draw any conclusions about 

                                                 
5
 The L-word that referred to the television show was not included in this diagram.  
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these categories. Three of the words could not be categorised since it was unclear why the x-

word was used in those articles.  

 

5. Conclusion 

As previous research has shown taboo words can be used in many different ways, and this is also 

true of x-words. The results show that x-words are used for different reasons in newspaper texts, 

and that most x-words are used to show that a word already is taboo, or that it has become taboo 

in a certain context. Other reasons for using x-words are to demonstrate that the word has been 

overused or that the word has positive connotations.  

 

The study also shows that x-words can represent many different words, and not only words that 

are generally considered taboo. The f-word, the c-word and the n-word are the only words that 

referred to generally agreed-upon taboo words, and this shows that the x-word euphemism is not 

used for all taboo words. Shit, for example was never replaced by the s-word according to this 

investigation. Even if the x-word had a strongly tabooed word connected to it, it could still refer 

to other words. The best example of this is the c-word; it appeared 26 times in the search and had 

14 different meanings. 

 

The results also indicate that taboo words are truly an important part of our language since they 

are used in newspapers, even if they are replaced by x-word euphemisms. Most swearwords 

appear in quoted speech, but x-words are often used in the running text and sometimes refer to a 

swearword mentioned in a quote.  

 

A suggestion for further research on the topic is to do a corpus search of the same newspapers, 

looking at another year than 2005, in order to investigate if x-words are becoming more common 

or not. Another idea would be to compare newspapers in other countries, for example American 

or Australian newspapers, and see if the results differ between countries. Taboo words in 

dictionaries is also an interesting topic, there seem to be many inconsistencies between different 

dictionaries. 
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Appendix 1 

 

Taboo words in dictionaries – a small comparative study 2008 

 

Word 
Oxford English Dictionary 

[Online] 
(accessed April 11, 2008) 

Merriam Webster 
[Online] 

(accessed April 11, 2008) 

Longman Dictionary of 
Contemporary English 

(2005) 

Ass Often considered vulgar Sometimes vulgar Not polite 

Asshole/Arsehole Coarse slang Usually vulgar Not polite 

Bastard Used vulgarly - Taboo, not polite 

Bitch Not in decent use - Informal 

Bloody Foul language Sometimes vulgar - 

Blow job Slang  Usually vulgar Informal 

Cock 
Not admissible in polite 

speech 
Usually vulgar Informal, not polite 

Cocksucker Coarse slang Usually obscene Taboo 

Cunt Vulgar  Usually obscene Taboo 

Damn Used profanely - Not polite 

Darn Slang  - Informal  

Dick Coarse  Usually vulgar Informal, not polite 

Dog Slang  - Informal, not polite 

Fuck Coarse slang 
Usually obscene, usually 

vulgar 
Taboo  

Hell - - Not polite 

Hooker slang - Informal 

Motherfucker Coarse slang Usually obscene Taboo  

Nigger Strongly offensive 

the most offensive and 

inflammatory racial slur in 

English 

Taboo, very offensive 

Penis - - - 

Pig Derogatory  Slang, usually disparaging Taboo, informal 
6
 

Piss Coarse slang Sometimes vulgar Not polite 

Pussy Coarse slang Usually vulgar Taboo 

Screw Coarse slang Usually vulgar Informal, not polite 

Shit Not in decent use Usually vulgar Not polite 

Tits Slang  Usually vulgar Informal, not polite 

Whore Coarse term of abuse - Informal, taboo 

 

 

A dash (-) means that there was no warning in the dictionary. 

 

 

References: 

Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English. 2005. Essex: Pearson Longman 

http://www.merriam-webster.com/ 

http://www.oed.com/ 

                                                 
6
 Taboo when referring to a police officer, informal when referring to any other person. 
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Appendix 2 

word 
number 

of 
results 

meanings 

number 
of 

results 
per 

meaning 

the a-word 1 abortion 1 

the b-word 1 Bellamy 1 

the c-word 26 Cadillac 1 
   cancer 4 

   celebrity 2 
   charlatan 1 
   Chelsea 1 
   christmas 1 

   comrades 1 
   convergence 1 
   cooking 1 
   corpse 1 

   corruption 1 
   cricket 1 
   crime 1 

    cunt 9 

the d-word 1 denial 1 

the e-word 1 euro 1 

the f-word 49 fail 1 
  federal 1 
  feminism 3 

  floating 1 
  fuck 42 

    fun 1 

the g-word 3 god 1 
  gardener 1 

    geisha 1 

the h-word 2 hitler 1 

  honour 1 

the i-word 0     

the j-word 0     

the k-word 2 kill 1 

   kookiness 1 

the l-word 4 love 2 

   The L-word 2 

the m-word 3 moustache 1 

  marriage 1 

  menopause 1 

the n-word 11 nigger 11 

the o-word 0     

the p-word 4 promotion 1 

  prodigy 1 

  pimp 1 

  poncho 1 

the q-word 0     
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the r-word 5 racism 1 

  redistribution 1 

  respect 2 

    rugby 1 

the s-word 2 snagging 1 

  socialism 1 

the t-word 1 teaching 1 

the u-word 0     

the v-word 1 vagina 1 

the w-word 0     

the x-word 0     

the y-word 0     

the z-word 0     

 


