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Abstract 
Titel:            Offensive language in Sex and the City 

                     A study of male and female characters’ use of taboo words 

Författare:  Skillström Bygg, Madelene 

                     Engelska C, 2006 

Antal sidor: 21 

Abstract:     There are words and topics of conversation that are considered taboo and 

offensive in the English language. Offensive words can be divided into different 

categories, based on the way they are used and in what situation. Topics of 

conversation that are considered taboo are for example sexual activity and death.  

 

Men and women are said to use language differently, in a number of areas. One 

of these areas concerns offensive language. It is considered masculine to swear 

and women are prone to use euphemisms more than men, i.e. the mildest form 

possible of an offensive word. Studies have shown that men and women feel 

more comfortable using taboo language with members of the same sex than with 

members of the opposite sex. 

 

This paper aims to study the differences in language use between men and 

women and apply the findings on eight episodes of the American television 

series Sex and the City, with focus on offensive language. The purpose is to 

study whether or not the female characters of the show use a typically male 

language and if they do, if it could be a reason for them being perceived as 

strong women.  

 

Nyckelord:  Gender, swearing, offensive language, taboo, male, female, Sex and the City 
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1. Introduction and aims 
Consider the following words: fuck, bitch, sex, death. These are all words which evoke 

emotion in most people. These words can be categorised as offensive words (fuck and bitch) 

and taboo topics of conversation (sex and death), which may be considered rude and offensive 

in many situations. The level of acceptance of offensive words and taboo topics is dependent 

on the given situation, although there seems to be a higher acceptance of men who use 

offensive words and talk about taboo topics than there is for women. 

 

Offensive words can be divided into different categories: cursing, profanity, blasphemy, 

epithets, obscenity and insults (Jay 1992:2-8). Cursing is a speech act which is used to invoke 

harm on another person through the use of certain words or phrases, for example damn you. 

Profanity concerns religious words such as Jesus Christ used as a swearword. Blasphemy is 

also religious and is swearing directly aimed at religious institutions, for example screw the 

pope. Epithets are short bursts of emotional language motivated by frustration or anger, such 

as shit. Obscenity is a legal term and refers to matters dealing with sexual activity used in 

public settings, for example television. Finally, insults are verbal attacks on another person, 

for example whore which is a social insult or nigger which is a racial insult.  

 

In order to be able to study whether men and women differ in the extent to which they use 

offensive language, the concepts of sex and gender must be explained. Sex refers to the 

biological differences between men and women, while gender refers to socially constructed 

categories based on sex (Coates 1993: 3-4). The most basic way to consider the difference is 

to think that sex is man and woman, while gender is male and female; sex being what a person 

is born into and gender being how that person is expected to act.  

 

The aim of this paper is to study the differences and similarities found in previous research 

between male and female language and apply the findings to eight episodes of the television 

series Sex and the City. Sex and the City premiered in 1998, and was broadcast until 2004. 

The series was very popular and many found it groundbreaking in its open views on female 

sexuality. The four main characters of the series, Carrie, Miranda, Samantha, and Charlotte 

dealt with boyfriends, husbands, friendships and work, and the emphasis was almost all the 

time on showing the modern woman, living in the big city and coping with whatever that 

meant. The four women were all seen as strong and independent and this is what the research 
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question of this paper deals with. My question is: do the female characters of the series use a 

typically male language and if so, could this be (one of) the reason(s) why they are seen as 

strong and independent women? In trying to answer this question, I will focus on the 

characters’ use of offensive words, as this is an area where women are typically expected to 

use language differently from men.  

 

2. Background 
2.1 Gender differences in language 

Research on how men and women differ in their use of language shows that gender roles 

play a significant part. Gender is an important term to understand because it differs from the 

term sex; Coates describes this distinction as sex being the biological division between men 

and women, while gender determines the socially constructed categories in society which are 

based on sex (Coates 1993:3). There have even been references to neuroscientific studies 

which have shown that differences found in human brains are due to environmental factors - 

ergo gender and not sex (Wood & Dindia 1998:19). However, Kimura (2005:39) claims that 

research done more recently suggests that the effects of sex hormones on brain organization 

occur so early in life that from the start the environment is acting on differently wired brains 

in boys and girls. Therefore one can assume that both biological and environmental factors, 

sex and gender, are important in how men and women act and use language. Important to 

keep in mind is that research done on men’s and women’s speech styles can never be held to 

be definite and true for all men and women, and must always be seen as general (Wood & 

Dindia 1998:20). 

 

2.1.1 Gender and interruptions 

An area where men and women, generally, are said to differ in conversation concerns 

interruptions. A study done at the University of California showed that some 96 percent of the 

interruptions made in 11 cross-sex conversations were done by males (Pfeiffer 1998:359). In 

same-sex conversations the interruptions were equally divided (Crawford 1995:42). However, 

one should consider the criteria for interruptions (Tannen 2001:190-191). Questions like 

‘what are the speakers saying?’ and ‘what has their past relationship been?’ are very valid to 

ask. It is critical not to take for granted that an interruption is a rude way of cutting someone 

off. Tannen argues that interruptions can for example be used to reinforce the speaker and are 

not always a violation of the speaker’s rights (Tannen 2001:191).  
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A situation where interruptions are reinforcing and supporting can be described as a 

collaborative floor (Coates 1996:133). Edelsky coined this term in her paper ‘Who’s got the 

floor’ from 1993. She described the collaborative floor as a conversation where the floor is 

open to all participants of the conversation, floor being derived from the expression ‘hold the 

floor’ which describes a moment in time when a person is occupying the conversational 

space. Coates (1996:140) found in her study of women’s talk and interruptions that not one of 

her participants, neither in conversations nor interviews, protested against these interruptions, 

and she argued that this was because the floor was collaborative; it was a shared floor and 

there was no competition between the speakers. 

 

2.1.2 Gender and indirectness 

Another area where men and women are said to differ is regarding indirectness in speech. To 

illustrate what indirectness means compared to directness, I will give two examples of the 

same request: 

 
(1) It’s very chilly in here. 
(2) Close the window.  

 

When seen together like this these sentences are believed to mean the same thing. However, 

sentence (1) can be interpreted to be a statement that it is indeed chilly in the room. In the 

context of sentence (1) meaning ‘close the window’, however, it is called an indirect request. 

Women are believed to use more indirect requests than men. This does not necessarily mean 

that women do not prefer to make outright demands; instead the use of indirectness can be a 

seeking of connection (Tannen 2001:225). If the person reacts to the request out of his or her 

own will rather than being obedient to an order, then both persons are on the same level and 

no one is given higher status than the other (Tannen 2001:225:226). This difference in 

directness, however, can lead to misunderstandings between men and women. Women can be 

perceived as vague and hesitant, while men can be seen as impolite and dominating because 

of their preference for direct demands (Trudgill 2000:117-118).  

 

2.1.3 Gender and offensive words 

A third area where men and women are said to differ is the main interest of this paper, namely 

in their use of offensive words. It has been suggested that one reason for the differences in 

usage are due to men’s and women’s attempts to present themselves as congruent with the 
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expected behavior for their position in society (Jay 1992:160). These differences start early in 

life; Coates refers to a study made by Edelsky which revealed that at an early age children can 

tell the difference between typically male and typically female utterances (Coates 1993:156). 

The child informants were asked to list various utterances as being male, female or of neutral 

value. At age 7, the word adorable was found to be female, while Damn it! was judged to be 

male. At 9 years of age, oh dear, my goodness and won’t you please were added to the female 

list, while damn + adjective and I’ll be damned were added to the list of male utterances. 

Lakoff argued that women are experts at euphemisms (Lakoff 1975:55).1 What she meant was 

simply that women are taught, from an early age, to use the mildest form possible of an 

offensive expression.     

 

One of the earliest articles that established sex differences in taboo and ‘dirty’ word usage 

was Steadman’s collection in 1935 of college students’ lists of various types of taboo 

language (Jay 1992:184). Steadman reported that men provided more examples of coarse or 

obscene speech than women did. However, one cannot see these results as an indication that 

women do not know as many obscene words as men, because there is always the possibility of 

social pressure to act ‘as a woman’ and therefore not admit to as a obscene speech. A study of 

the term sexual intercourse, done in 1974 by Walsh and Leonard, found that men listed more 

terms than women, though women listed a higher percentage of technical terms (for example 

coitus), than did men (Jay 1992:184). Both men and women reported that they used offensive 

words more often with members of the same sex than in a mixed group.  

 

2.2 Taboo 

A taboo can be described as “a total or partial prohibition of the use of certain words, 

expressions, topics, etc., especially in social intercourse” (OED [online]). In language, words 

that are considered taboo are almost seen as magical, and are not used because of fright for 

being subjected to the dangerous magic connected with the word. Most people in 

technologically advanced societies would say that they do not believe in magic. There is still, 

however, something that very closely resembles magic surrounding the use of taboo words in 

English (Trudgill 2000:19). Taboo words are seen as very powerful. 

 

                                                 
1 For more information on euphemisms, see section 2.2.  
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A taboo operates to suppress or inhibit certain behaviour (Jay 1992:4). A linguistic taboo 

means that certain words are regarded as offensive, and are avoided in particular contexts (see 

section 2.3). It is also often considered a linguistic taboo to speak of certain topics, for 

example sexuality and death. This is evident in the euphemistic expressions for sexual activity 

and sexual body parts that are to be found in American English. Sexual activity can simply be 

referred to as it, and sexual body parts can be referred to as down there or privates.2  

However, for those who do use taboo words, ‘breaking the rules’ may have connotations of 

strength or freedom which they find desirable (Trudgill 2000:18). A swearword is a word that 

is considered taboo in itself, and not necessarily for what it represents, as for instance when 

the term sexual intercourse is an accepted, neutral term but the word fuck is perceived as 

offensive, even though they both represent the same activity (Trudgill 2000:19).  

 

2.3 Offensive language 

Offensive words can be divided into different categories, depending on the situation in which 

they are used and what the reason is for them being used. Some of Jay’s (1992) categories of 

offensive words will be employed here and these categories are the ones which are 

represented in the results section of this paper. The categories are cursing, profanity and 

blasphemy, epithets, obscenity and insults. 

 

Cursing is a speech act which is used to invoke harm on another person through the use of 

certain words or phrases. The power of cursing comes through religious or social demarcation 

and an example of cursing is damn you (Jay 1992:2). Profanity and blasphemy are types of 

speech acts which are both connected with religion and are often mistaken for one another. 

The simplest way to tell them apart is by looking at examples: profanity would be saying 

Jesus Christ or oh my God, while an example of blasphemy can be fuck the church. One sees 

here that blasphemy is directly aimed at a religious institution but profanity is not necessarily 

used with an awareness of being disdainful towards religion (Jay 1992:3).  

 

An epithet is a short but forceful burst of emotional language which is motivated by 

frustration or anger. Goddamn or son of a bitch are examples of epithets and they can be 

aimed at dead objects or another person (Jay 1992:7). Obscenity is a legal term and refers to 

                                                 
2 A euphemism is a word or expression that people often use to refer to something that is embarrassing or 
unpleasant to talk about (OED). 
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matters dealing with sexual activity (Jay 1992:5).3 Finally, an insult, or a slur as it is 

sometimes called, is a clear verbal attack on another person and is “[…] powered by real or 

imagined characteristics being denoted on the target” (Jay 1992:8). There are subcategories of 

insults, such as social and racial insults. These subcategories denote the mental, physical or 

psychological qualities of the target. A social insult would be whore or bastard while a racial 

slur would be nigger or kike (Jay 1992:8).  

 

Some offensive words are considered more offensive than others. A small comparative study 

of word labels for offensive words in Merriam Webster [online] and Oxford English 

Dictionary (2000) made by the author shows 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. Merriam Webster uses warnings such as ‘usually offensive’, ‘usually vulgar’ and 

‘often vulgar’ while OED is more direct and uses a triangle symbol with an exclamation point 

meaning ‘taboo’ and other expressions like ‘slang’, ‘informal’ and ‘very offensive’. There are 

several inconsistencies between these two lexicons concerning labelling. For example, OED 

labels whore with the triangle symbol meaning ‘taboo’. Merriam Webster on the other hand 

does not give a label of warning at all but simply gives the explanation for the term. However, 

in general Merriam Webster and OED agree that words like fuck, cunt and blow job are 

considered taboo and offensive, while words like scum, fatty and hooker are perhaps 

inappropriate to call somebody, but not as offensive as the former three. 

  

2.3.1 Why use offensive language? 

The reasons for using taboo words vary significantly depending on the situation. A division 

can be made into the following three categories: psychological reasons, linguistic reasons and 

social reasons (Andersson 2001:110ff). 

 

The psychological reasons are shown in utterances of anger or pain, which might occur if a 

car door slams shut on a person’s fingers. These utterances are not planned and function as a 

relief of strong emotions. Secondly, there are linguistic reasons. This category can be 

motivated on the following grounds: since swearwords are just words they can be used like 

any other words. The final category, social reasons, is different from the other categories 

since it requires a second person present when the utterance occurs. In a social situation, the 

                                                 
3 For more information on obscenity, see section 2.3.2 

6 



   
 

reasons for using dirty words might be to show power and toughness, to shock, to argue or 

even to show kinship. In the last example, that of kinship, ‘dirty’ words might be used as 

jargon in a group of friends and are not seen as offensive. For example, the word nigger is 

very offensive and derogatory when used by a white person. When used by a black person and 

pronounced /nigga/ it is not seen as offensive, if the context allows it (Urban Dictionary 

[online]). However, some black people see this distinction as problematic, as hip hop historian 

and journalist Davey D puts it: “Even sadder is you have some brothers who take this word 

(nigger /nigga/, author’s note) and flip it so that it empowers them..So now nigga is a good 

thing... We've internalized so much negativity it's ridiculous” (Davey D’s Hip Hop Corner 

[online]).  

 

The speaker-listener relation as well as the context is very important when it comes to the use 

of certain words, as Jay demonstrates in an example including the word bitch. He says that “I 

would use the word bitch with a dog breeder but would inhibit the use of the word around my 

female colleagues” (Jay 1992:13). Thus, how offensive a word is depends on the speaker-

listener relation and the context in which the offensive word is uttered, where some contexts 

may encourage the use of swearwords, as for example a bar or amongst friends, while others 

may inhibit swearing, such as church and television (Jay 1992:13).  

 

2.3.2 Offensive language on television 

When it comes to offensive language on television in America, there are regulations to be 

followed and a number of techniques are used for editing out offensive language. One of these 

techniques is referred to as ‘bleeping’, where a bleep sound is used over the offensive word so 

that the viewer does not hear it. However, if an offensive word slips through this system, 

viewers can file their complaints to the Federal Commission of Communication, abbreviated 

FCC [online]. Swearing on television is called obscene speech, which is a legal term (Jay 

1992:5), and it is the FCC that has the responsibility to regulate obscene speech in radio 

programming, which includes television, and administratively enforcing the law concerning 

obscene speech. To reach the level of obscene speech, the speech must meet three standards: 

(1) the average person must find the material to be engaging to “[…] prurient interest (i.e., 

material having a tendency to excite lustful thoughts)”, (2) the material must depict or 

describe sexual conduct in an offensive way, and (3) the material must lack serious literacy, 

artistic, political, or scientific value (FCC [online]). These standards are primarily designed to 

cover hard-core pornography, though they are used to determine whether or not speech is 
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obscene as well. Obscene speech is not protected by the First Amendment, which is the 

amendment of free speech. Therefore broadcasters are prohibited from airing obscene 

programming at any time (FCC [online]).  

 

All media enterprises, such as radio, television and press must respect the obscenity laws. 

However, cable channels are not required to obey the obscenity laws since cable channels are 

not a part of the basic range of TV channels but are subscribed to by the viewer. HBO is the 

cable station that aired Sex and the City, which explains why there are much coarser language 

and graphic images in Sex and the City, which cannot be shown by basic TV stations without 

them endangering their licences (Backstein 2001:304). 

 

3. Methods and material 
The material in this investigation is made up of eight episodes of the television series Sex and 

the City. Here follows a description of Sex and the City and the lead characters, which will be 

followed by a description of my investigation methods. 

 

Sex and the City is a show about four women in their thirties to forties living in New York 

City. Carrie Bradshaw is the lead character and a columnist for The New York Star, a fictional 

newspaper. Her column is called Sex and the City and what she writes about in each column 

makes up the plot for each episode, as she investigates theories about sex, life and men and 

gets advice and ideas from her friends Samantha, Miranda and Charlotte. Samantha Jones is 

the oldest of the four friends and she is very open-minded about sex, a classic quote of hers 

being: “I’m a try-sexual – I’ll try anything once.” Miranda Hobbes is a lawyer and she is very 

cynical about men, love and romance. Finally, there is Charlotte York who is the most 

conservative of the group and the ultimate romantic on a quest to find Prince Charming. In 

season one, Carrie’s main love interest is Mr Big, who is described as a big-shot business 

man, hence the nickname Mr Big. The other three women date different men, and the troubles 

that arise with these men usually help build tension in each episode.  

 

In my study I watched the first eight episodes of season one, which was produced in 1998 and 

consists of twelve episodes in total. Each episode is around 30 minutes long. I began by 

identifying all occasions when the characters discussed or mentioned taboo topics. A taboo 

topic, especially on American television, according to Jay (1992:5), is sexual activity and 
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topics connected to it. When taboo topics are discussed, offensive words, such as fuck, blow 

job and pussy, are frequently used, but it is also fairly common for euphemisms to be used. 

Examples of euphemisms are make love and jeez, of which the latter is a euphemistic version 

of Jesus. However, a third category of words can also be used in this context, namely what I 

will here refer to as ‘neutral terms’. An example of a neutral term I identified is have sex as 

compared to the offensive fuck and the euphemism make love. Once the dialogues where 

taboo topics were discussed had been identified, I noted what words were used by different 

characters, and also whether they were uttered by a woman to another woman, by a woman to 

a man, by a man to another man or by a man to a woman. In this way, I was able to quantify 

my results to see if the different characters talk about taboo topics in different ways, and also 

whether the language they use depends on whether the addressee is the same sex or not. 

 

Next, I looked at what categories the offensive words used in these conversations belonged to. 

In order for me to be able to categorize the words collected I consulted Merriam Webster 

[online] and the Oxford English Dictionary, OED in short (2000). As pointed out in section 

2.3, there are some inconsistencies between these two dictionaries and I decided to label a 

word as ‘offensive’ if one of the dictionaries did so, i.e. if only Merriam Webster and not 

OED labeled a word as offensive I still labeled it as offensive. If there was no label for the 

word in either dictionary, I labeled it as neutral or as a euphemism. The label ‘slang’ was 

removed from the list of labels since it is difficult to pinpoint what it really stands for; 

however, the terms labeled as ‘slang’ are also either labeled with the exclamation point 

meaning ‘taboo’ or with ‘vulgar’. The results of this part of the study are presented below in 

section 4.1.  

 

There were also offensive words that were used in other contexts than in conversations of 

taboo topics. In some cases the classification of a word as either belonging to a conversation 

on a taboo topic or used in another context was not obvious. An example of such as case is a 

scene where Carrie just has spent the night in a hotel room with a man and he has put a 

thousand dollars on the nightstand and left. Her friends have joined her in the room and Carrie 

says: “What about me screams ‘whore’?”. Since the man did indicate that he regarded her as a 

whore, by his action, I classified whore as an insult rather than as part of a conversation on the 

topic ‘sexual promiscuity’. If her friends had responded to her question it would instead have 

served to start a conversation about a taboo topic. In this part of the study, I noted when and 

by whom such words were used, and also which category they belonged to, using the 
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classification based on Jay (1992) and described in section 2.3 above. The results of women’s 

use of offensive words outside of conversations on taboo topics are presented in section 4.2 

below.  

 

I had much help from the English subtitles when it came to the spelling of some offensive 

words, for example, crissakes and helluva, which are spelled as they are pronounced. 

However, in some cases the subtitles were misleading and skipped words like hell and other 

types of strengthening offensive words. Some problems arose with counting the number of 

offensive words said by men to men, women to women, women to men and men to women, 

because in some scenes the characters address the camera directly and express different 

thoughts of theirs about sex and life. Also, the head character Carrie functions as a narrator 

throughout all eight episodes. Therefore, all words found are represented in all tables except 

for Figure 3, which is a presentation of by whom and to whom the words have been uttered.  

 

4. Analysis and results 
The questions I wanted to answer with this study were: do the female characters of the series 

use typically male language when it comes to their use of offensive words and if so, could this 

be (one of) the reason(s) why they are seen as strong and independent women? To try to 

answer these questions I divided the analysis and results section into two subsections which 

are illustrated with charts and/or tables to aid the reader to follow my results and analysis.  

 

In the background section, it was established that a typical male language in general is 

forceful and direct and does not usually contain euphemisms. Important to keep in mind 

concerning these previous results is that the claims are general and are not true for all men and 

women. However, these claims will be compared with the results found in my study. 

 

4.1 Gender differences in the use of offensive words in conversations on taboo topics  

In this section I have divided the words that were used in conversations on taboo topics into 

three categories: offensive terms, neutral terms and euphemistic terms. Sexual activity and 

related topics are the only taboo topics of conversation found in the eight episodes that this 

study is based on. Terms like fuck and pussy are categorized as offensive, sex and penis are 

neutral, and for example make love and golden shower are euphemistic. The results presented 

in this section concern what category terms are listed in, by whom the utterance is made, what 
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sex the participants of the conversation have and differences in how the male and female 

characters talk about taboo topics. 

  

Table 1 lists all the taboo words used in discussions of taboo topics and specifies whether 

male and/or female characters uttered them. Altogether, there were 39 different taboo words 

in these conversations; one term was used when only male characters were involved 

(prostitute) and 11 words were used in mixed-sex conversations. The remaining 27 words 

involved only female characters.  

 

Table 1. List of all taboo words used in conversations of taboo topics. 

Sex-related word Category Uttered by, no. of times 
1. Ass 
2. Balls  
3. Beat off  
4. Blow job  
5. Boobs 
6. Cunt 
7. Cock 
8. Dick 
9. Fuck 
10. Get head 
11. Give head 
12. Go down on  
13. Hooker 
14. Pussy 
15. Screw 
16. Shit 
17. Tits 
 
18. Anal sex 
19. Breasts 
20. Coital 
21. Dildo 
22. Gay 
23. Get off 
24. Lesbian 
25. Oral sex 
26. Penis 
27. Prostitute 
28. Sex 
29. Sexual 
30. Threesome 
 
31. Butt 
32. Do it  
33. Get laid 
34. Golden shower 
35. Make love 
36. Sleep with 
37. Spend the night  
38. The C-word 
39. Up the butt 

OFFENSIVE 
OFFENSIVE 
OFFENSIVE 
OFFENSIVE 
OFFENSIVE 
OFFENSIVE 
OFFENSIVE 
OFFENSIVE 
OFFENSIVE 
OFFENSIVE 
OFFENSIVE 
OFFENSIVE 
OFFENSIVE 
OFFENSIVE 
OFFENSIVE 
OFFENSIVE 
OFFENSIVE 
 
NEUTRAL 
NEUTRAL 
NEUTRAL 
NEUTRAL 
NEUTRAL 
NEUTRAL 
NEUTRAL 
NEUTRAL 
NEUTRAL 
NEUTRAL 
NEUTRAL 
NEUTRAL 
NEUTRAL 
 
EUPHEMISM 
EUPHEMISM 
EUPHEMISM 
EUPHEMISM 
EUPHEMISM 
EUPHEMISM 
EUPHEMISM 
EUPHEMISM 
EUPHEMISM 

Female (2) 
Female (1) 
Female (1) 
Female (6) 
Female (1) 
Female (1) 
Female (1) 
Female (4) 
Female (7) 
Female (1) 
Female (2) 
Female (1) 
Female (1) 
Female (1) 
Female (1) 
Female (1) 
Female (1) 
 
Female (2) 
Female (1) 
Female (1) 
Female (1) 
Female (4) 
Female (1) 
Female (4) 
Female (1) 
Female (2) 
 
Female (55) 
Female (7) 
Female (23) 
 
Female (1) 
Female (5) 
Female (5) 
Female (1) 
Female (1) 
Female (18) 
Female (2) 
Female (1) 
Female (6) 

 
Male (1) 
 
Male (2) 
 
Male (2) 
 
 
Male (9) 
 
 
 
 
Male (1) 
Male (2) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Male (3) 
 
Male (1) 
 
 
Male (1) 
Male (9) 
Male (2) 
Male (1) 
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Offensive words make up 17 of the 39 terms. Examples of the use of such words are Miranda 

saying to Charlotte “It’s a fuck thing” or Neville saying to Charlotte, “The truth was to be 

found only in the cunt”. A little less, namely 13 of the 39 different words were neutral terms. 

Examples of how these neutral terms are used in conversation are a man carrying water saying 

to the camera “My definition of monogamy includes sex with prostitutes” or Charlotte saying 

“You mean like with dildos?”. The rest of the words, 9 out of 39, were euphemisms, for 

example Carrie saying as a narrator “Charlotte hated the c-word” or Samantha saying to 

Carrie “Did I mention that I’m sleeping with him?”.  

 
Both male and female characters used neutral terms, but the female characters were the only 

users of euphemisms. These results confirm Lakoff’s (1975:55) suggestion of female use of 

euphemisms in that it was only female characters that used euphemistic terms, but it should be 

noted here that they also used offensive as well as neutral terms. Lakoff stated that women are 

experts at euphemisms and the way female characters are represented in the present study 

appears to confirm this, but only because the male characters did not use euphemisms in this 

study does not mean that they never use them.  

 

In conversations where male characters discussed taboo topics 34 words were uttered in total. 

Half of the terms used by male characters were offensive and half were neutral, which is 

shown in Figure 1. As already pointed out, male characters used no euphemisms.  

50%50%
Offensive
Neutral

 
Figure 1. Male use of words related to taboo in conversation. 

 

In conversations that female characters participated in, a total of 169 words were used. The 

majority of words were neutral, altogether 58 percent (Figure 2). Offensive words had a 
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percentage of 19 percent and euphemisms made up 23 percent of the total. So, even though 

women used a much higher amount of offensive words than did men, the results differ 

considerably when looking at the percentage of offensive words used by each gender. Male 

characters used 17 offensive words, which make up 50 percent of the total of male used 

words, while female characters used 33 offensive words, which only make up 19 percent of 

the total number of taboo words used by women. This suggests that even though the female 

characters in Sex and the City use a lot of taboo language, they still use the most vulgar words 

to a lesser extent than the male characters in the show. The higher figures for women are 

directly related to the fact that female characters have more time on camera than the male 

characters. 

 

 

19%

58%

23%
Offensive
Neutral
Euphemism

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Female use of taboo topics in conversation 

 

When addressing members of the same or the opposite sex, the male and female characters 

used different kinds of taboo terms. Figure 3 shows which kind of term: offensive, neutral or 

euphemistic, was most common in conversations with the same sex and with the opposite sex. 

 

In female to female conversation, use of neutral terms are most common, offensive terms 

coming in second place and euphemistic terms last. In female to male conversation neutral 

terms are also the most common, euphemistic terms coming in second place and offensive 

terms coming last. In male to male conversation there were only two terms used and these 

terms ranked as offensive. Finally, in male to female conversation the most common terms 

were neutral, and in second place came offensive terms; as stated above, male characters used 

no euphemisms.  
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Figure 3. Male and female characters’ use of words relating to taboo topics. 

 

Previous research suggests that males and females are most comfortable using offensive terms 

with members of the same sex (Jay 1992:184). If comparing female to female conversation 

and female to male conversation, it is clear that more offensive terms were used female to 

female than female to male, thus confirming the suggestion.  

 

As I have pointed out, my results show that the male characters do not use euphemisms, as 

was expected according to previous research. Also, the results show that taboo words are most 

frequent in same-sex conversation. This tells us that the characters speak about taboo subjects 

in situations where they feel comfortable. However, one cannot assume that two females are 

comfortable speaking about taboo subjects simply because they are female. It is important to 

look at the relationship between the two participants of the conversation. I would guess a 

daughter is not as comfortable discussing sex with her mother as she is with her closest 

girlfriends. As Jay pointed out, it is perfectly fine to use the term bitch with a breeder of dogs, 

but perhaps not with female co-workers (1992:13). But, generally, one would assume that a 

woman would rather talk about sex with a woman she does not know, than with a man she 

does not know and vice versa, as was discussed by the participants in Walsh’s and Leonard’s 

study (Jay 1992:184).  
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In Sex and the City, most taboo words used in conversation are found in dialogues between 

the four main characters of the show. Also, I would call the relationships between Carrie and 

Skipper and Carrie and Stanford close. However, there are some examples of taboo subject 

conversation where the participants are not close friends and therefore one may wonder about 

the motifs of the speaker. For example; cunt is uttered three times, once by a woman and 

twice by a man, in the same conversation. The speakers are Neville Morgan, an eccentric 

artist and his wife Gertrude. The listener is Charlotte, the most conservative of the quartet of 

friends. Since we as viewers are lead to believe that Neville and his wife are eccentric and 

open-minded, the motifs for them to utter such a word can only be held to be linguistic; to 

them cunt is only a word like any other word and the tension in the scene is built on 

Charlotte’s dislike of the word and her respect for the Morgans.    

 

4.2 Gender differences in the use of offensive words in other contexts 

Offensive words were not only used in conversations on taboo topics. They were also used in 

other contexts, as insults, epithets, curses, obscenities and profanities. In the eight episodes on 

which this study is based, the female characters used a much larger number of swearwords 

than did the male characters. Out of a total of 75 swearwords, females were responsible for 47 

words while males were responsible for 28 words, as Figure 4 shows. Into the consideration 

of these results must also be taken the fact that women were present in almost a hundred 

percent of the scenes, which was not true for men. However, from a media perspective it is 

interesting that the producers of the show obviously have made a conscious choice to show a 

kind of language that they think is used by and represents the modern woman. 

 

As Figure 4 shows, out of the offensive word used by the female characters, insults were used 

the highest number of times, 21 out of 47, which is about 45 percent. In second place came 

profanities with 17 out of 47. Obscenities were used 4 times, epithets 3 times and cursing 

twice. The male characters used more obscenities than did female characters with 11 out of 

28, which is around 40 percent. Profanities were used 9 times, insults 4 times and epithets 

were used 3 times. Male characters used no curses. The only category where male characters 

used a higher number of words than females is the obscenity-category, which also is the 

category with the highest level of offensiveness according to Table 2.   
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Figure 4. Male and female use of offensive words in other contexts. 

 

The actual offensive words used are listed in Table 2 and shows whether male characters, 

female characters or both uttered them. The labels range from least offensive to most 

offensive in the following order: no label (-), informal, term of abuse, offensive, vulgar, 

obscene, and (!) meaning taboo.   

 

Table 2 shows that in the category of obscenity, all words are rated with a high level of 

offensiveness: vulgar or obscene. Both men and women used obscenities but men used 

proportionately more than the female characters. Examples of obscenities are Sam saying to 

Carrie, “That would make a kick-ass song” or Miranda saying to Carrie, “Even his fucking dog 

is perfect”. In the category of insults, labels were spread from no label to the highest level of 

offensiveness which is ‘taboo’ (!). Both men and women used insults but there was a 

difference in how they used them. When men used them, they were in all cases used in a 

insulting way, for example Mr Big’s friend saying to Carrie, “The bitch is getting everything” 

referring to his soon-to-be ex-wife. However, even if women did use insults as a means of 

insulting someone, for example Samantha shouting “Prick!” to Mr Big, there were a number 

of cases where the insult was used as a term of endearment. This means that the insult was 

said with a smile or in a teasing manner and not meant to be rude, but rather to show that the 

relationship between the two participants of the conversation is a close relationship. This 

occurred in the following three cases: Amalita ringing up Carrie, saying, “Carrie, you bitch, 

what are you doing?”, Carrie talking to Stanford saying, “You’re a whore!” and finally a 
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married friend of Carrie’s talking about her husband saying “He’s such a pussy”. This 

confirms Andersson’s (2001) claim that offensive terms can be used to show kinship.  

 

Table 2. Offensive words used in other contexts than in conversations on taboo topics. 

Offensive word Labels Category Uttered by, no. of times 
1. Bullshit 
2. Crap 
3. Fuck 
4. Kick-ass 
5. Piss off 
 
6. Asshole 
7. Bastard 
8. Bitch 
9. Creep 
10. Fatty 
11. Hooker 
12. Idiot 
13. Pervert 
14. Prick 
15. Pussy 
16. Scum 
17. Slime ball 
18. Tub of lard 
19. Whore 
 
20. Chrissakes 
21. Christ 
22. Goddamn 
23. God no 
24. Hell 
25. Jeez 
26. My God 
27. Oh gee 
28. Oh God 
29. Oh, Jesus 
30. Oh my God 
31. Thank God 
32. God 
 
33. Damn! 
34. Oh shit! 
35. Screw it 
36. Fuck! 
 
37. Fuck’em 

Usually vulgar, (!) 
Usually vulgar, (!) 
Usually obscene, (!) 
Often vulgar 
Sometimes vulgar 
 
Usually vulgar, (!) 
Term of abuse, (!) 
Term of abuse 
Informal 
- 
Informal 
Usually offensive, informal 
- 
Usually vulgar, (!) 
Usually vulgar, (!) 
Informal 
- 
- 
(!) 
 
Offensive to some 
Offensive to some 
Offensive to some 
- 
- 
- 
Offensive to some 
- 
Offensive to some 
Offensive to some 
Offensive to some 
Offensive to some 
Offensive to some 
 
Informal 
Usually vulgar, (!) 
Usually vulgar, (!) 
Usually obscene, (!) 
 
Usually obscene, (!) 

Obscenity 
Obscenity 
Obscenity  
Obscenity 
Obscenity 
 
Insult 
Insult 
Insult 
Insult 
Insult 
Insult 
Insult 
Insult 
Insult 
Insult 
Insult 
Insult 
Insult 
Insult 
 
Profanity 
Profanity 
Profanity 
Profanity 
Profanity 
Profanity 
Profanity 
Profanity 
Profanity 
Profanity 
Profanity 
Profanity  
Profanity 
 
Epithet 
Epithet 
Epithet 
Epithet 
 
Cursing 

Female (1) 
Female (1) 
Female (2) 
 
 
 
Female (5) 
Female (1) 
Female (3) 
Female (1) 
 
Female (3) 
Female (1) 
Female (1) 
Female (1) 
Female (1) 
Female (1) 
Female (1) 
 
Female (2) 
 
 
Female (1) 
 
Female (1) 
Female (3) 
Female (1) 
Female (1) 
Female (1) 
Female (4) 
 
Female(5) 
 
 
 
Female (1) 
Female (1) 
Female (1) 
 
 
Female (2) 

Male (1) 
 
Male (6) 
Male (1) 
Male (3) 
 
 
 
Male (1) 
 
Male (1) 
Male (1) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Male (1) 
 
 
Male (1) 
 
Male (1) 
 
Male (2) 
 
 
 
 
Male (2) 
Male (1) 
Male (1) 
Male (1) 
 
 
Male (1) 
 
Male (3) 

 

In the profanity-category, the words have either no label or are labelled as ‘offensive to 

some’. Both males and females used profanities. This is the only category where euphemisms 

were found, and females used both. The situations of their use were when Carrie meets an old 

friend in the street exclaiming, “Jeez, it’s been years”, and Carrie again saying “Oh gee” 

when Charlotte confesses that if she had to, she would have a threesome with Carrie. In the 
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background section of this paper, it was pointed out that it has been suggested that it is 

typically female to use euphemisms (Lakoff 1975:55) and the results of such words used by 

males and females in this study confirm that suggestion in that the only euphemisms found 

were used by female characters. At the same time, my results contradict previous research in 

that the female characters did use strongly offensive words and did not choose the mildest 

form possible at all times.  

 

In the category of epithets, words range from informal to vulgar to obscene and both females 

and males used them. Examples of epithets being used are when Carrie says, “Damn! It would 

have been so cool if I hadn’t looked back” or Skipper shouting “Fuck!” when he misses a 

point in basketball. Finally, there were two utterances categorised as curses, both used by 

females in the same conversation, namely when Carrie is having dinner with Mr Big’s ex-wife 

and they are talking about the refusal of Carrie’s children’s book idea. Mr Big’s ex-wife says, 

“Fuck’em” and Carrie seems to want to show herself as equally strong so she repeats the 

statement. 

 

5. Conclusion 
The results confirm that the female characters in Sex and the City use offensive language from 

time to time, which is believed to be a typically male trait. However, the results also suggest 

that females are prone to use euphemisms, as was suggested by Lakoff (1975). These results 

may seem contradictory at first sight, but I believe that they are not. Since Sex and the City is 

a show about the modern woman for the modern woman, the language of the show has to 

reflect the modern world. The female characters are presented as strong in a number of ways, 

one of which is their language. If a woman wants to be perceived as strong and independent, 

she will take on the language of the strong and independent, which usually are men in high 

positions, who can use whatever language they want. Therefore the women of Sex and the 

City speak like men, not to be perceived as manly, but to be perceived as independent and 

free, which they are. They are breaking linguistic taboos, which is a statement of freedom. 

 

The reason for men not using euphemisms is the same but in reverse; why would men want to 

use language that is perceived as being the language of weakness and modesty? I am not 

saying that women are weak and modest, of course, but I believe that in the linguistic 

hierarchy of gender, man comes before woman and therefore the old stereotype, which still 
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resides in many people’s minds, is that men are stronger than women. For a man to want to 

use euphemisms, he would want to be perceived as a delicate and gentle person, and the male 

characters in Sex and the City show no evidence of such desires. 
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