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A study of male and female expletive use
:n single and mixed-sex situations!

Peter Limbrick
University of Otago

Introduction

This project was conceived as an attempt to test, in a New Zealand
setting, the folklinguistic belief that men swear more than women and
that both groups are likely to swear less when in the company of the

oppdte seX.
This stereotype secems to have become pervasive, at least outside

sociolinguistic circles, and is examined in Jennifer Coates’ Women,
Men and Language (1986). Coates found an early example of the

stereotype in the views of Jespersen (1922):

‘Among the things women object to in language must be
specially mentioned anything that smacks of swearing.’

Jespersen adds in a footnote to the above:

I think that in those countries and in those circles in which
swearing is common it is found much more extensively
among men than among women...’(Coates 1986:22)

More recent is Robin Lakoff’s assertion that ‘it is a truism to state
that the “stronger” expletives are reserved for men, and the “weaker”

ones for women.’ (Lakoff 1975:10) She adds:

1This project was initially undertaken as a research assignment for Donn Ba-
yard’s Fourth Year Honours Anthropology paper in Sociolinguistics at the Uni-
versity of Otago in 1990. On his encouragement, it has since been revised and
expanded to reach its present form. My thanks are extended to the many people
who helped in the production of this paper. Special thanks must go to the infor-
mants for their willing assistance, to Ingrid Gunby for her help in data collection
and discussion of the results, and to Martin Fisher for producing the accompany-
ing histograms. I am particularly grateful to Donn Bayard, whose constant advice,
encouragement and ebullient enthusiasm sustained me through the various stages
of this exercise.
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Consider: (a) ‘Oh dear, you've put the peanut butter in
the refrigerator again.’

(b) ‘Shit, you’ve put the peanut butter in the refrigerator
again.’

It is safe to predict that people would classify the first
sentence as part of “women’s language”, the second as part
of “men’s language”. (Lakoff ibid.)

But as Coates rightly points out, Lakoff’s hypothesis is bereft of
any proof in the form of research. Coates declares:

These writers claim to describe women’s more polite use of
language, but we should ask whether what they are actually
doing is attempting to prescribe how women ought to talk.
Avoidance of swearing and of “coarse” words is held up
to female speakers as the ideal to be aimed at....(Coates
1986:22)

Coates’ concern, then, is that the claims of Jespersen and Lakoff are
not backed up by research and although she states that there is very
little evidence either to support or to refute such claims, she does cite
an unpublished study by Gomm (1981) which concludes that women
swear less than men and that, moreover, usage of swear words by both
sexes drops in mixed sex conversations (Coates 1986:109).

Gomm’s research was based on 14 recorded conversations between
young British speakers. The participants were all female in five of
these conversations, all male in a different five and mixed in another
four conversations. Gomm found no qualitative difference in the swear
words used by these speakers, but Table I shows the frequency differ-
ences found.

Table I: Incidence of swearing in single-sex
and mixed groups (based on Coates and Gomm)

Single Sex Groups Mixed Sex Groups Total
Men 21 4 25
Women 7 2 9

In Gomm's sample the male speakers swear more often than the
women speakers and, moreover, both males and females swear more
often when in the company of their own sex. Male usage of swear
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words also drops dhmllwdly in & mixed-sex situation.

Prior American research conducted in U.S. universities provides
more evidence on the issue of gender and expletive usage. Oliver and
Rubin's study (1976) was instigated as a result of Lakoff’s contentions.
The m.thon felt tlflt women’s usage of swear words was likely to be
detenm.ned by sociolinguistic factors such as age and that a range of
interactional determinants are influential on women's expletive usage.
Oliver and Rubin note that in theijr view, age is a determining factor
in women's use of expletives and that in general, younger women are
freer in their swearing than are those of an older age group. It is
suggested that the feminist movement may be a contributing force in
this possibility and that women in the 40-§5 age group may display
some division in their patterns between the freer traits of younger
women and the more restricted older patterns.

A questionnaire was administered to 28 women aged between 40
and 55, all of whom were white, upper-middle class and college edu-
cated. It was surmised by the authors that within this group a varia-
tion in expletive usage might be discernible due to the marital status
of the respondents and the extent to which they felt ‘liberated’. Of
the 28 women surveyed, 14 were single and had never been married;
the remaining 14 were married at the time the study was conducted.

The questionnaire focussed on the use of eight expletives - damn,
shit, bastard, son of a bitch, darn, gosh or a similar mild expletive,
and screw him. Respondents were asked if they might use one of these
expletives in each of eight situations which ranged between informal
and formal settings and contrasted more intimate domains (e.g. in the
presence of family or friends) with situations where one’s presentation
of face was more critical, for instance in a job interview. For each given
situation, respondents were asked to place a tick indicating whether
they would use the various expletives never, sometimes or frequently.

In attempting to assess the level to which the women in the survey
felt liberated, Oliver asked a number of questions concerning the re-
spondents’ knowledge of the women’s movement, each woman’s partic-
ular feeling as to her own extent of liberation, membership of women'’s
groups, the degree to which domestic tasks were shared with a male
spouse, and the respondent’s use of strong language as an overt ex-
Pression of liberated feelings.

Oliver and Rubin found that all the women surveyed varied their
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use of expletives depending on the formality of the situation or degree
of intimacy. It was also apparent that single women tended to use
expletives more frequently than their married counterparts. The ques-
tion of feelings of liberation and their influence on swearing patterns
was a complex one, made difficult by the obvious problem of how one
is to assess the extent to which one feels liberated. The questionnaire
asked respondents ‘Do you consider yourself a liberated woman?’ and
the possible answers were (1) completely, (2) working at it, and (3) not
at all. Of the 28 women surveyed, nine answered that they felt com-
pletely liberated, 16 said that they were working at it and three said
that they were not at all liberated. Those women who did not feel lib-
erated never used any of the expletives frequently. Those who replied
that they were working at their liberation said that they would use the
expletives in question in 75 out of 768 situations or about one tenth of
the time, and those who said that they were completely liberated in-
dicated that they would use expletives about one time in 30. It would
thus appear that on the basis of this survey, women who are conscious
of working towards liberation swear more than those who either feel
that they are already there or who do not feel at all emancipated.

Oliver and Rubin thus concluded that Lakoff’s statement that

strong expletives are reserved for men requires a great deal of modi-
fication when dealing with the 40-55 age group of women which they

surveyed. And they speculated that a study of women in the 20-40
age group would demonstrate an even higher use of expletives.

Bailey and Timm’s study (1977) originated as a student project at

the University of California, Davis. Their stated purpose was to see if

differences in strong expletive usage would emerge along age and sex
lines, based on data gathered in a self-report questionnaire. Bailey'’s
questionnaire presented 21 familiar situations, all but one of which
was in some way unpleasant or exasperating, and which were thought
would elicit the use of an expletive from the respondent. 14 women
and 16 men answered the questionnaire; all were selected from the
university community in Davis, were white and middle class and with
the exception of two were either Catholic or Protestant. Although
Bailey's questionnaire did not ask for information on affiliation with
the women's liberation movement, it did investigate history of religions
training, as it was felt that a strong religious background might result
in o less frequent use of strong expletives,
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The women respondents ranged in age from 19 to 56; the men from
19 to 61. Because of an uneven distribution of ages across each sex,
three sub-groups were set up for the women: 19-23, 31-34, and 43-56
with five representatives in the first two groups and four in the last.

The men were grouped in sets of 19-25, 28-32, 38-44, and 47-61 with
five, three, three, and four members respectively.

Overall the common assumption that women use fewer expletives

than men was borne out,. Women used an average of 6.3 expletives in
the survey as opposed to an average of 10.3 for the men.

Table II Average number of expletives
Per questionnaire in Bailey and Timm (1977)
Women

1(19-23) 2(31-34) 3(43-56)
4.2 12 1.8
Men
1(19-25) 2(28-32) 3(38-44) . 4(47-61)
9 14.7 9.7 9.3

However, as seen in Table II, the pattern changes in the second age
group of women. Here the' women used an average of twelve strong
expletives per questionnaire, second only to Group 2 of the men in fre-
quency. Bailey and Timm see this as a dramatic reversal of traditional
female behaviour and suggest that this may be due to affiliation to
or support for the feminist movement, although they have no way of
knowing as they did not control for this factor in their questionnaire.
They also suggest that the high number of expletives used by women in
the 31-34 age group may be the result of more relaxed attitudes regard-
ing sex roles in university circles. Interestingly, the youngest group of
women in the survey, who the authors expected might be more likely
than Group 2 to display a freer use of strong expletives were well behind
their older counterparts in Group 2 in their frequency of usage. Bailey
and Timm suggest that perhaps the feminist movement has had more
impact on the 31-34 year-old women who have had more experience
of life to sharpen their awareness of oppression. But as the authors
themselves point out, the difference may have more to do with dishon-
est replies to the questionnaire. The example is cited of a 20-year-old
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