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AFTER HE BEGAN teaching
“An Uncensored Introduction
to Language,” a profanity-
themed linguistics course at
the University of
California, San
Diego, cogni-

tive scientist

Benjamin

K. Bergen
noticed that
many English
swearwords havea
funny similarity: They contain
just onesyllableandendina
consonant. It’s a great example
of the clustering that happens
frequently inlanguage, as
with light-related terms like
glow, gleaming, and glimmer.
Awade through our forbidden
vocabulary offers many other
enlightening glimpses into how
we use words, as Bergen details
in hisnew book, What theF.
—~MATT HUSTON

What can welearn from the way
curse words change over time?
The word dick used to refer to
ariding crop—then itbecame
ametaphor for an anatomi-

cal part. Aword gaininganew
meaning is a normal process,
but what’s interesting about
profane terms is that they
systematically lose their old
meanings. You don’t use dick to
refer toariding crop anymore
because of the trouble that can
be caused by confusion.

Whathappenstoaprofane
word in the long run?

It enters into the common vo-
cabulary and losesits salacious-
ness. Curse words seem inef-
fably powerful, but if we step
back and compare them with
words that did the same thing
hundreds of years ago, we see
that the words themselves don’t
have any inherent power—just
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There’s a pervasive belief that
profanity is intrinsically harm-
fulto children, but there’s really
no evidence for it. Verbal abuse
can be damaging, but that’s

not the same as profanity. You
canverbally abuse someone

by saying that they’re stupid

or worthless, and you can use
profanity in very positive ways:

empowered curse word thatis
meaningless tousnow?

In Shakespeare’s time, to swive
would have been amore com-
mon way than the F-word to
talk about sexual intercourse.
Today, I dor’t think it would
have much purchase outside of
aRenaissance fair.
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wer we give them. Could you explain a major mis “Your grades on tl_la :
thepo ¢ conception Americans have test were fan-f***ing-tastic!
Can you think ofa once- about curse words? Let’s go getice cream.

Profanity, you explain, has also
taught us about how the brain
produces language.

People with damage to Broca’s
area in their left cerebral hemi-
sphere often have trouble
articulating speech. Many of
them, while they can’t say
“There’sa cat,” can swear and
often do. This has been known
for150 years, but people figured
out only recently that spontane-
ous swearing uses a different
brain pathway from the rest of
language. It’s a totally different
route to swear when you stub
your toe. It’s evolutionarily
much older and predates our
capacity forintentional speech.

We curse when we’re angry or
excited. Isitlargely away forus
tospread those feelings?
That’s kind of what language
does in general. Some language
isreally good at contaminating
other people with yourideas.
Other language has a more
direct path to the emotions,
and profanity is most definitely
among the latter.

SOUNDSLIKEAGIRL

ALBUS. KATARA. OBERON.
Which one of these names
belongs toawoman? You'd
probably guess Katara, and
you'd be correct. But how did
you know? In some languages,
including English and Spanish,
feminine names often endin
a"schwa” sound, such as the

unstressed ahin Jessica or Maria.
Butanew paper published in the
Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology suggests there are
further clues.

The way we pronounce the
firstsyllable of a name, research-

ersargue, may influence whether

it seems more fitting for a boy
oragirl. Analyzing 270 names
inthe United States and India,
psychologists Michael Slepian
and Adam Galinsky found that
names given to boys tend to be-
ginwith voiced phonemes—basic

units of speech which, likethen
soundin Nathan, are created by

TOP BOY AND GIRL NAMES, 2015

GIRLS

2. Olivia
3. Sophia
4. Ava

5. Isabella
6. Mia

1 7. Abigail

8. Emily
9. Charlotte
10. Harper

\ vibrating the vocal cords. Girl's

names, however, aremore likely |

(like the kin Katelin), which don't

require the vibration.
Theresearchers also found

that voiced sounds struck listen-

ersas "harder” than unvoiced

male and female names may stem
fromingrained associations of

BOYS

1. Noah

2. Liam

3. Mason

4.Jacob

5. William

6. Ethan

7. James

8. Alexander

9. Michael
10. Benjamin

Source: Social Security Administration

men with hardness and women
withsoftness, according to Sle-
pian. The differencesalso support
the concept of sound symbolism—
theideathat the sounds of some
words are connected to what they
represent. Such links, he says,
“help us answer the question of
where our words come fromand
why they've beenused the way
theyhave.” —SHIRAPOLAN
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