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OBSCENE LANGUAGE AND EVALUATIVE RESPONSE:
AN EMPIRICAL STUDY

E. SCOTT BAUDHUIN

University of Wisconsin-Parkside

Summary—126 S’ responses to obscene language from the evaluative di-
mension of meaning were investigated. Results indicated that Ss respond most
favorably to religions profanities and that sexwal words generally received the
most negative evaluative response of those words surveyed.

Although obscene language and pornography have received much attention
in the press recently, very little empirical investigation of four-letter words has
been reported in the literature (Baudhuin, 1971; Bostrom & Rossiter, 1969b;
Cameron, 1969; Ross, 1961). Bruner and Goodman (1947) theorized about a
perceptual defense mechanism which seemed to operate when an individual was
confronted with threatening stimuli. McGinnies (1949) and McGinnies and
Sherman (1952) subjected the perceptual defense phenomenon to empirical veri-
fication by utilizing “taboo” and “neutral” words via a tachistoscope (Bitterman
& Kniffin, 1963; Crowne & Marlowe, 1967 lacy, Lewinger, & Adamson, 1953;
Worthington, 1964).

Except for the studies by Baudhuin and Bostrom and Rossiter, however, no
empirical investigations have been reported which deal with the degree of “taboo-
ness” or “objectionability” of various obscene words. In the present study, a
factor analysis with the principal components technique followed by an orthog-
onal rotation to simple structure using the varimax criterion was utilized to ana-
lyze 20 selected obscene words. Semantic differential scales developed by the
writer from an earlier study were used for the factor analysis. The selected words

TABLE 1
SELECTED OBSCENE WORDS AND MEAN EVALUATIVE SCORES*
1. God 31.20 11. Pussy 1932
2. Jesus 30.22 12. Fuck 19.06
3. Christ 29.82 13. Bastard 19.01
4, Hell 25.10 14. Cock 18.84
S. Bullshit 24,51 15. Prick 18.42
6. Damn 22.25 16. Son-of-a-bitch 18.06
7. Shit 2192 17. Slat 17.59
8. Ass - 21.62 18. Goddamn 17.17
9. Screw 20.96 19. Cuant . 14.91
10. Piss ) 19.38 20. Motherfucker 13.56

*Note—The obscene words were randomly ordered. They are presented here in order
from least to most offensive based on mean evaluative scores from the semantic differential
instrument,
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for this analysis consisted of those words which Bostrom and Rossiter (1969a)
used in their research on the relative offensiveness of obscene words. Three gen-
eral categories of words were included in the study: religious, excretory, and
sexual words (Cameron, 1969, pp. 102-103). The present factor analysis at-
tempted to investigate the evaluative dimension of obscene words or the relative
degree of offensiveness of those words included in the analysis. Table 1 includes
the particular words used and mean evaluative scores for the analysis.

METHOD

The following procedure was used for the factor analysis: (a) 126 students
randomly chosen from sections of communication classes at Bowling Green State
University were given “swear word” booklets which consisted of forms of 2 se-
mantic differencial instrument developed by the writer for the 20 selected “taboo”
words; (b) the data were then subjected to separate factor analyses for each of
the “taboo” words; and (c) following the separate analyses, a factor analysis
across concepts was utilized to obtain generalized dimensions of obscene language.

RESULTS ,

The results of virtually all of the factor analyses computed on individual
words indicated the first factor to be “evaluative.” There was one exception to
this general factor structure. In the case of “bullshit” the first and second factors
were reversed. Also, it must be pointed out that the number of factors obtained
was not identical in all cases (an eigenvalue of 1.0 or greater was the cut-off
point). The number of factors extracted ranged from 2 to 4 with most of the
words resulting in 3 facrors. The factor analysis across concepts (taboo words)
ylelded 2 factors which are presented along with the semantic differential varia-
bles in Table 2. Previous research has categorized obscene and/or profane words
into three general categories, Le., those words which have 2 religious connotation

TABLE 2
ROTATED FACTOR MATRIX ACROSS CONCEPTS

Variable/Factors I IX Variable/Factors | II
1. wholesome-unwholesome .82 .24 9. moral-immoral 87* 14
2. infrequent-frequent 16 .85 10. good-bad .89% .09
3. approve-disapprove J6* 31 11. dirty-clean ~ 83 .22
4. unusual-usual .19 .88 12. ugly-beantiful 80 .19
5. polite-impolite J78* 10 13. uncommon-common 14 86
6. strange-familiar 16 .86 14. regular-irregular 29 75
7. sacred-profane . 84* 08 15. inoffensive-offensive Js5* .29
8. wrong-right 79 .29

Note—The variables were randomly ordered and randomly reversed. The order of presen-
tation and polarity presented above is identical to the instrument used in the present study.
*These variables generally loaded heavily on the separate factor analyses of the obscene
words and were therefore used for the semantic profiles of the “evaluative” dimension pre-
sented in Table 1.
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(“damn,” “hell”), words classified as excretory (“shit,” “piss”), and those words
dealing with sexual functions and organs (“fuck,” “cock”) (Cameron, 1969, pp.
102-103). Bostrom and Rossiter (1969b) suggested that these three categories
could be ranked in terms of their offensiveness with the sexual words being con-
sidered most offensive and the religious words ranked as least offensive.

Utilizing the results of the present factor analytic study, this writer em-
ployed a one-way analysis of variance on the “evaluative-offensiveness” scores
from the semantic differential swear-word booklets. The results of this analysis
yielded an F ratio of 50.19 (df = 19, p < .001). Following the analysis of
variance Duncan’s multiple-range test was utilized to locate significant mean dif-
ferences between the 20 selecred words.

The analysis of trearment means generally indicated a trend in the direction
of previous findings related to the degree of offensiveness for profanities. This
trend is significantly clear for those words with a religious connotation .as op-
posed to those words with a sexual connotation, ie, S5’ responses were signifi-
cantly more favorable to words like “God,” “Jesus,” and “Christ” than to all other
words in the survey (p < .05). The patrern for excretory words is similar, with
words like “shit” and “piss” falling somewhere in the middle of the offensiveness
continuum. Finally, those words with sexual connotation seem to fall into the
pattern of most offensive. Apparently, however, the principle four-lecter word,
“fuck” no longer receives the distinction of being the most objectionable word in
the vocabulary of “dirty words.” The strangest occurrence in the data was the
extreme negative evaluation of “Goddamn.” Apparently, the combination of two
religious words in this particular case elicits a very negative reaction from college
Ss in this sample. Of the 17 words surveyed by Bostrom and Rossiter, “God-
damn” received a rank of 6 with 1 being the least offensive. Similarly, the word
“fuck” received a rank of 16 with 17 being the most offensive.

Several conclusions seem warranted. First, the apparent distinction between
religious, excretory, and sexual words in terms of their offensiveness seems valid.
Second, the data indicate on the basis of semantic differential scores for those
variables extracted from the factor analysis, that Ss generally evaluated religious
words with a slightly favorable (above the hypothetical mean of 24.00) response
while those words in the excretory and sexual categories all received less than
favorable response (below the hypothetical mean). Finally, the new morality
and recent evolution of profane verbal usage notwithstanding, “dirty words”
still seem to elicit unfavorable reactions on the part of those college students sam-
pled in this study. Montague (1967) summarizes the need for further investiga-
tion of this phenomenon:

Swearing constitutes a species of human behavior so little understood, even by its
most devoted practitioners, that an examinaton of its meaning and significance is now long
overdue. The temper of the times in which we live having grown somewhat more com-
plaisant, a consideration of this once tabooed topic may not be considered out of joint.






