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Unit C4 N _
Swearing in modern British English

CASE STUDY 4
C4.1 INTRODUCTION

i iolinguistics in Unit
We discussed language variation in Units A10.4 and B}t(l and sgcwﬁiilsr e
i riations in spoken and w . ers
10.11. This case study explores va s b
iodern British English and demonstrates how corpora can be used i
guistic studies.

Swearing is a part of everyday language use. To date it' has been.11}11frequ::]r;tly1 ;t;g
ied thoi h some recent work on swearing in Amen;an English (e.g. B;/ker and,
j:u;traliag English (e.g. Kidman 1993) and British English (e.g. Mc-lli]ne:)y,s erand
Hardie 2000) has addressed the topic. Nonetheless, there 115(, sttl ;:) . d); .
account of swear words in English (though McEne‘ry %’00? stf;z ;;] ?e fms V-
historical explanation of attitudes to bad language in hng is .fhjstor g Bne
ology, swearing has been approached from the pomts. of view o o ?zf) There -
1995?; psycholinguistics (e.g. Jay 1992) and semantlc's (.K1dn'1a1'1 riames e
been, ,to date, few studies of swearing bagei on s;;zii(l;iiuzlggg ;(r)ar gty
i ee McEnery, Baker an
genﬂe: ?tglfdanﬁass ‘l::::l:llilsisff(ii;lt in the ibsence of approprié.lte corpus r;alsogif]eds.
V\L’licth the prgduction of the British National Corpus (see Ux.nt A";’l.lZ);fig : jd Wit}}:
became possible. In addition to parts of speech, the corpus is Ecr Ezfnd .
metadata pertaining to demographic feature§ such as age, gilnde AT
and textual features such as register,. pult)li:czatloirz1 trir:;d?;nclhilove Sl:lgen.em] e
i i s of var
StfudY, ":ef(::l](i;: I:jgig,sg{?;fil;: irrii)lg:rn British English. While bad Ianguzgi ;1;&;)}’
ge ?zfagted to religion (e.g. Jesus, heaven, hell and DAMN), sex (};3.%'21_“{!?? a;ueer) 0;
ism (e.g. nigger), defecation (e.g. sHIT and PISS),_ homog obia (e.g. gile,
il tters, we decided to examine only the d1str1but1qn pattern e
O_th‘“if én \ its ;norphological variants), because FUCK is a typical swear wor v
s 1fng uently in the BNC. Fuck is perhaps ‘one of the most 1nteres.1éng 7
Oclcursfurle\%fords ?n the English language today’ that can be used to descrlhe f:,orci
C(lj Z;l:re hatred and even love (Andersson and Trudgill !992: 60). As I‘[rl If; e
Eeiame ;nore highly charged semantically, it has also j;u:quured nl;otr; eg‘;:ry o
flexibility so that FUCK ‘has altered from being exclusively a ver

speech’ (Nurmi 1997).
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case study will introduce two other Important features of BNCWeb, namely
distribution and cross-tabulation, and show you how to explore language varjation
using the metadata encoded in the corpus. Readers j

hensive account of the use of FUCK in the BNC can refer to McEnery and Xiao
(2004), on which this case study is based.

C4.2 SPOKEN vs, WRITTEN REGISTER

The spoken register is generally more informal than the written register, and one of
the linguistic indicators of informality is swearing (see Collins and Hollo 2000).
ken section consists of around 10 per cent of the data

patterns of FUCK in spoken and written regj
this investigation, do the following:

1. Start Internet Explorer, type in the URL of BNCWeb and press the Enter key.

to type in your user name and password (Figure C4.2),
3. Enter your user name and password as required and confirm by pressing the
OKbutton, Now the BN CWeb query system is ready for use, as shown in Figure
C4.3. You can explore the whole BNC corpus or select spoken or written texts

variants fuck, fucked, fucks, fuckin(g) and fucker(s)) separately so that we can
have a clearer view of their distribution patterns across register. First type in

fuck in the text box, select 1000 for the Number of hits per page and press the
Start query button, as shown in Figure C4.4.

3. Now you can see the concordance window for fuck. Click on the down arrow

button (Figure C4.5).

6. You will be taken to the Distribution window of fuck (Figure C4.6). Record the

Number of words, Number of hitsand Frequen

¢y per million words for the spoken
and written registers.

ple of times until you

return to the interface of the BNCWeb query system (Figure C4.3), and repeat
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2 S Corpus Server Home Page - Microsoft Infernet Explorer

Fle Edt View Favorkes Took Help

ol 3

B e

BNOweb query system (oldf)

ROy s BNC'web World Edition query svstem (use ths!)
B | ZEN Onlme

Expenimental ZEN query svstem
Corpus Navigator query systen (sunumer term 2001

Gutenberg corpus

June 2002:
New. BNCwab (Version 2.0) has been publicly released and 1 now avadable
internationally For non-commercial use. For futher nformanen, please consult the BICweb

homepage.

§ Tanuary 2002 WARNING: Microsoft Internet Explorer for the Macintosh has a senous
e L9 rene

Figure C4.1 The BNCWeb interface

ternel Explorer

3 15 Corpus Server Home Page - Microsoft In

O - ©- KRG Powo seree @ (3-55 -1 3

New: BNCweb (Ver

mtemationally for non the BNCweb
homepage.
Cancel
8 January 2002 WA| CE has asenous &
BT fescorsunan chico-broncz/sicasy [sann ] ® et

Figure C4.2 Log on to BNCWeb

steps 1-6 for the search strings fucked, fucks, fucking] fuckin and fuckerlfuckers
separately (the character | means or). Do the same for the search string fuckl
fucked\fucks| fucking!fuckin| fucker| fuckers to find all of the instances of FUCK.

Your results should match those in Table C4.1. The normalized frequencies (NF)
allow us to compare the distributions of individual word forms while word numbers
and raw frequencies (RF) make it possible for us to calculate the log-likelihood score
and significance level for the difference in frequencies by using SPSS statistics

package (see Case Study 2).
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SE-HR

j‘l‘*ﬂ",i]ﬂ hitp.A/escaip unizh ch/ogi bisbnc2/BNCauery.p

Optisas:

Queries el

The Zurich BNCweb Query System

W texts
Spaker texts

Browse afile Number of hits per page: m

-

H

Lookup a word Restriction: [None (Faw npuy =]

KeywordTitle search

Start Query g Reset Gusry ¥

Erequency bsts @ BNCweb 199672000
Database functiens

Open dasabase

User settings

Query history

Sub

Help
The BNCweb team

Mew features

Bugreports
To do bigr

Oxford BHC homepage

Figure C4.3 The BNCWeb query system

R Humber of hits per page: m
% R Restriction: !Nana (Raw Input) *]

Frequency lists © BNCweb 1996/2000

To do list
Osgord BNC homepage

Figure C4.4 Enter the search string

267




SECTION

Exploration

Your query "fuck"’ retumed 1378 matches in 255 different texts. {freq: 13.77 instances per million words)

e [ oL D

No Filename
A05 1627
405 1654
AD6 853
A06 936
AQL 1268
AOL 1383
AOL 1464
ACL 1591
A0L 1602
A0L 1780
AOL 2278
AQL 2366
AQL 2522
AQL 2777
AQL 2780
ADL 2876
AQL 2931

El

W0 wd U A e bR

SREBRBES

B3
£
5
r)
3
e

19 ACL 2986
20 4003147
31 ANT 2000

Senanceview | [Thin.. el Got
Thin.. 121
Solution } ta 1000  Page 172  FProcessed fg poomys
parents Arthur 7] tell themto goand  fack  thems Distibution hands up in 2
For i), and whether parerts should go and  fuck  themsekCollocations. . e leamn that Doyle
1 got as far as Grantchester and I thought, fuck it, yes,
One day s a revolution to sy furk  onbus Do;«moad way to
i
ot is # her English rose complexon lussed,  fuck there I 1o F £ 50
¢lse, but fiis ime Im not going to fuek  up"
Jay,'that chin says don't  fuck  withme, fella !
angry,” she drawled "Don't  fuck wath me, lady * ,
Jay had done wine, and decided,  fuck it, there's always a take-away if the bitch i

your front? I'd happily joyously ecstancally
1 know you're scared of it,

half drunk half my ife, who gives a

‘Oh,

to materiabse as usual, bemg a pasrot does you
but totally ressuble to other skunks

TJag felt bymcal, delighted.

on," smd Jay "Why the

Well, T don't feel better, Lucy

pardon me for loving you T just

wotk not socialising But T thought,

your eyebrows, darin’. As it happens.

i, you sad you felt safe with me. And

#T'm drupk agan?

youl* shouted Martin, and stomped off to the
all m the way of goed! So nght now,
. em afll Some day my shnk wall come!

it, she thought at five, maybe I just wo
should 17 Oh, t's OF. for you,

youl®

off and forget it Time is a great healer

CHOW you want to work? S¢ we did this

VOTTI seenvenad Tass Tearmannlh ihat sha

[ [ et
7 sether (o N2 skurkace PUNY. cw NNTWB) fugkee FUN;., thBumvaTGuéta FUN ] e
Figure C4.5 The concordance for fuck
g e 3147 " £ different texts. It was found in 255 texts, —
Your query “fuck” returned 1378 matches in 255 1 [emriomaion ol _:__ﬁ
Categones. — |
Categones no crossisbs ﬂ v i
(for crosstabs only):

Spoken or Written:

Categary

Spoken
Witten
total

Text Type (writtemn):

Category

Imaginatie

Asts

Lessure

World affars

Applied stience

Soeaal saence
Commerce and fnance

Belief and thought

No. of words

10,365,464
89,740,543
100,106,007

No. of words

13,664,308
7,014,792
8951740
15.243.340
7,341,375
12,186,378
6,668,357
3,035,896

Figure C4.6 The distribution of fuck
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Table C4.1 Spoken vs. written register

Form Register Words RF NF LL ratio Sig. level

fuck Spoken 10365464 583 56.24 940.406 <0.001
Written 89740543 795 8.86

fucked Spoken 10365464 62 5.98 68.066  <0.001
Written 89740543 130 1.45

fucks Spoken 10365464 10 0.96 12.792  <0.001
Written 89740543 18 0.2

fucking Spoken 10365464 2164 208.77 6150.587 <0.001
Written 89740543 969 10.8

fucker(s) Spoken 10365464 25 2.41 28.841  <0.001
Written 89740543 50 0.56

All forms Spoken 10365464 2844 274.37 6827.547  <0.001
Written 89740543 1962 21.86

As can be seen from the table, for all of the word forms under examination, the
difference between spoken and written language is statistically significant at the level
P<0.001. FUCK occurs twelve times more frequently in spoken language than in
written language. The greatest contrast is found for fuckin(g), which was used nearly
twenty times as frequently in the spoken section as in the written section of the
corpus. While it is not clear why people use FUCK considerably more frequently in
spoken language than in written language, our speculation is that FUCK occurs more
frequently in informal than formal contexts. The censorship of published written
texts is another possible explanation for the relatively low frequency of Fuck in
written language. In spite of this quantitative difference, different word forms
distribute across the registers in the same descending order: fuckin(g), fuck, fucked,
fucker(s) and fucks. However, the general difference between spoken and written
uses of FUCK obscures a number of finer differences in usage both within the general

discussions of speech and writing and between them. The rest of this unit is devoted
to identifying these finer distinctions.

C4.3 VARIATIONS WITHIN SPOKEN ENGLISH

This section explores the pattern of FUuck usage in spoken British English using
metadata pertaining to the different sociolinguistic variables encoded in the BNC.
We will compare demographically sampled and context-governed spoken data. We

will also examine the possible influence of speaker gender, age, social class and
education level on the pattern of uses of FUCK.
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C4.3.1 Demographically sampled vs. context-governed spoken
language

As noted in Unit A2.4, the BNC contains orthographically transcnbec? s%okeg
language using two different sampling regimes: demograplhmally deter;nn;el ativlzo
context-governed. To get the word numbers and frequencies 9f PU'C:i(' 0; : e -
types of spoken language, click on the down arrow on the r1ghth51 edq : ;n:m
information in step 6, select Overall: Type of text and pr.ess.thelS ow ésrrz uti
button, as shown in Figure C4.7. You will be taken to the dlstrlb_u'tmn window gFleng
the word number, number of hits (RF) and frequency per million words (NF) og
three types of text: spoken demographic, written and s;l)oken context-governe .
(Figure C4.8). Record the word numbers and frequencies for .the t\»\;cq typesk ol
spoken text. Do the same for search strings fucked, fucks, f.uckmg1 fuckin, fuc .I;tr
fuckers, and fucklfucked| fucks| fucking | fuckin fuckerl fuckers as in step 7. Your results
should match those in Table C4.2.

With regard to the frequency of FUCK, the two types of spoken languagehc_hfflcler
significantly at the level p<0.001. As can be seen in Table C4.2, demograp ltc:Xt}_f
sampled spoken data contains 146 times as many instances of FUCK as Cim -
governed spoken data. Some word forms, e.g. fucks and fucker( 5), are simp yln
existent in context-governed spoken data, even though this part contains nearly one
million more tokens than the first type of data.

Surprisingly, the contrast between the two types of spoken language is even more

marked than the distinction between spoken and written registers. While contextci
governed spoken language is indeed more formal than demographically sample

Your query "fuck” returned 1378 matches in 255 different texts. It was found in 255 texts.

s General informstion
g i Overali Spoker 'u-
Overall Type of Text
gor crm;bs only). Writen: Text Type

'written: Date of Creation
{wntten Medium of Text
Twriten: Text Sample
"Wiitten: Receplion Status
wWritten: Age of Author
ritten: Gender of Author

Category ESntrord:s iten: Domicile of Author mitlion words
Spoken 10,365,464 7 5;::
Whitten 89,740,543 193 e
total 100,106 007 1378 . !
Text Type (written): . e
Category Ne. of words No. of hits it s
Imaginate 19,664,309 m 2934

7,014,792 8 12,69
kg 8,991,740 53 589
1‘::1'1::&:5 15,243,340 2] ? Z?
Appled science 7.341,375 14 1.48
Social science 12,186,378 18 -
Commerce and finance 6,668,357 g +
Belief and thought 3,035,896 1

Figure C4.7 Show distribution
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Your query “fock” returned 1378 matches in 255 different texts. It was fousd in 255 toxts.
Categories:
Catef 5
(for ::::hbs only) [no crosstabs

|Overall: Type of Text

Type of text:

(e No. of words No. of hits m
spoken demographuc 4,211,216 576 13678
written 89.740,543 795 836
spoken context-governed 5,034,707 T 139
total 98,986,466 1378 1392

Figure C4.8 Distribution across text type

Table C4.2 Spoken demographically sampled vs. spoken context-governed

Form Type Words RF NF LL ratio Sig. level
fuck Demographic 42112186 576 136.78 838.609  <0.001
Context-governed 5034707 7 1.39
fucked Demographic 4211216 61 14.49 86.922  <0.001
Context-governed 5034707 1 0.2
fucks Demographic 4211216 10 2.37 15.729  <0.001
Context-governed 5034707 0 0
fucking Demographic 4211218 2149 510.3 3218.681  <0.001
Context-governed 5034707 15 2.98
fucker(s) Demographic 4211216 25 594 39.321  <0.001
Context-governed 5034707 0 0
All forms Demographic 4211216 2821 669.88 4196573  <0.001
Context-governed 5034707 23 4.57

spoken language (see Aston and Burnard 1998: 31), the difference between the two
types of spoken language cannot be explained by the formal/informal distinction
alone: written language is basically more formal than spoken language, yet the con-
trast between them is not as marked as that between two types of spoken language.
A reasonable explanation is that the social contexts from which the second type of

spoken data was sampled militated in favour of considerably fewer forms of Fuck
than in the demographically sampled spoken data.

C4.3.2 Gender of speaker

Men and women differ in their use of strong language (see Lakoff 1975 5; Hughes
1991: 211; Holmes 1992: 171-176). For example, Stenstrom (1991) found from the
London-Lund spoken corpus that male speakers prefer hell-related words like DAMN
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and devil while female speakers show a preference for heaven-related words like
heavens and gosh. Consequently we decided to explore the hypothesis that the

possible explanation is that the two word forms tend to denote the literal meaning
of the word (see McEnery and Xiao 2004 for a discussion of the semantic categories

of FUCK).

Table C4.3 Gender of speaker

<—

Swearing in modern British English

SECTION

A : .
[ gender of speakers also influences the frequency of their use of FUCK. Form Gender Words RF NF LL ratio B, Gy
il fuck M
i . 1
I To retrieve a range of word frequency data from the corpus related to male Fere gg;gg;g 337 68.52 50.025 <0.001
L ié and female uses of FUCK, select Speaker Gender in the pull-down menu in the ucked - 106 32.56
I - . 4918075
. ribution window in step 6. £e 25 5.08 0510
| Distrib p Female 3255533 13 3.99 e
| Table C4.3 compares male and female speakers’ use of FUCK. As can be seen from fioks lffﬂfei 4918075 5 1.02 0.386 0.534
. . em =
the normalized frequencies, when all word forms are taken as a whole, male speakers o ale 3265533 2 0.61
i use FUCK more than twice as frequently as female speakers, a difference that is Hexing EME; 4818075 1394 283.44 353.694 <0.001
| Froie . . . em ’
* statistically significant at the level of p<0.001. When we consider word forms f = 3255533 321 98.6
i individually, we find that male speakers use fuckin(g), fuck and fucker(s) significantly uckerts) "‘:Aafe 5 4918075 18 3.66 8.967 0.003
4 v . . emal )
!- more frequently than female speakers. The difference in the frequencies of male and Al ¢ 82558538 ? 0.61
i female speakers’ use of fucked and fucks is, however, not statistically significant. One arms Male 4918075 1779 361.73 401.668 <0.001
. Female 3255533 444 136.38 '

Table C4.4 Proportion and rank of word forms by male and female speakers

Gender

Form

'| On the other hand, while the use of Fuck differs quantitatively by speaker gender, —— Bl

i§ it does not differ qualitatively. For both males and females, the rank and proportion

A of different word forms show a very similar distribution pattern (Table C4.4). Both ;:Cting 78.36 1

¥ genders use fuckin(g) most frequently, followed by fuck. While proportions of differ- Kisls fugked 1?-3? )

( ent word forms may vary slightly across gender, this variation is not statistically fucker(s) e 2

p significant, as shown in Table C4.5. fucks 0.28 5

{' fucking 72.30 1

? C4.3.3 Age of speaker Female ::‘Z';e ” 23-8; 2

fucker(s) 0.45 a [g

fucks 0.45 4/5

Speaker age is another sociolinguistic variable that influences the pattern of Fuck
usage. As Holmes observes:

The extensive swear word vocabulary which some teenagers use is likely to

Table C4.5 Comparison of the normalized frequencies across gender

change over time [...] Though they continue to know these terms, the Form -
| frequency with which they use them often diminishes, especially as they e Female LL ratio Sig. level
| begin to have children and socialise with others with young families. fuck 68.52 3256
it (Holmes 1992: 183) fucked 5.08 3.99
‘ 1‘ fuck_s 1.02 0.61 447 0.35
To test this hypothesis, we will first get the fr cies of Fuck used by speakers of g 283.44 85 .
! o test this hypo , we will first get the frequenci y speake Fickerts) - e

different age groups by selecting Speaker Age in the Distribution window in step 6.
Table C4.6 gives the frequencies of FUCk for different age groups. The table shows

that for each of the forms of FUCK, and for all of word forms taken together, the
difference in the distribution of FUCk across different age groups is statistically
significant, though the significance level varies by word form, with the most marked
contrast for fuckin(g), followed by fuck. For all age groups, the most frequently used
word form is fuckin(g), followed by fuck, though the other word forms do not show

| a predictable pattern.

With respect to age group, young people and teenagers (age groups 15-24, 25-34)
appear to use FUCK more frequently than people of other age groups ( Tabl,e C4.7)

While it is not surprising that young people use rFuck readily, children of the age.
group 0-14 appear to show an unexpectedly marked propensity to $ay FUCK
whereas‘ pe(l)ple aged 35-44 demonstrate an aversion for the word. One plausible
reason, in line with Holmes’ hypothesis, for the relatively low frequency for age

g 272
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(8
i Table C4.6 Age of speaker group 35-44 is that parents with children and teenagers around them say Fuck less
i o i Tavs) frequently than those who are yet to have children and those whose children have
o ig. le . . i
8 Form Age Words RF NF LL ratio g grown up and do not live with them. Children under the age of 15 use FUCK more
) — _— 343.01 frequently because they consciously want to shock adults and to behave in what
sk ?;_2 4 511858 126 246.16 they perceive to be an adult fashion. However, on the basis of corpus data alone, we
26-34 1113709 93 83.50 622,580  <0.001 cannot evaluate these explanations.
‘ 35-44 1066857 8 7-22
i 28. . ’ .
42—59 : ?gg?;g 42 2.67 Yet if we cross-tabulate the variables speaker age and gender, a more distinct pattern
o 2 4.34 can be observed. To do this, we need to select two variables in the Distribution
fucked ?;1 ‘214 g?‘?ggg . 1564 window. Click on the first down arrow and select Speaker Gender. Click on the down
| ui ke 1113709 5 4.49 29912  <0.001 arrow next to no crosstabs and select Speaker Age. Then press the Show distribution
. 35-44 1066857 1 0.94 button, as shown in Figure C4.9. Table C4.8 shows the result of the cross-tabulation. |
i 45-59 1605978 g :}-25 As can be seen from the table, except for the age group 60+, the difference between '
S0+ Li22hea male and female speakers is statistically significant. For all age groups, male speakers
fucks 0-14 460627 3 6.51 say FUCK more frequently than female speakers. The greatest contrast between male
15-24 511858 . i d female speakers is found j le ( 25-34 and 15-24)
e 5 1113709 1 0.90 11.097 0015 and female speakers 1s found in young people (age groups 25-34 and 15-24), as
a5-44 1066857 0 0 reflected by their much greater LL scores.
45-59 1605978 2 1.25
80+ 1122133 0 0
! fucking 0-14 460827 217 471.10 C4.3.4 Social class of speaker
i 15-24 511858 638 1246.44
.- 25-34 1113709 582 522.58 1967.681  <0.001 _ ) .
L g tEE i 66.55 The BNC classifies speakers into four social classes, namely AB, C1, C2 and DE. In
45-59 1605978 173 107.72 this section, we will examine the possible influence of social class on the distribution
+ 1122133 18 16.04 attern of FUCK. 'To get the fre uencies of FUCK, select Speaker: Social Class from the
60 P 8 q
fucker(s) 0-14 460627 12 26.05 pull-down menu in the Distribution window for each search string in step 6. Table
| . . . . |
: 15-24 511858 18 3517 C4.9 gives the frequencies of FUCK used by different social classes. As can be seen .
25-34 1113709 8 7.18 88.629  <0.001 .
. 35-44 1066857 0 0 ‘ ‘
| 45-59 1605978 0 a Your query “fuckffuckod fucksifuckinifackinglfuckerifack "m&mm&«s.hmmmmmwfmhmm:_ ;
y 60+ 1122133 0 0 Sipine): i G I R
El cmc‘ eker Age |
i Allforms  0-14 460627 392 861.01 (o crostab ) R
) 15-94 511858 793 1549.26 SR
i 25-34 1113709 689 618.65  2613.071 i .
. 35-44 1066857 80 74.99 . e
f 45-59 1605978 223 138.86 Category No. of words No. of hits mim?:m
A 60+ 1122133 21 18.71 1524 215,310 557 305141
i 25-34 543,791 £43 118244
| 0-14 237,530 248 1044 08
| 4559 1,072,544 135 12582
\'F 35.44 557,551 64 114.79
{ 60+ 590,441 7 11.86 |
i Table C4.7 Frequencies of FUCK by age group = St 3 e |
! Age/ Gender: Female
| Rank by NF
i | Age NF i Catogory No. of words No. of hits Pl
! [ 15-94 1549.96 1 014 223,092 144 64547
0-14 851.01 3] 15-24 296,548 13¢ 458 61 |
: i 618.65 3 4559 531,429 28 16559
!' 284 136,86 4 25.34 569,70 45 3074
42_23 74'99 5 2544 N0 Nk 1% 145 i
i 35- : - -
! 80+ 18.71 5 Figure C4.9 The cross-tabulation of speaker gender and age ) f
|
|1
275 I
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Table C4.8 Cross-tabulation of speaker age and gender

Age Gender Words RF NF LL ratio Sig. level

0-14 Male 237530 248 1044.02 21.77 <0.001
Female 223092 144 645.4

15-24 Male 215310 657 3051.41 558.717 <0.001
Female 296548 136 458.61

25-24 Male 543791 643 1182.44 645.124 <0.001
Female 569709 46 80.74

35-44 Male 557551 64 114.79 26.657 <0.001
Female 509306 16 31.42

45-59 Male 531429 88 165.59 3.93 0.047
Female 1072944 135 125.82 -

60+ Male 531692 14 26.33 317 ;
Female 590441 7 11.86

Table C4.9 Speaker social class

Form Class Words RF NF LL ratio Sig. level
AB 696819 93 133.46
ek C1 427872 7 16.36 75.494 <0.001
c2 485682 45 92.65
DE 267818 556 205.36
696819 18 25.83
ke AC? 427872 0 0 156.993 0.001
G2 485682 4 8.24
DE 267818 2 7.47
696819 3 4.31
e 2}? 427872 o} 0 1.987 0.583
c2 485682 1 2.06
DE 267818 1 3.73
i B 696819 187 268.36
fuekne ?31 427872 39 91.15 297.527 <0.001
Cc2 485682 3056 627.98
DE 267818 198 739.31
696819 1 1.44
fuckert é? 427872 0 0 8.087 0.012
C2 485682 2 412
DE 267818 4 14.94
Il forms AB 696819 302 433.4
Alform C1 427872 46 107.51 339.734 <0.001
c2 485682 357 735.05
DE 267818 260 970.81

from the table, except for the word form fucks (there are on_ly five in_stances of fucks,
we doubt a statistical test based on such limited data can yield a rehabl.e re31-11t.), the
difference in the distribution of all other word forms across social cla.ss is stanst‘lcally
significant. As with speaker gender and age, the greatest contrast is fo_r fuckin(g),
followed by fuck, as indicated by their LL scores. The overall' frt?quenclleslof FUCK
also show that the distinction between social classes is quantitatively significant.
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The normalized frequencies for all forms show such a distinction. People from
classes DE and C2 are most frequent users of Fuck, followed by AB. Interestingly,
those from the class AB do not $ay FUCK less frequently than C1, especially people
from age group 60+ (see Table C4.11). One might speculate that the older people
from AB use Fuck frequently because they want to flaunt their seniority, while those
from C1 show a considerably lower rate of Fuck usage because they consciously or
unconsciously pay special attention to their linguistic behaviour so as to appear
closer to how they perceive the AB speech to be. This observation is further
supported by the cross-tabulation of speaker gender and social class on the one
hand, and of speaker age and social class on the other hand (see Figure C4.9 for
cross-tabulation), as shown in Tables C4.10and C4.11. Table C4.10 shows the result
of cross-tabulation of gender and social class. As can be seen from the table, while
the difference between male and female speakers is statistically significant for all

social classes, the greatest contrast is found for the class C2. Male and female

speakers of the class DE show a much less marked contrast because both sexes from
this class use Fuck very frequently. However, non-corpus based research into the
relationship between swearing and power is clearly needed to substantiate further

the hypothesis that those in authority flaunt their seniority through the use of swear
words.

C4.3.5 Education level of speaker

A common belief is that the better educated one is, the less likely one is to use bad
language. A popular explanation for swearing is that people use swear words when
they have few words at their disposal, i.e. their vocabulary is so impoverished that
they have to use ‘easy’ and ‘lazy’ words in certain situations (see Andersson and
Trudgill 1992: 65). This explanation is, in our view, unlikely to be true. The BNC

encodes information pertaining to speaker’s education level, thus enabling us to test
the influence of education on the use of FUCK.

Select Speak: Education in step 6 for the frequencies of FUCK used by speakers of

different education levels, which are given in Table C4.12. Note that the table does
not include the group Still in education. We decided to leave this group out of our

Table C4.10 Cross-tabulation of speaker gender and social class

Class Gender Words RF NF LL ratio Sig. level

AB Male 266857 175 655.78 42.934 <0.001
Female 413150 127 307.39

C1 Male 187946 43 228.79 52.035 <0.001
Female 239926 3 125

c2 Male 169737 348 2050.23 654.976 <0.001
Female 315945 9 28.49

DE Male 126512 176 1391.17 64.701 <0.001
Female 138247 84 607.61
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Table C4.11 Cross-tabulation of speaker age and social class

Age Class Words RF NF LL ratio Sig. level
127228 209 1642.72
o g? 5722 0 (0] 24550 <0.001
c2 4439 1 225.28
DE 2 0 0
- AB 78210 B8O 1022.89
1o Ci 40544 1 24.66 99.486 <0.001
Cc2 29072 29 977.52
DE 42303 81 1914.76
- AB 101503 0 0
2o Ci 55654 26 46717 312.701 <0.001
C2 192484 317 1646.89
DE 23468 4 170.44
24.69
-44 AB 81002 2
% C1 201306 17 84.45 4813 0.090
Cc2 97480 10 102.59
DE 0 0 0
- AB 132275 0 o]
4708 Ci 106972 2 18.7 431.876 <0.001
Cc2 84611 ¢} 0
DE 115857 168 1450.06
74.21
0+ AB 94332 7
° C1 17674 0 0 7.835 0.023
Cc2 77596 0 0
DE 48244 0 0

Table C4.12 Speaker education level

Education Words RF NF LL ratio Sig. level
932,57

Left school 15/16 639039 596

Left school 17/18 217282 29 147.27 762.703 <0.001

Educ. until 19/over 318267 16 50.27

Left school 14/under 378669 9 23.77

discussion because this group may overlap with others. There are 807.74 inst:%anas
of FUCK per million words (443 instances in 548,444 words) for those still in
education. Interestingly, people of this group do not use FUCK less frequently
because they are mostly of the age group 15-24. As can be seen, people who left
school at 15/16 are most frequent users of FUCK. The general pattern of uses of FUCK
is that people who have received less education say FUCK more frequently. People
who left school at 14 or under show an unexpectedly low frequency of uses qf FUCK
because people from this group are mostly over 60 — young people are unlikely tg
leave school so early. Of the nine instances of FUCK for this group, only two are use

by young people aged 15-24 while seven are used by people aged 60 or over. In terms
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Table C4.13 Comparison of normalized frequencies across education level

Education lavel Word form NF Rank
Left school 14/under fucking 21.18 1
fuck 2.64
fucked 0
fucker(s) 0 -
fucks 0 o
Left school 15/16 fucking 772.97 1
fuck 143.95 2
fucked 6.26 3/4
fucker(s) 6.26 3/4
fucks 3.13 5
Left school 17/18 fucking 110.46 1
fuck 36.82
fucked 0
fucker(s) 0 -
fucks 0 =
Educ. until 19/over fucking 31.42 1
fuck 12.57 2
fucked 6.28 3
fucker(s) 0 -
fucks 0 -

of word forms, the distinction across e
qualitative. For people of all levels of edy
form, followed by fuck (see Table C4.13)

ducation level is quantitative rather than
cation, fuckin(g) is the most frequent word
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Table C4.14 Gender of author

Form Gender Words RF NF LL ratio Sig. level

fuck Male 31586324 486 15.39 28.625 <0.001
Female 15497994 147 9.49

fucked Male 31586324 78 2.47 7.549 0.007
Female 15497984 20 1.29

fucks Male 31586324 14 0.44 6.503 0.029
Female 15497994 1 0.08

fucking Male 31586324 709 22.45 128.474 <0.001
Female 15497994 132 8.62

fucker(s) Male 31586324 35 1.1 7.142 0.012
Female 15497994 6 0.39

All forms Male 31586324 1322 41.85 162.124 <0.001
Female 15497994 306 19.74

Table C4.15 Proportion and rank of word forms by male and female authors

Gender Form Proportion (%) Rank

Male fucking 53.63 1
fuck 36.76 2
fucked 5.90 3
fucker(s) 2.65 4
fucks 1.06 5

Female fucking 43.14 2
fuck 48.04 1
fucked 6.54 3
fucker(s) 1.96 4
fucks 0.33 5

Table C4.16 Comparison of the normalized frequencies across gender

Form Male Female LL ratio Sig. level LL ratio Sig. level
fucking 22.45 8.52 0.439 0.570

fuck 15.39 9.49

fucked 2.47 1.29 1.162 0.867
fucker(s) 114 0.39 0.680 1.000

fucks 0.44 0.06

fuckin(g) more than male authors (see Table C4.16), the difference is not statistically
significant (LL=0.439, 1 d.f.). The proportion and rank of word forms show :‘a ver);
similar distribution pattern across author gender (Table C4.15). The fluctuation o
the normalized frequencies can be discarded (LL=1.162, 3 d.f.).

280

Swearing in modern British English

Table C4.17 Age of author

Form Age Words RF NF LL ratio Sig. level
fuck 0-14 581962 3 5.15
15-24 437149 3 6.86
25-34 1325516 97 73.18 178.234 <0.001
35-44 2813226 32 11.37
45-59 2847335 36 12.64
60+ 2451519 14 5.71
fucked 0-14 581962 0 0]
15-24 437149 0 o]
25-34 1325516 20 15.09 46.263 <0.001
35-44 2813226 5 1.78
45-59 2847335 11 3.86
60+ 2451519 0 0
fucks 0-14 581962 0 0
15-24 437149 0 0
25-34 1326516 1 0.75 3.286 0.778
35-44 2813226 1 0.36
45-59 2847335 1 0.35
60+ 2451519 0 0
fucking 0-14 581962 12 20.62
15-24 437149 5 11.44
25-34 13255186 87 65.63 121.236 <0.001
35-44 2813226 36 12.8
45-59 2847335 41 14.4
60+ 2451519 21 8.57
fucker(s) 0-14 581962 2 3.44
15-24 437149 0 0
25-34 1325516 3 2.66 7.216 0.129
35-44 2813226 1 0.36
45-58 2847335 4 1.4
60+ 2451519 1 0.41
All forms 0-14 581962 17 29.21
15-24 437149 8 18.3
25-34 1325616 208 156.92 336.394 <0.001
35-44 02813226 75 26.66
45-59 2847335 93 32.66
60+ 2451519 36 14.68

C4.4.2 Age of author

Author age in written language is a sociolinguistic variable comparable to speaker
age in spoken language and may, therefore, influence the distribution of FUCk. By
selecting Written: Age of Author in the distribution window, you will get the word
numbers and frequencies given in Table C4.17. As can be seen, the differences in the
frequencies of FUCK between authors of different age groups are statistically
significant when all word forms are taken together. A comparison by word form
shows that except for the two very infrequent words fucks (three instances) and
fucker(s) (nine instances), all of the other word forms demonstrate a significant
variation between age groups. L8
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Table C4.18 Comparison of spoken and written languages

Age group Spoken Written
NF Rank NF Rank

0-14 851.01 2 29.21 3
15-24 1549.26 1 18.3 5
25-34 618.65 3 156.92 1
35-44 74.99 5 26.66 4
45-59 138.86 4 32.66 2
60+ 18.71 6 14.68 5}

While young people also use FUCK a lot in written language as they do in spoken
language, the pattern of using FUCK in written language appears to be different from
that in spoken language in spite of some similarities, as shown in Table C4.18. In
written English, the age group 60+ uses FUCK least frequently. However, authors
aged 25-34 use FUCK most frequently, followed by the age group 45-59. While
authors aged 45-59 use FUCK slightly more often than those aged 35-44, the
difference is not statistically significant (LL=1.721, p=0.217). Like speakers under
15, authors of this age group use FUCK more frequently than expected, though not
as obtrusively as in spoken language. Surprisingly, people aged 15-24 use FUCK less
frequently than expected in written English, though this age group is the most
frequent user of FUCK in spoken English.

C4.4.3 Gender of audience

The BNC classifies the gender of the intended audience of writing contained in the
corpus into four types: male, female, mixed and unknown. In this section, we will
only consider the first three categories. Select Written: Gender of Audience in the
distribution window. You will get the frequencies as given in Table C4.19. The table
shows that when all word forms are considered together, the difference between
audience genders is statistically significant. However, fucked is the only word form
which, in itself, shows a significant difference of distribution across writing intended
for males and writing intended for females. Fucked is frequently used as the past
form of the word with its literal meaning (see McEnery and Xiao 2004). Writing
with an intended female audience contains significantly fewer occurrences of fucked
than writings for an intended male audience. Other word forms (especially fuck and
fuckin(g)) used for emphasis do not show a significant contrast.

Interestingly, writing intended for a mixed audience is quite similar to writing
intended for a male audience in terms of distribution patterns of ruck (the
difference is not statistically significant; LL=0.134, d.f.=1, p=0.714) when all word
forms are taken together. The difference in distributions of FUcCk in writing
intended for females and that for a mixed audience is statistically significant at the
level p<0.001 (LL=35.363, 1 d.f.). With respect to individual word forms, the
difference between writing with an intended male audience and writing intended
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Table C4.19 Gender of audience

Form Gender Words RF NF LL ratio Sig. level
fuck Male 2451934 21 8.56 0.521 0.471
Female 6235502 44 7.06
Mixed 54289029 591 10.89 - -
fucked Male 2451934 17 6.93 28.091 <0.001
Female 6235502 3 0.48
Mixed 54289029 90 1.66 - -
fucks Male 2451934 0 0 - -
Female 6235502 0 0
Mixed 54289029 14 0.26 - -
fucking Male 2451934 24 9.79 1.405 0.236
Female 6235502 45 708
Mixed 54289029 701 12.91 — -
fucker(s) Male 2451934 0 0 = =
Female 6235502 0 0
Mixed 54289029 43 0.79 - -
All forms Male 2451934 62 25.29 10.270 0.001
Female 6235502 92 14.75
Mixed 54289029 1439 26.51 - -

for‘ a mixed audience is not statistically significant while the difference between
writing with an intended female audience and writing intended for a mixed
audience is significant for fuck and fuckin(g). For fucked, the difference of writing
for the three types of audience is significant, though writing intended for a mixed
audience is more akin to writing with an intended female audience.

C4.4.4 Age of audience

This section examines the possible influence of audience age on the pattern of
uses of FUCK in written English. There are four age groups for audience: adults,
teenagers, children and unknown. We will consider the first three categories, the
fr_equencies of which can be obtained by selecting Written: Age of Audience in the
distribution window.

Table C4.20 gives the frequencies of FUCK across these age groups. As can be seen
frop? the table, writing for adults contains nearly twice as many uses of FUCK as
writing for teenagers. FUCK occurs in writing for adults over seven times as fre-
quently as in writing for children. This difference is significant at the level p<0.001.
In terms of word forms, the greatest contrast is in fuckin(g), followed by fuck while
fucked, fucks and fucker(s) do not show a significant contrast because of the low
overall frequencies of these word forms (there are only 2.73,0.22 and 1.76 instances
of fucked, fucks and fucker(s) per million words). This finding is in line with the
social convention that writing for children avoids bad language more than writin

for adults. - ’
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Table C4.20 Age of audience

Form Age Words RF NF LL ratio Sig. level

fuck Adult 82335639 784 9.562
Teenager 1697721 10 5.89 14.482 0.001
Child 969382 1 1.08

fucked Adult 82335639 128 1.65
Teenager 1697721 2 1.18 0.7565 0.712
Child 969382 0 0

fucks Adult 82335639 18 0.22
Teenager 1697721 0 0 0.110 1.000
Child 969382 0 0

fucking Adult 82335639 980 11.66
Teenager 1697721 7 412 22.217 <0.001
Child 969382 2 2.06

fucker(s) Adult 82335639 48 0.58
Teenager 1697721 2 1.18 1.412 0.347
Child 969382 0 0

All forms Adult 82335639 1938 23.54
Teenager 1697721 21 12.37 37.603 <0.001
Child 969382 3 3.09

C4.4.5 Reception status

In this section, we will examine the potential relationship between reception status
and the pattern of usage of FUCk. The BNC classifies the reception statuses of
written texts into four types: high, medium, low and unknown. We will discard' cases
where reception status is unknown. First select Written: Reception Status in the
distribution window for each search string and get their frequencies. Your results
should match those given in Table C4.21. As can be seen, whether we consider the
word forms of FUCK separately or together, the difference in the distribution of
FUCK across reception status is statistically significant. In this case, medium
reception status appears to be closer to high than low status. In terms of wc_er forms,
the difference between high and medium reception statuses is only significant for

fucks and fuckin(g).

We can get a vague picture of the pattern of usage of FUCK across reception status
by sorting by normalized frequencies, as shown in Table C4.22. The table by itself
does not show a pattern of FUCK usage. However, if we combine Tables C4.21 and
C4.22 and take statistical significance into consideration, we are able to see clearly
the pattern of usage for FUCK across reception status.

Table C4.21 shows that the difference between high and medium reception statuses
is not statistically significant for fuck (p=0.245), fucked (p=0.381) and fucker(s)
(p=0.083), hence High and Medium in rows 1, 2 and 5 in Table C4.22 can be
swapped, i.e. High (1), Medium (2) and Low (3). Note, however, that the ?anks of
High and Medium cannot be inverted for fucks and fucking, because the inverted
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Table C4.21 Reception status

Form Level Words RF  NF LL ratio  Sig. level  LL ratio  Sig. level

fuck High 24138350 278 1152 1363 0.245
Medium 31885282 402 12.61 73.179 <0.001
Low 16488041 83 503 - -

fucked High 24138350 40 1.66 0.776 0.381
Medium 31885282 63 1.98 8.456 0.015
Low 16488041 15 0.91 = =

fucks High 24138350 11 0.46  7.357 0.007
Medium 31885282 3 0.09 7.077 0.025
Low 16488041 4 0.24 -~ =

fucking High 24138350 402 16.656 6.252 0.012
Medium 31885282 447 14.02 179.914  <0.001
Low 16488041 60 364 - =

fucker(s)  High 24138350 13 0.54 3.006 0.083
Medium 31885282 30 0.94 9.681 0.008
Low 16488041 4 0.24 - -

All forms  High 24138350 744 30.82 0.639 0.424
Medium 31885282 945 29.64 245,785 <0.001
Low 16488041 166 10.07 - -

Table C4,22 Distribution pattern of FUCK by reception status

Row Form High Medium Low
1 fuck 2 1 3
2 fucked 2 1 3
3 fucks 1 3 2
4 fucking 1 2 3
5 fucker(s) 9 1 3
6 All forms 1 2 3

order cannot explain the statistical significance as shown by fucks (p=0.007) and
fuckin(g) (p=0.012). As the difference between high and medium reception statuses
is significant for fucksand fuckin(g), High and Medium cannot be swapped in rows
3 and 4. However, in row 3, Medium and Low can be swapped (i.e. High (1), Medium
(2) and Low (3)) because the difference between these two categories is not
statistically significant (LL=1.551, 1 d.f, p=0.213). These rearrangements clearly
present the pattern of usage of FUCK across reception status: High>Medium>Low.
This format is in harmony with the pattern observed when all word forms are taken
as a whole, as shown in row 6 in Table C4.22. This finding is unusual but true. As
such, swear words are very common in popular books and movies. The explanation
for this phenomenon, however, is beyond the corpus-based approach and would
require, at the very least, substantial sociological study to explain.

In this unit, we used the metadata information encoded in the BNC to explore the
distribution pattern of FUCK both within and across spoken and written registers.
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While the investigation presented in this unit is only pos§ible with appropriate
corpus resources, we feel that the corpus-based approaclh is pot z‘xlljpowerful (cf.
Unit A10.15). Corpora are useful in formulating and testing %mgulsuc hypotheses,
but they cannot provide explanations to questions such as ‘why do people from
higher social classes use FUCK frequently?. Nevertheless, the corpus njlethodovlo'gy,
in combination with other methodologies, is undoubtedly of use in .promdmg
descriptions that any purported explanations must account for. This unit gave you
a step-by-step demonstration of how to use BNCWeb to explore language variation

in the BNC.

FURTHER STUDY

The BNC is extensively encoded with metadata. In addition to those factoFs encoded
in the metadata explored in this unit, the distribution of PUCK‘ may be mﬂuenc_ed
by many other factors encoded in the BNC. Among those you might care to examine
are domain of context-governed speech in the spoken register, as well as date of
creation and level of audience in the written register.
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Unit C5

Conversation and speech in American
English

CASE STUDY 5
C5.1 INTRODUCTION

This case study uses Biber’s (1988) multifeature/multidimensional approach to
genre analysis (see Units A10.4 and B4.2) to compare the genres of conversation
and speech in American English. The terms conversation and speech as used in this
case study correspond to the demographically sampled and context-governed
spoken data in the British National Corpus (BNC, see Aston and Burnard 1998: 31).
Conversation represents the type of communication we experience every day (Biber
1988: 10) whereas speech is produced in situations where there are few producers
and many receivers (e.g. classroom lectures, sermons and political speeches). The
result of this analysis will also be compared with the keyword analysis as discussed
in Units A10.11-A10.12.

We noted in Case Study 4 that, in modern British English, informal conversation
and formal speech differ considerably in terms of the frequency and distribution of
swear words. While it is possible to simply describe conversation as informal and
speech as formal, it would be more accurate to consider the formal/informal or
oral/literate distinction as a continuous dimension of variation distinguishing the
two (see Biber 1988: 9). This however, requires the undertaking of a Biber-style
analysis in order to explore how these two varieties of spoken language vary in these
dimensions. It is this analysis that we will undertake in this unit. While our previous
study of spoken English focused on modern British English, in this unit we will
switch our focus slightly and look instead at spoken American English, using the
multifeature/multidimensional (MF/MD) analytic framework established in Biber
(1985, 1988) (see Units A10.4 and B4.2).

In this case study, we will also show you some advanced features of WordSmith
(version 3), including concordance using file-based search patterns, wordlist and
keyword. As Biber’s original framework involves sophisticated statistical analyses
and is very time-consuming, the wordlist and keyword functions of WordSmith
(referring to version 3 in this study) will be used to achieve an approximate effect
of Biber’s multidimensional analysis (see Tribble 1999). For a fuller comparison of
the two approaches to genre analysis, see Xiao and McEnery (2005).
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