






Everyone Knows How to Curse: Implicit Knowledge of Cursing

All adult speakers acquire curse words, which means we know what words are
curse words, as well as how to use those words correctly and effectively in
multiple contexts. Whether one decides to use curse words or not is a different
matter. It is essential for us to know what kinds of curse words exist in our
native language so that we can tell when someone is emotional or when
someone is insulting us. An implicit knowledge of cursing is necessary for
understanding how native speakers express emotions verbally. Although we
need to know how people use curse words to express emotions, not everyone
has to use curse words to express emotions. Many restrained speakers will try

not to curse under any circumstances.
Some speakers will not use curse words even though they know their

meanings and purposes. People suppress cursing for a variety of psychologi-

87Psychological Aspects of Cursing

The NPS Theory and Psychological Motives for Cursing

cal reasons previously mentioned. These psychological restraints on cursing
may persist through the adult years into old age. A family member might never
hear evidence that a grandmother knows how to curse until dementia sets in. A
previously restrained Alzheimer patient will surprise her family when she
curses for the first time. Although there have been changes in location and
context, she did not learn to curse in the nursing home; she knew how to curse
all along, implicitly, and the family fails to appreciate that she has compre
hended cursing without ever explicitly using it.

Like the dementia patient, other brain-damaged speakers reveal an im
plicit knowledge of cursing. Hughlings Jackson (1879/1958), for example,
reported that aphasics can use emotional utterances appropriately. He de
scribed patients who uttered "god bless" when frustrated or "damn" when a
family member did not arrive at the hospital on time. However, the patient
could not construct sentences with curse words on demand. While a brain
damaged patient cannot construct sentences, he or she can utter meaningful
emotional statements learned in childhood. Hence, curse words remain acces
sible as implicit knowledge when other avenues for communication become
unavailable.

There are a number of personal qualities that are associated with cursing. We
can divide these into two categories: motives that instigate acts of cursing and
restraints that suppress acts of cursing. We can also conceptualize this system
of restraints and motives as a continuum of psychological force on a speaker,
as in Figure 10.1. Represented in the figure are both the strong psychological
restraints on (or weak motives for) cursing and the weak restraints on (or
strong motives for) cursing. According to the NPS Theory, the weak re
straints/strong motives increase (+) a speaker's probability of cursing and
strong restraints/weak motives decrease (-) a speaker's probability of cursing.
Predicting a speaker's likelihood of cursing from a psychological perspective
amounts to adding up his or her pattern of psychological motives and re
straints. The psychological variables are weighed with neurological and socio
cultural variables to estimate the likelihood of cursing.

The theory of cursing must include psychological variables that motivate
cursing (+) or restrain it (-). Psychological variables depend on physical
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ity, the child develops a level of comfort with sexuality. This sexual identity
will influence how a speaker uses words for sex acts, body parts, and gender

related insults with other people.
As children develop linguistically and sexually, their conversations about

sexuality become more highly dependent on who is listening. Both adolescent
and adult sexual conversations clearly depend on intimacy, sexual identity,
and formality (Wells, 1990). Most adults can talk about sexuality with lovers
or with others who share similar sexual preferences. But almost all young
adults have trouble talking about sex with their parents (those who avoided
sex talk in the first place) and in mixed gender crowds.

Most people talk about sex by using vulgar terms and sexual slang (Jay,
1992a). Clinical terms are reserved for polite situations. Some sex acts are so
taboo (e.g ., oral sex) that no acceptable term can be used in polite company.
Euphemisms and circumlocutions are commonly used in order to talk about
sex and taboo topics. In fact, married couples, cohabiting couples, and sexu
ally active partners create personal idioms and idiosyncratic terminology to
use in intimate situations (Cornog, 1986). We see in the following chapters in
Part ill that the use of sexual language is very important to speakers, revealing
their personality traits, attitudes about sexuality, and parental influences. Both
the physical acts of sex and one's sexual identity are expressed and experi

enced through language choices.
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maturation, cognitive/language development, and social learning/awareness.
Children are punished (-) or reinforced (+) for episodes of cursing in the course
of language development, and through this experience, they develop a sense of
identity and a sense of emotional expression that affect their need to curse at
others . Shy adults might not curse (-), while aggressive ones will (+) . Cursing
also depends on personality factors such as religiosity, sex anxiety, and
introversion, which act to restrain (-) cursing . Each individual's psychological
characteristics have to be factored into his/her needs and motives for cursing .

The psychological motives for cursing come from a variety of sources :
language acquisition, personality traits, child-rearing practices, social rewards
and punishments, human sexuality and intimacy , and emotional needs . The
remainder of Part ill looks at these sources one by one. The reader should
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remember throughout the discussion that these factors are not independent.
~ey operate co~ectively an.d interdependently to produce psychological mo~
tives ~d restram~s for cursing. In addition, these psychological motives and
restraints are subject to neurological and sociocultural influences , according
to the NPS Theory .
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Weak Motives Strong Restraint s

strong religiosity
preconventional and conventional morality

(with authority salient)
high level of sex anxiety
middle-age ; middle-cl ass status
high self-control
normal consciousness
history of being punished for cursing
introverted
lack of role model for cursing

Moderate Motives
teenagers
mental disorders , conduct disorders
weak religiosity
postconventional morality
low sex anxiety
lack of self-control
altered (alcohol) consciousness
history of being rewarded for cursing
extraverted
role model for cursing
impulsive personality

Strong Motives Weak Restraints

Figure 10.1. Psychological Motives fo r Cursing
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