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Introduction

Welcome to (Word) Hell

Humans can be … messy.

Our bodies are weird and gooey. We can be petty, violent, cruel, exclusionary, selfish, malicious, destructive, and power-hungry.

Then again, with just a dash of self-awareness, all of the above can be wildly, morbidly, bizarrely entertaining.

As a result, an absolutely gobsmacking number of the words we use reflect just how truly depraved we are—even many of the ones that seem perfectly harmless at first glance.

But that’s why you—you voyeur of vitriol, you ogler of the abhorrent, you rubbernecker of naughtiness—are here, reading this treasure trove of all that is detestable about the magically multifaceted and brazenly bawdy English language.

Keep your wits about you as you proceed through these pages: Some of the words you will meet in this book will be surprisingly dark and nefarious; others offbeat, curious, or disgusting; still others unrepentantly libidinous—but all are terribly, horribly interesting, and even hilarious.


Word Hell Is Heaven for Language Lovers

I was, until the publication of this book, a children’s book author. My first work, Once Upon a Word, is a loving ode to interesting, wholesome, kid-friendly word origins. It’s lovely, if I do say so myself, and absolutely nothing like this book.

In truth, I had never styled myself as a creator of anything for children because I knew—from an education rooted in the development of the English language through literature and anthropology, a decade and a half of etymology research, and a few years of building a word-curious audience across my blog, Useless Etymology, as well as TikTok and other social media platforms—that this language is riddled with dirty secrets and wickedness of every imaginable variety.

In sharing many of the wonders and quirks of etymology with these audiences, it has been my delight and joy to unearth many of their most sinister and captivating secrets, much to the jolly chagrin of my viewers and readers.

Take “melancholy,” for instance, which literally means “black bile.”

Or “sinister,” which isn’t really that sinister at all—except for the fact that it’s rooted in the demonization of people who are left-handed.

And you simply would not believe how many words are derived from semen.



An Excessively Brief History of Lurid Words

OK, so these words aren’t actually from Hell.

Modern English boasts a twisted family tree. It’s not a single language emerging from or belonging to a single culture. Granted, most languages aren’t, but English has endured (or initiated) a few dramatic identity crises and as a result has issues with things like spelling and grammar and, you know, having only one word for a thing. It’s always been a swirling salmagundi of shifting rules, spellings, and priorities.

Or, more simply, as speculative fiction reviewer James D. Nicoll famously wrote in 1990:

We don’t just borrow words; on occasion, English has pursued other languages down alleyways to beat them unconscious and rifle their pockets for new vocabulary.1

Much of the story of English etymology begins with Old English, which is a Germanic language. Germanic languages, which include German, Dutch, Afrikaans, Swedish, Danish, and Norwegian, all belong to an even broader classification called Indo-European languages.

Indo-European languages include Greek and Latin, Hindi, Urdu, Spanish, Bengali, French, Russian, Portuguese, and many more. These languages all share ultimate, hypothetical—yet extremely well-evidenced—Proto-Indo-European roots to which the words in these languages can be traced. (From here on out, we will abbreviate Proto-Indo-European to PIE, as most etymology dictionaries do.)

Old English was spoken from 450 CE until about a century after the Norman invasion—or “conquest,” depending on whom you ask—of England in 1066 led by William, Duke of Normandy, also (and more appropriately for the purposes of this book) known as William the Bastard.

As the Norman French established themselves as the ruling class over the Old English-speaking Anglo-Saxon populace, a massive influx of Latin-derived Old French words created Middle English, which was spoken from 1150 up to the beginning of the 15th century (give or take). As a result, about 50–60 percent of Modern English words have Latin origins. (Note: Although only about 25 percent of our vocabulary today is from Old English, it is still considered a Germanic language due to its grammar and structure.)

In the process, many Old English- and Germanic-derived words were relegated to a level of perceived “simplicity” that persists in the way we gauge class and sophistication through language today.

For instance, compare the Old English-derived word “house” (Old English hus) and the Old French-/Latin-derived “mansion.” In Old French, mansion (the precursor to the French word maison, from the Latin manere, “to stay, abide”) meant the same thing as the word “house” does today. But thanks to the power imbalance between the Norman ruling class and the Old English-speaking Anglo-Saxon populace, “mansion” now implies a filthy-rich lifestyle, while “house” usually implies a humbler structure, or a more neutral term for a home.

Also of note: A majority of English profanities are Germanic in origin. Much more on that later.

Next came Early Modern English, which arose in the 15th century and lasted until the 17th century—that is, the language of William Shakespeare and his contemporaries, who wrote in perfectly understandable English by modern standards, but with sense shifts and now-uncommon terms such the second-person singular pronoun “thou” and its possessive, “thy.”

Thanks to writers such as (but certainly not limited to) dear William, English has a storied history of crafting some truly extraordinary insults, which we’ll savor and play with in a later chapter.

Throughout these periods of lexical influx, additional words were introduced from other languages as well, with medicine, science, athletics and art often borrowing from Greek, which is now the source of about 5–6 percent of English words—including the word “gymnasium,” whose root means “naked” (no, really).

Modern Standard English (the language in use now) came into being in the 17th century. At that point, now bloated and convoluted with words from French and Latin and Greek—not to mention a sprinkling of Old Norse—English just couldn’t kick the habit. Oxford Dictionaries says it’s likely that English has more words in it than most other world languages just by virtue of having ransacked them from somewhere else.

One aspect of this broad vocabulary is much darker: With the rise of imperialism, English pillaged and plundered additional vocabulary from languages all over the world—some that, through the brutality and bacteria of colonizers, no longer exist.

For instance, more than a hundred languages once spoken in North America have undergone language death, which means they have no native speakers and no spoken descendant languages. Similarly, around three hundred Aboriginal languages were spoken in Australia before Europeans arrived. Today, roughly one-third of those have died out.

Most of these language deaths were due to cultural assimilation as a result of colonization, as well as—well, murdering everyone who once spoke the language. This phenomenon is called linguicide.

I bring this up because—although by virtue of writing this book I’m inviting you to cackle at the naughtier side of the language—it’s vital to be circumspect about the darker aspects of etymology, and amid the humorous histories you’ll also encounter truly inhuman horrors with all-too-serious consequences. I believe these more harrowing stories and implications to be critical to this narrative because such knowledge allows us to choose our words with more kindness and respect, not to mention precision and prudence, in our day-to-day interactions.



Choose Your Etymological Adventure

All that said, etymology is an illuminating lens through which to view human history—made all the more rewarding and captivating when you peer beneath a word’s surface to find its history wriggling with immorality, mayhem, and farce.

One additional, important note before we begin: Not all of these words are “bad” per se. Many have been used pejoratively. Many have secret and sordid histories. Many simply give names to things that have been regarded as taboo in their past or continue to be in the present. Some are mischievous, while others are just plain creepy.

So join me on this entertaining, enlightening, and occasionally harrowing journey, and choose any path you wish. Forge straight ahead, or flip to any page at your leisure: The stories herein are brief, self-contained, and easily digestible (though some may disrupt your digestion).
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CHAPTER 1

The Good, the Bad, the Bleeped

The Origins of Obscenities and Swear Words

Let’s start with the Big Ones—the words that are most commonly considered swear words or curse words and are most often censored in media, plus a smattering of other rude terms.

Anyone with a passing interest in this topic is also likely aware of George Carlin’s 1972 “Seven Words You Can Never Say on Television” routine, which identified “shit,” “piss,” “fuck,” “cunt,” “cocksucker,” “motherfucker,” and “tits” as emblematic of censorship (though words from “bitch” to “goddammit” to “asshole” have also been subject to bleeps).

Because words such as “cocksucker,” “motherfucker,” and “tits” are less widely considered to be “cuss” words today, we’ll focus on more contemporarily renowned four-ish-letter words: shit, fuck, piss, cunt, dick, bastard, bitch, ass, and the like. (But don’t worry, we’ll get to the rest in future chapters, along with other, more targeted slurs that are often censored.)

But why are these words considered swears or curses or cusses, and what makes them different from, for example, racial epithets and other words you don’t say in front of Grammy? (Grammy, if you’re reading this, I’m sorry.)

One factor is the classism embedded into the multilingual roots of English that we discussed in the introduction: Old English- and Germanic-derived words are more likely to be termed vulgar, crude, or simplistic than French- and Latin-derived terms due to Norman influence. Much as an Old English-derived “house” is considered more humble and common than a French-derived “mansion” despite their similar literal meanings, the term “shit” is considered ruder than “defecate,” even though there is nothing inherently obscene about “shit.”

Language that has been deemed offensive or obscene is dubbed an “oath” (Old English að “judicial swearing, solemn appeal to a deity”) by the same logic as deeming terms “swear words” (Old English swerian “take an oath”). Swearing a promise or taking an oath—by the name of a deity or otherwise—is not inherently a bad thing, but to violate one’s oath or to swear disingenuously is blasphemy or betrayal, and that’s where the extension to swear words and oaths lies.

Consequently, many phrases called “oaths” throughout history have been religious in nature, including, in Christian cultures for example, taking the name of God or Christ “in vain.”

The same sense is embedded in the concept of “cursing,” which implies the invocation of gods, spirits, and other forces to wreak misfortune on others. The use of the word “curse” for words and evil spells may also be related to the term “course” as a word for a list of liturgical prayers involving the recitation of a list of sins and offenses worthy of excommunication.

There have been some attempts to distinguish between “swearing” and “cursing.” For instance, Victorian multihyphenate John Ruskin defined swearing as “invoking the witness of a Spirit,” and cursing as invoking the Spirit’s “assistance […] in a mischief you wish to inflict.” Ruskin also suggested that those who use the terms interchangeably are “ill-educated and ill-tempered people […] who are merely vomiting empty words indecently.”1


On Obscenity

What is an obscenity? What does obscene mean—both literally and etymologically?

Both aspects of the question are debated. The Latin word obscenus meant much the same thing as the English term does—“offensive”—though earlier it also carried the meaning “ill-fated” or “not promising.” Its root is uncertain, but it may be caenum, “filth,” which, when combined with the prefix ob-, here meaning “in front of” or “toward,” would give the word the sense of “tending toward filth” (or, in the alternate Latin sense, “likely to go to shit”).

Obscenity laws have historically been wide-ranging and largely arbitrary, much like the subject of much legal debate. Most have addressed art and literature, while “indecency” (Latin in- “not, opposite of” + decere “to be fitting or suitable”) has been applied more to human behavior.

The 1748 novel Fanny Hill: Memoirs of a Woman of Pleasure touched off some fascinating debates and, ultimately, legislation about the obscenity and/or indecency of erotic fiction. While the genre itself is ancient, with the earliest known examples found in ancient Sumerian cuneiform, Fanny Hill is widely considered the first instance of English pornography in novel form. Its author, John Cleland, was arrested in 1749 along with his publishers and printer for “corrupting the King’s subjects.”

The text provides many glorious examples of the range and depth of erotic euphemisms in English:

I twist my legs round his naked loins, the flesh of which, so firm, so springy to the touch, quivered again under the pressure; and now I had him every way encircled and begirt; and having drawn him home to me, I kept him fast there, as if I had sought to unite bodies with him at that point. This bred a pause of action, a pleasure stop, whilst that delicate glutton, my nether mouth, as full as it could hold, kept palating, with exquisite relish, the morsel that so deliciously ingorged it.2

The book was gleefully banned far and wide, from the U.K. to Massachusetts, where the Supreme Court declared that the book aimed to “debauch and corrupt” the citizenry of the state in 1821.

Up until 1959, publishing “obscene” material in Britain fell under libel laws, but the Obscene Publications Act created a new offense just for publishing more adult or sexual content, even if it didn’t smear any particular person or institution.

In the 1960s, cases surrounding D. H. Lawrence’s 1928 novel Lady Chatterley’s Lover opened the door for wider publication of erotic fiction.3

In the U.S., the landmark cases Roth v. United States (1957) and Miller v. California (1973) attempted to codify obscenity, the parameters of which are now outlined in “The Citizen’s Guide To U.S. Federal Law on Obscenity.”

The latter case created the “Miller test,” a three-part means of examining the difference between “erotic” (and therefore protected by the First Amendment) and “obscene”:

(a) whether the average person, applying contemporary community standards would find that the work, taken as a whole, appeals to the prurient interest

(b) whether the work depicts or describes, in a patently offensive way, sexual conduct specifically defined by the applicable state law

and (c) whether the work, taken as a whole, lacks serious literary, artistic, political, or scientific value.4

“Tests” were big in determining the parameters of obscenity. Before the Miller test, the Wepplo test (1947) defined it as material that “has a substantial tendency to deprave or corrupt its readers by inciting lascivious thoughts or arousing lustful desires,” and the British 1868 Hicklin test ruled that it is material that aims “to deprave and corrupt those whose minds are open to such immoral influences.”

In the U.S., George Carlin’s aforementioned routine led to the landmark FCC v. Pacifica Foundation case in 1978, in which the Supreme Court ruled that “repetitive and frequent” use of the words he discussed could be subject to punishment in broadcast media. Broadcast in particular has been subject to greater regulations around indecent language and other content due to its ability to enter “the privacy of the home” without viewers’ (especially parents of young children) complete informed consent to the content of the broadcast.



On Profanity

The word “profanity,” unlike “obscenity,” is restricted to words. “Profanity” itself is from the Latin profanus “unholy, not sacred, not consecrated,” which is thought to literally mean “out in front of the temple” (pro “before” + fanum “temple”), implying something outside of what is holy and therefore sinful.

Profanities have, in history, included insults to the Church as well as foul language and expletives—so they are more literally “words from Hell” than many others in this book.

An expletive (literally that which “fills out,” from Latin ex- “out” + plere “to fill”) was originally a word or phrase meant to achieve the correct meter in a line of verse. The use of emphatic cries such as “O!” or “Fie!” for this purpose in Shakespearean verse evolved the meaning to “an exclamation,” especially an oath, by the 19th century. Its continued use and evolution are, in part, thanks to transcripts of the tapes from the 1972–4 Watergate scandal in which the phrase “expletive deleted” was used in place of President Richard Nixon’s swearing.

Thanks to landmark decisions from the 1940s to the 1960s in U.S. law, the use of expletives alone is not prosecutable, but using profane language to incite violence or harass people is. Some local ordinances, such as an infamous one in Myrtle Beach, South Carolina, prohibit profane language, with punishments ranging from fines to short amounts of jail time.

For the classist reasons we’ve already explored, profanities have a habit of being Germanic in origin (“shit,” “fuck”) while Latin- and French-derived words tend to be the more clinical alternatives (“feces,” “intercourse”).

With that context in mind, let’s dive into some of the most infamous profanities of today and yesteryear.


Ass

It’s time to answer that age-old question—which came first: ass the donkey, or ass the butt?

You may be surprised to learn that these two senses of the word “ass” are ultimately from different etymological sources.

The donkey version came first.

Most Indo-European languages have a variation on “ass” as a word for a donkey, and most of them come from the Latin asinus. The Latin, in turn, is probably originally a loanword from Sumerian or a related language.

The Latin asinus is also the source of the word “asinine,” which we use to mean “stupid” but literally means “like an ass.” And it’s also the source of the word “easel,” as in the stand used by artists, with the implication being similar to that of a sawhorse.

Ass as a word for “butt” is a variation of “arse”, which evolved from the Old English ærs, referring to an animal’s hindquarters (see butt).

Some scholars suggest that the butt sense of ass isn’t technically recorded until the 1860s in nautical slang, but that seems unlikely because poets had been rhyming “arse” with words like “class” and “pass” since at least the 1500s, even before the modern British accent became less rhotic (i.e. softened the pronunciation of the letter r after a vowel).

Plus, in Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream (1600), ass puns are everywhere, and there is at least one that implies a triple entendre of “donkey,” “buffoon,” and “butt.”

I must to the barber’s, monsieur; for me thinks I am marvellous hairy about the face; and I am such a tender ass, if my hair do but tickle me, I must scratch.

Act 4, Scene 1, lines 22–6

That said, the argument that the word “ass” showed up as a variant of “arse” in the 1800s makes some sense because the loss of the r before the s also happened in several other American English word variations around that time. “Arse” is still the standard spelling in the U.K.



Bitch

Using this word to refer to female dogs extends beyond Old English (bicce) into Old Norse (bikkjuna, a word for female dogs, foxes, and wolves). In Middle English, the term bicched (that is, “bitched”) was used as a participle meaning “cursed” or “bad,” much in the way we might use “fucked” or “fucked up” to describe something ruined today.

It was first applied as a contemptuous insult to women in the 1400s and, according to the 1811 Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue, was “the most offensive appellation that can be given to an English woman, even more provoking than that of whore.” It is also recorded as an insult for men as early as the 1500s, both with and without the “son of” addendum that in many cases essentially functions as a “your momma” joke. “Bitch” has, in some contexts, been defanged and transformed into a more affectionate or familiar term, especially among women and in LGBTQIA+ culture, beginning in the early 1900s.

As a verb, “bitch” is relatively recent, first recorded in the 1930s, a variation of the adjective “bitchy.”



Cunt

We’ll get to additional terms for female genitalia in the coming chapters, but predating terms such as vagina, pussy, and vulva in English is “cunt,” a true icon of offensive language.

It’s recorded in Middle English (with varying spellings including conte, counte, queinte, and queynte) at which point it was not so vulgar as it is now—though it was a dash bawdy and plenty punned upon.

Indeed, from the 13th to 16th centuries, several English towns boasted streets aptly called Gropecuntlane where one could go to find sex workers. (Spelling variations included Groppecountelane and Gropekuntelane.)

But the term is almost certainly even older, given the fact that Germanic languages including Old Norse and Middle Dutch have similar words such as kunta and kunte, respectively.

The English word might be from the Latin cuneus, meaning “wedge,” or it could be related to the Latin cunnus (see cunnilingus in Chapter 3). All of the above might be from a PIE root meaning “hollow place,” or one meaning “woman,” or still another meaning “gash” or “slit.”

Although it’s found in medical writing up to the year 1400, shortly thereafter it took on a naughtier connotation, as evidenced by the fact that most respected writers started to avoid it—and the Gropecuntlanes of the world rebranded to more neutral monikers such as Grape Lane in York.5 Still, literature is full of gags that subtly or not-so-subtly reference the term. In Geoffrey Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales we find:

Now, sire, and eft, sire, so bifel the cas,

That on a day this hende Nicholas

Fil with this yonge wyf to rage and pleye,

Whil that her housbonde was at Oseneye,

As clerkes ben ful subtile and ful queynte;

And prively he caughte hire by the queynte,

And seyde, “Ywis, but if ich have my wille,

For deerne love of thee, lemman, I spille.”

“The Miller’s Prologue and Tale,” lines 163–70

Translation:

Now, sir, and again, sir, it so happened

That one day this clever Nicholas

Happened with this young wife to flirt and play,

While her husband was at Oseneye,

For clerks are very subtle and very clever;

And intimately he caught her by her crotch [cunt],

And said, “Indeed, unless I have my will,

For secret love of thee, sweetheart, I die [or “spill”].”

“Queynte” here means “a clever, curious thing” or “an elegant, pleasing thing”—but it’s also playing on the word’s similarity to “cunt,” and “spill” here also implies the spilling of … well, the clerk’s emissions.

Later, in the mid-1600s, we see the same thing happening in Andrew Marvell’s “To His Coy Mistress” (published posthumously in 1681):

Thy beauty shall no more be found;

Nor, in thy marble vault, shall sound

My echoing song; then worms shall try

That long-preserved virginity,

And your quaint honour turn to dust,

And into ashes all my lust;

The grave’s a fine and private place,

But none, I think, do there embrace.

And, of course, there’s Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night (1601–2):

By my life, this is my lady’s hand: these be her very C’s, her 
U’s and her T’s and thus makes she her great P’s.

Act 2, Scene 5, lines 76–9

And in Hamlet (1599–1601):

Hamlet: Lady, shall I lie in your lap?

Ophelia: No, my lord.

Hamlet: I mean, my head upon your lap?

Ophelia: Ay, my lord.

Hamlet: Do you think I meant country matters?

Act 3, Scene 2, lines 119–23

I could go on.

The Classical Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue by Francis Grose cemented “the monosyllable” as a euphemism for “cunt” and lists many entries as synonyms for the word, including: “black joke” (as in the phrase “her black joke and belly so white”), “bottomless pit,” “brown madam” or “miss brown” (possibly referring to pubic hair), “bun,” “Eve’s custom house” (because it’s “where Adam made his first entry”), “Miss Laycock,” and “tuzzy-muzzy.”

In the case of “bun,” that’s a reference to “bunnies,” or rabbits—or, more specifically, “coneys” which is the Middle English word for a rabbit and was also often used as a euphemism or pun corresponding to “cunt” or “cunny.”

The entry for “monosyllable” in the same book lists the definition “a woman’s commodity.”

And it didn’t stop there: John S. Farmer and William E. Henley’s Dictionary of Slang and Its Analogues from 1966 includes 552 synonyms for “the monosyllable” including “heaven,” “Hell,” “low countries,” “nature’s tufted treasure,” “Fumbler’s Hall,” “seminary,” and “aphrodisiacal tennis court.”



Fuck

Many armchair etymologists, particularly the online variety, like to claim that this word is an acronym for “fornication under consent of the king” or “for unlawful carnal knowledge.”

This is plain nonsense.

In fact, the word “fuck” is centuries—perhaps even upward of a millennium—older than any acronym. (Due to a lack of standardization and consistency around spelling, technology, brand names, and style guides, acronyms—initialisms that form words—were almost nonexistent until the mid-19th century.) Not to mention that the words “knowledge” (cnawlece) and “king” (cyning) were spelled quite differently when “fuck” is thought to have first been used. And while its spelling varied, no version of “fuck” from that time ended in a c. As a matter of fact, “fuck” and its cognates in other Germanic languages all have different spellings that make no sense with these acronyms.

Because this word has always been relatively taboo, it’s difficult to trace when exactly it was first in use, but it’s certainly of Germanic origin, and it’s recorded in Middle English with various spellings. Generally, it, or at least a form of it, is thought to have existed in the Old English language—and that would be before Latin-derived words like “fornication,” “consent,” or “carnal” entered English.

Among the more credible theories, some think our modern spelling is an evolution of the Middle English fyke, meaning “to move restlessly, to fidget or to flirt.” This would mean it’s from a Germanic source describing rapid movements, which would connect it to German and Dutch words for fuck (Middle Dutch fokken, German ficken). This theory is also supported by the fact that other Old English words for rapid movements were also used for sex: for example the Old English swifan “to move lightly over, sweep,” which is related to the modern word “swivel.”

George Carlin claimed that it is from the Middle English firk “to press hard, beat.” He was incorrect, but his research isn’t at fault—his source is. Joseph T. Shipley first included this theory in his 1984 book on word origins. However, as we’ve just been over, this word is recorded in Old English, so a Middle English origin is simply not possible.

However, other etymologists believe it came to Old English via a similar Scandinavian source, which would connect it to Norwegian and Swedish words such as fukka “copulate,” or the Swedish dialectal focka “copulate, strike, push,” and fock “penis.”

The proper name John le Fucker is recorded in Middle English, and the surname certainly existed prior to that, though John’s unfortunate name is thought to have had a different meaning entirely and to not imply someone with a prolific sex life. For instance, philologist Carl Buck suggested that the name is meant to imply “John the Restless” and his name is a variation on Middle English words such as fike, “fidget.”

There’s also a popularly shared theory that the term “fuck you” is somehow derived from or associated with the term “pluck yew.” The story is entertaining, but also false: It says that the French (in various conflicts depending on who’s telling the story, but often at the 1415 Battle of Agincourt) would cut off the middle fingers of English archers wielding bows of yew. So, to taunt the French, English archers who hadn’t yet been captured would “flip the bird” and yell things such as “We can still pluck yew!” The Modern English phrasing aside, there is absolutely no evidence that this happened—aside from some finger-chopping, which may have occurred—and the middle finger’s associations with obscenity far predate that battle. In Latin, it was known as the digitus impudicus, or “indecent, impudent finger,” since it’s supposed to look like a cock (the finger) and balls (the rest of the hand).

“Fuck” became less specifically sexy and grew into both a generic emphatic adjective and a word implying destruction, ruin or a general mess of things—as in “fucked up” or just “fucked”—likely around the mid-1800s, when England and the U.S. made it cool by outlawing it in print (in 1857 and 1873, respectively).

In recent years, the word has lost some of its intensity in many contexts—not to mention a great deal of its precision in definition—and is now often simply used for emphasis. Its range of meaning and usage is due to its perceived obscenity, which in turn may be due to the fact that it sounds like the very slappiest part of the sex act itself.

Pairing the term with “mother,” as in “motherfucker/ing,” serves as a means of conveying the ultimate act of depravity (implying a man fucking a mother, either his or someone else’s, who is implied to be kind and caring). This term and variants such as “motherfucking” are recorded as early as 1906, but could easily have been in verbal use earlier.

As the natural result of people fucking around with swear words, it is now the proud parent of related terms such as “fuckery” (1950s, probably modeled after much earlier words such as “foolery”).

One can give fucks, be so fucked, find out the consequences of fucking around, fuck with people, or fuck them over. Fucks can even be holy, or one can simply “fuck that.”

These and other amorphous, emphatic, and casually vulgar uses of the word are all mid- to late-20th-century terms, increasing in frequency and creativity since laws around profanity began to ease restrictions on such terms in publishing, music, and media. While initially used (at least in part) for shock value, the widespread use of “fuck” outside of specifically sexual contexts—or an angry tone of voice—has somewhat defanged it.

What the fuck, indeed.



Piss

The Old English word for urine was hland. “Piss” entered English in the 1300s, a gift from the Normans (pissier), ultimately from the colloquial Latin pissiare of the same meaning. This word would replace the Old English word and indeed was considered somewhat less vulgar than it is today—though not entirely, given that the word is imitative of the sound of pissing.

More polite alternatives such as “urinate,” from the Classical Latin urina, were introduced around a century later, and “pee” arrived in the 18th century as an abbreviation of “piss.”

Idioms such as “pissing” time or money (often “away”), implying flagrant waste, are recorded as early as the 1500s. At the time, the more common term was “piss money on the walls,” specifically implying wasting one’s money on alcohol and then pissing it out. This idiom also gave rise to its use in phrases such as “getting pissed” as a term for getting drunk (see Drunk).

The term “pissed off” is likely a result of its use as an intensifier, particularly when pointing out unpleasant qualities. For example, it intensifies “poor” in “piss-poor,” which may also imply someone who smells like urine due to homelessness and inspired the similar term “piss-ugly,” in which it is purely an intensifier.

To be “pissed off” may alternatively be a derivative of the mid- 20th-century term “full of piss and vinegar,” suggesting someone who has a nasty attitude and is therefore ready to fight.



Shit

Just like the word “fuck,” shit is not an acronym or an abbreviation. It, too, is many centuries older than the earliest acronyms.

Yet in the same vein, one interesting, yet false, origin suggests that some types of manure had to be stored on a vessel’s higher decks when being shipped so that they wouldn’t get wet. Therefore, they were stamped with “ship in high transit,” or “S.H.I.T.”

This myth has been around for a long time—but nowhere near as long as the word “shit.” And there is absolutely no documentation of this stamp or abbreviation in ships’ manifests or mercantile records.

Unlike “fuck,” we have clearer evidence of this word’s origins: It comes from the Old English word scitan, which was a verb, not a noun, which means that it did not describe poop but the act of pooping. The noun form in Old English was scearn.

We can trace the word “shit” back to a definite Proto-Germanic root—the same one as Dutch (schijten) and German (Scheiße) words for the stuff. The root means to cut or to split, based on the idea that the process of defecating separates your waste from your body (or perhaps that turds come out in segments).

In Middle English, when “shit” became a noun, it was used specifically for diarrhea, though it expanded to any form of poop by the 16th century.

The primarily British variation “shite” appeared in the 18th century as a playful and dialectical variation that serves as a slightly minced version of the profanity.

In the past century, “shit” has been used to add emphasis or casual vulgarity to a variety of terms, and as a result it can sometimes seem to mean nearly anything.

For example, something bad can be shit (bad) or “the shit” (extremely good). It can be a general cry of frustration, or one of excitement or wonder. One can shit bricks or the bed, go apeshit, endure a shitstorm, or engage in an activity for “shits and giggles.” And one can certainly be a shitheel or a sack of shit if one gets shitfaced and starts enough shit.

Many of these phrases are relatively recent, and, much like “fuck,” accelerated in usage and inventiveness as restrictions on vulgar speech in popular media were eased.

However, a few are a bit older: Robert Frost referred to his scatological writings as “shitticism.” “Up shit’s creek” is recorded in the mid-1800s and is thought to be a more vulgar variation of the American phrase “to row (someone) up Salt River,” which means “to send to political defeat” due to a possibly apocryphal story about the Republican statesman Henry Clay missing a speaking engagement in Louisville, Kentucky, when a Democratic boatman delayed him on his way up the Salt River.


[image: ] Why Science is Shit

In 14th-century English, “science” referred to any type of book learning and was used as a word for general cleverness or skillfulness.

The narrower sense we use today, where science is differentiated from disciplines like history, philosophy, math, art, and so on grew more focused in eighteenth-century academia. Before that, what we would call science today, at least as far as English labels went, fell under the umbrella of philosophy, which also covered the natural sciences.

The word “science” comes from the Latin scientia, which was used to mean “knowledge” or the quality of being an expert. But the Latin word’s literal meaning was to distinguish or separate one thing from another. The Latin base word is scindere “to cut, divide.”

Predictably, science and its etymological predecessors also appear in words like omniscient, “all-knowing,” and prescience, “foreknowledge.”

The distinguishing sense is also apparent in the word “conscience,” literally meaning “a joint knowledge” of the difference between right and wrong.

The PIE root of “science” also means “to cut,” and that means that it shares a root with words including “schism” and “schizophrenia,” literally “a splitting of the mind.” That also means “science” is distantly related to “shit,” which, as we have learned, is waste that is “separated from the body.”

______


Tits

Although fairly mild by today’s standards, this word has been used in a crass, derogatory, or diminishing way in reference to women for much of its history—enough to make George Carlin’s naughty list.

Its origins are perfectly innocent: Titt was simply an Old English word for a nipple or breast and, in Middle English, a variant of “teat” (from Old French tete). However, this sense faded from use for a couple of centuries, so the insulting sense may not have a direct connection to the Old and Middle English words beyond associations with “teat.”

Around the 1500s, it began appearing as a word for any small thing, such as a titmouse (a type of bird whose name is unrelated to “mouse” but is more or less a compound of tit as in “small thing” and the Old English mase—which also means “small thing”).

“Tit” is recorded in this sense in reference to many types of small animals, including smaller horses, but was mostly applied to birds before it became a nickname for small girls and young women. Although at this point the fundamental sense was simply “small,” in most contexts it was used in a belittling or condescending way toward women.

It was around the 1700s that “titties” and “tetties” began to appear in colloquial English as a word for breasts.

[image: ] Saying It without Saying It: Minced Oaths [image: ]

Of course, these most infamous curse words barely scratch the surface of the curses, profanities, and lewdness that infuse the English language.

Don’t fear, there’s more to come on the naughtier side of the language, but it’s worth noting that one can even swear without swearing at all: To “mince an oath” or to “mince words” is much the same as mincing onions, basil, or beef. Like the culinary sense of reducing something to smaller pieces, to mince words is to verbally minimize a subject or talk around it to avoid expressing its full importance. When applied to an oath, it reduces the severity or intensity of the inappropriate term.

Given the implication of swearing by a deity or something sacred, an oath that has been minced often removes the name of the religious figure from the equation.

These can be as simple as shortening “Jesus” to “gee” or may involve alternative epithets such as transforming “goddammit” to “gosh darnit.” I once had a friend who regularly substituted “Jesus Christ” with “cheese and rice.”

Of course, the oath need not be religious to be minced. For every swear word, half a dozen or more epithets are bound to crop up.

A few entertaining minced oaths

Criminy

This mild oath could be based on the Italian crimine, meaning “crime,” but it may alternatively be a conflation of the word “Gemini,” as in the Zodiac constellation, with “Christ.” The idea is that, instead of the name of Jesus or Jesu Domini, you’d say “Gemini” as a minced oath variation, rather like God versus “gosh.” (This use of “Gemini” is well attested in English, German, and Dutch, so it’s more than a fanciful assumption.) Over time, the j or g sound may have been replaced with the cr sound in “Christ.”

Jiminy

This word, which appears in phrases such as “jiminy cricket” and “jiminy Christmas” but has also been in use alone since the 1800s, is probably an intentional misspelling and mispronunciation of “Gemini,” which, as we’ve learned, is a minced religious oath. The “cricket” variation was more widely popularized in the 20th century by the Disney iteration of the Pinocchio story. (The character was originally called Il Grillo Parlante, or “the talking cricket.”)

Great Scott!

Who is Scott, and what makes him great?

There are two theories about this cry of amazement. One is that it’s a mincing of “great God!” which is entirely possible, but another theory suggests that it might be an Anglicization of the Austrian greeting Grüß Gott, meaning “good day,” or more precisely “(may) God bless (you).” The term arose in the Victorian era and may have been introduced as a reference to Austrian royalty and their connections to Victoria and Albert.

Sacré Bleu

This is a borrowing from French that means “holy/sacred blue” but is a minced oath intentionally intended to rhyme with “sacré Dieu!” It’s more often an English stereotype or satirical take on French oaths than an actual French oath.

Jack Squat

The use of “squat” alone to mean “nothing” is from the 1930s, and is probably derived from the sense of squatting to defecate—so it’s a minced oath of “shit” as a word for something worthless.

As for the “jack” in both “jack squat” and “jack shit”…

“Jack” often appears in personifications (jack-of-all-trades, jack-o’-lantern, and Jack Frost), and that’s because for many years it was a generic, all-purpose male name. Jack was your “average Joe” or “guy” of the 16th–18th centuries—a name that was definitely not associated with high-society types, but rather with commoners or even scoundrels and tricksters. For example, “jack-out-of-doors” was a 17th-century term for a vagrant, and a “jack-snip” was a tailor whose work was shoddy (a sense we see in the term “jacked up,” or messed up).

And in line with that logic, when you add jack to another word, it can also imply a smaller, meaner, or more common version of that thing.

Starting in the 14th century, it was common in colloquial English to see words like jack-brick or jack-bowl—a small brick and a small bowl, respectively. This sense lingers on in words like jackdaw, a word that could be said to mean “a small daw” or a common daw.

And the word “jackass” also implies both male donkeys and small donkeys, as well as people who act unpleasantly foolish or otherwise ass-like.

That implication is also connected to the jack card suit, which is the lowest-value face card.

So “jack shit” or “jack squat” refers to “nothing” or something small or worthless because it literally implies a turd that’s even smaller and more worthless than regular turd.

However, jack/Jack isn’t exclusively a diminutive/reductive—he can imply a clever folkloric trickster too, like the jack-in-the-box or jack-o’-lantern (see Jack-o’-lantern, in Chapter 10).

Tarnation

What in tarnation?!

Yosemite Sam, Sandy the Squirrel, and other characters of a stereotypically Texan or Southwestern persuasion have a habit of saying this phrase when they’re flabbergasted or upset.

Although it was widely popularized by Warner Bros. cartoons, the word “tarnation” is much older. It first arose in 1784 as a variation of the word “darnation.” Just like “darn” is to “damn,” “darnation” was a milder way of saying “damnation,” which was a much stronger profanity in the 1700s than it is today due to its associations with blasphemy.

The t in tarnation was influenced by another 18th-century profanity, “tarnal.” Tarnal was a corruption of the phrase “by the eternal,” which basically meant the same thing as “by God!” To use “tarnal” in a sentence, you might say something like “Sam paid a ’tarnal high price for his dillydallying.”

Zounds, Gadzooks, and Egad

Zounds, a 16th- and 17th-century cry of alarm or anger, is a religious oath, short for “by God’s wounds!” It references the wounds of Jesus Christ on the cross.

Similarly, gadzooks, which appeared around a century later, is short for “God’s hooks,” or the nails with which Jesus was hung on the cross. An earlier form of this oath is “godsookers.”

The “gad” in “gadzooks” is the same one found in egad, which was originally spelled “I gad,” perhaps suggesting the same thing as the modern “my God.” That same “gad” was quite popular in 17th-century oaths, which had a penchant for fancifulness and abstraction, appearing in words such as “gadsbobs,” “gadsnouns,” and “gadsbudlikins.”
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