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Introduction: Red Rags

IN NOVEMBER 1965 the drama critic and provocateur Kenneth Tynan deliberately uttered a bad word in the course of a discussion on a late-night BBC television chat show, and the nation went ape. Apparently. Banner headlines in the newspapers, motions in Parliament, demands that Tynan be sacked from his post at the newly created National Theatre, and the suggestion from Mary Whitehouse of the National Viewers’ and Listeners’ Association that the distinguished if wayward critic should have ‘his bottom smacked’ for using ‘little boys’ language’, a notion that would probably have pleased Tynan for reasons unknown at the time. The bad word uttered by Ken Tynan exhibited contradictory qualities: on the one hand, its use displayed a juvenile, even infantile mindset; on the other, it was so shocking that even hardened adults seemingly couldn’t hear it without either blanching or going red-faced with outrage. The word, of course, was ‘fuck’.

As times change, so too do some words, not in their form or spelling but in the weight and significance attached to them.

Prime Minister Tony Blair was not pleased as he watched the unfolding results of the elections to the Welsh National Assembly in May 1999. Welsh Labour had won more votes than any other party but they hadn’t done well enough to gain majority control over the Assembly; instead, they were forced to enter into a coalition with the Liberal Democrats. The Prime Minister registered his disappointment at the results as they came in with the repeated and insightful commentary of ‘Fucking Welsh’. Or at least those were the words he was alleged to have said by Lance Price, a Downing Street adviser, in the draft version of Price’s book The Spin Doctor’s Diaries. (The published version had the more innocuous ‘TB f-ing and blinding about the whole thing’.) Blair’s ‘F****** Welsh’, to adopt the asterisked form used in several newspapers, was enough to prompt a complaint to North Wales Police about anti-Welsh insults. As the Daily Mail dead-panned on 28 September 2005: ‘North Wales Police has a history of investigating slurs against the Welsh.’ An embarrassed Lance Price tried to minimise the damage by suggesting that Blair was angry and frustrated only with the Welsh Labour Party rather than with an entire nation.

Move forward a dozen or so years into a new millennium and a new government in the shape of a Conservative and Liberal Democrat coalition. In September 2012 the police guard on duty at the entrance to Downing Street refused to open the main gate to the government chief whip, the Tory Andrew Mitchell, so he could take his bicycle through. Instead he was instructed to dismount and make his exit through the pedestrian gate. Losing his temper, Mitchell said: ‘I thought you guys were supposed to fucking help us.’ The police log, as reproduced in several newspapers, had a rather more elaborate tirade, one which Mitchell always denied. According to the Daily Telegraph, his alleged words were: ‘Best you learn your f------ place . . . you don’t run this f----- government . . . You’re f------ plebs.’ Two years later the affair climaxed in a libel trial, instigated by Andrew Mitchell but also lost by him when the judge declared: ‘For the reasons given, I’m satisfied, at least on the balance of probabilities that Mr Mitchell did speak the words attributed to him, or so close to them as to amount to the same, the politically toxic word pleb.’

These two instances of the f-word in the area of Downing Street when put beside Ken Tynan’s deliberate, unsweary use in 1965 tell us quite a bit about the way Britain has changed over the last five decades. It’s not so much that senior figures in government, from the Prime Minister to a chief whip, routinely employ the word ‘fuck’ or one of its several derivatives. Perhaps they always have, even if it may be hard to imagine Clement Attlee or Margaret Thatcher unleashing a four-letter tirade. Nor is it the fact that such comments, made in semi-private situations, can now be reported on in the media, though the reports generally require a modest veil of asterisks, dashes or bleeps to cover the word in question. Tony Blair’s verbal offence and Andrew Mitchell’s too were quite different, and they were different from each other. They involved the breaking of newer kinds of taboo, ones to do with class and ethnicity. The subject of Bad Words is, in part, the shift in taboo topics and expressions, and what these shifts tell us about ourselves.

Bad words are expressions which, whether written or spoken, cause responses ranging from silent disapproval (raised eyebrows, pursed lips) to vigilante outrage (anonymous letters, death threats). Some expressions, it seems, have an actual physical effect. Now that taboo terms, whether four-letter swearing or racist insults, have become legitimate subjects for scientific study, research reveals that saying and hearing them may involve enhanced activity in the parts of the brain connected with emotion. The resulting electrical impulses can be measured on the skin. In other words, saying or hearing ‘fuck’ is more stimulating – in a good or bad way – than saying or hearing ‘duck’. The users of the first word and others, which is to say most of us, may well be aware of the effect they are producing, and intend it; alternatively, they may just be ignorant or careless. In a sense, the motivation hardly matters. What is significant are the depths of fury, anxiety and grief that such words seem to both provoke and plumb. A few letters of the alphabet, particularly when they occur in combinations of four, are apparently dangerous enough to shake society, to undermine morality and decency, even to herald the end of civilisation.

A peculiar fact, though, is that what is lethally dangerous in one period may turn almost harmless after a few years have passed. The snakebite is transformed into a pinprick. What would once have caused the user to be roundly condemned is now taken as being edgy, a rejection of convention, a sign of daring or, maybe, mere routine. Meanwhile other terms, which in their day were common verbal currency, suddenly assume new and life-threatening proportions.

George Carlin was an American comedian, noted for his dark humour. Now we’d call him transgressive. His monologue entitled ‘Seven Words You Can Never Say On Television’ was recorded on disc during a live performance in a civic auditorium in Santa Monica in 1972. He was arrested when he performed the same routine in Milwaukee some months later, but it was only after a New York radio station broadcast a version of it that a complaint to the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) and a legal back-and-forth between the radio station and the FCC eventually clambered its way up to the Supreme Court, and so set the parameters for allowable obscenity for many years afterwards. The seven words in Carlin’s schtick were: shit, piss, fuck, cunt, cocksucker, motherfucker and tits.

Things were never quite the same in Britain as they were in the US, in ways that are explored and explained in this book. But at the time Carlin delivered his comic rant there would have been some shared territory between his list and an equivalent British one. (Specifically, fuck, cunt, cocksucker and motherfucker were largely taboo, while shit, piss and tits were merely dubious.) Nearly half a century later things have advanced, if you call the ability of the media to use certain hitherto forbidden words an advance – which I do.

Take this, for example, from the Guardian in February 2018 reporting on a revelatory interview given to the New York Magazine by the veteran US composer and arranger Quincy Jones, who had plenty of sacred cows in his sights, including the Beatles, whom he described as ‘the worst musicians in the world’ and ‘no-playing motherfuckers’. Jones also remembered time spent hanging out with Marlon Brando, and talked about his charm and his sexuality: ‘He’d fuck anything. Anything! He’d fuck a mailbox. James Baldwin. Richard Pryor. Marvin Gaye.’ Richard Pryor’s fourth and seventh wife (they married twice), Jennifer Lee Pryor, confirmed her husband’s bisexuality, again as reported in the Guardian, ‘ “It was the seventies,” she told the celebrity news site TMZ. “Drugs were still good, especially quaaludes. If you did enough cocaine, you’d fuck a radiator and send it flowers in the morning.” ’

This was gossip as news and was duly covered in the other papers. The Times asterisked out the offending words almost in their entirety (f***, m************s) while the Daily Mail lifted the veil a little further (f*ck, motherf****rs). You could object that the papers didn’t have the nerve to print out fuck or motherfucker in full, though it is the policy of The Times and the majority of British papers to treat these contentious words by using asterisks. If you’ve got a long memory you might also conclude that The Times and the ‘quality’ press of forty or more years ago wouldn’t have been interested in this kind of scabrous, gossipy comment. You might even conclude that the world is going to hell in a handcart, again. What you could not deny, though, is that when it comes to taboo terminology, things have changed. A report like this, even in the asterisked version, would not have appeared in a British newspaper forty years ago.

Yet as one hitherto shut door opens – or is at least pushed ajar – another one will be closing. Racist terminology is much more shocking to contemporary opinion than the traditional four-letter expressions. Even a glimpse of potential racism can be as alarming and scandalising as a glimpse of ankle apparently was to the Victorians. When he was editor of the Sun during the 1980s Kelvin MacKenzie seemed to relish sticking his head above the paper parapet, and earned the enduring hatred of an entire city through his newspaper’s false assertions about the behaviour of Liverpool fans during the Hillsborough disaster. Years later, MacKenzie had a slot as a columnist on the Sun when the twin themes of football and Liverpool came together once again to derail him, this time for good. Part of MacKenzie’s offence was that he made some disobliging remarks about Liverpool and drug dealers, but the core reason for his departure from the paper in 2017 was what he wrote about Ross Barkley after the Everton footballer had been involved in a bar fracas: ‘Perhaps unfairly, I have always judged Ross Barkley as one of our dimmest footballers. There is something about the lack of reflection in his eyes which makes me certain not only are the lights not on, there is definitely nobody at home. I get a similar feeling when seeing a gorilla at the zoo. The physique is magnificent but it’s the eyes that tell the story.’

If MacKenzie was unaware that Barkley is of mixed race descent – one of his grandfathers was born in Nigeria – he certainly found out about it after the appearance of the article which, online, was complemented by adjoining pictures of the footballer and a gorilla captioned ‘Could Everton’s Ross Barkley represent the missing link between man and beast?’ The mayor of Liverpool described the original comments as a racial slur, the footballer’s lawyers made a formal complaint, Merseyside Police launched an investigation, and Everton banned Sun reporters from attending their matches and training sessions. Perhaps unfairly – to borrow the meaningless rhetorical flourish used by MacKenzie to introduce his comments on Barkley – the paper’s parent company, News UK, cut its ties with their old editor. MacKenzie himself said he had no idea of Barkley’s family past and that ‘to describe the article as racist is beyond parody.’

So much can hinge on a single word, if that word is a taboo one or hints at a taboo area. A transatlantic version of the gorilla to-do took place also in 2017 when the cable network ESPN sacked a tennis commentator, Doug Adler. His offence was to describe the hard-hitting play of black tennis star Venus Williams as an example of the ‘guerrilla effect’. (‘And you’ll see Venus move in and put the guerrilla effect on, charging,’ were his actual words.) Perhaps Adler was thinking of a Nike advertisement from the mid-1990s in which Andre Agassi and Pete Sampras play an impromptu, scrappy game in a New York street, an encounter which was dubbed ‘guerrilla tennis’. The word is a diminutive of the Spanish guerra (war) and means ‘small war’, usually with the implication of pinprick attacks and the strategy of grinding down one’s opponent. But guerrilla sounds very like gorilla, which is what some ESPN viewers thought that Adler was saying. In other words, some viewers thought he was using ‘gorilla’ as a racist slur. There was an eruption on Twitter and within days the Disney-owned company had removed the commentator for ‘making an inappropriate comment that was viewed negatively by everyone but Adler’. At the time of writing Adler was suing his one-time employer for wrongful dismissal. A less severe penalty was meted out to an Oklahoma commentator who, in April 2018, described a black basketball player as being ‘out of his cotton-picking mind’ following a complicated pass during a broadcast match. Brian Davis, taken to task for his ‘inappropriate and offensive’ language, was suspended from commentary for a single match. ‘Cotton-picking’, originating in the South, is a direct reference to the work on slave plantations. The Oxford English Dictionary equates it with ‘damned’.

Only a few years ago, ‘gorilla’, ‘guerrilla’ and ‘cotton-picking’ would have passed without remark, whatever the context. The shift in taboo terms, in bad words, isn’t confined to the cultural change surrounding traditional four-letter ones, some of them very old indeed, or more recent expressions relating to race and nationality. It extends, for example, to mental illness and the ways in which it is talked about. In the late 1960s and early 1970s there was a vogue for cheap-and-uncheerful exploitation films which employed mental disturbance not just as a key plot driver but as a come-on to the audience. Twisted Nerve (1968) used Down’s syndrome as an element in the murderous behaviour of the lead character, prompting a hastily added voice-over before the film started: ‘Ladies and gentlemen, because of the controversy already aroused, the producers of this film wish to re-emphasise what is already stated in the film, that there is no established scientific connection between Mongolism and psychotic or criminal behaviour.’ The 1976 Schizo didn’t bother with any psychological niceties but went straight for the jugular on the poster tag-line: ‘When the left hand doesn’t know who the right hand is killing!!’ It’s safe to say that a mainstream film today would not be issued with the title of Psycho or Schizo or use Down’s syndrome as a plot driver. Political correctness, some would claim. Possibly. But I think political correctness is in general a good thing, and in the section titled ‘PC Snowflake’ I explain why.

In fact, the bad-word business occupies a wide spectrum, whether we’re talking about body size and shape; about health and sickness, both physical and psychological; about political allegiances; about gender, sexuality and parenting; about religion; about culture; about history. Far from contracting in a supposedly permissive era, the reach of taboo words is actually expanding. It may seem that we’ve reached a desirable position in deciding what is and isn’t taboo, a position in which it is possible to be frank about sex and bodily functions, but proper to be more circumspect in matters of race or ethnicity or disability. Yet I’m not sure that this is how most people perceive it. Although the old days – for the purpose of this argument, let’s say the period from the end of the Second World War until the early 1960s – are depicted as repressive and buttoned-up, the truth is that there were fewer things it was taboo to say, aside from what comedian George Carlin called the ‘Seven Words You Can Never Say On Television’, than there are now in the early twenty-first century.

But Bad Words doesn’t only deal in taboo terms. I also examine a number of words that have lived quiet lives, in some cases for centuries, but which now find themselves damned to hell. Examples from the last half century or so include ‘establishment’, ‘elite’, ‘expert’ and ‘liberal’. An example which seems as recent as a week or two ago is that harmless natural object, the ‘snowflake’. A mid-range example is ‘paedophile’ or, in tabloidese, ‘paedo’. The word remained buried away in the lexicon of sexual deviance for most of the twentieth century, describing an adult sexually attracted to children (the Oxford English Dictionary cites the first use in this sense in 1912). It remained an acceptable enough term to be used as part of the title of the Paedophile Information Exchange (PIE), an activist group that lasted from 1974 to 1984 and campaigned for the abolition of the age of consent. The emergence of the group, and the toleration for it in some quarters, is generally seen as an offshoot of the sexually liberalising 1960s. Yet the ‘paedophile’ and the ‘paedo’ are now the stuff of horror stories, tabloid headlines, government enquiries and special commissions.

Of course, terms such as ‘elite’ or ‘paedophile’ don’t carry the visceral charge of the standard four-letter terms, especially the sexual or excremental ones. Yet they have a clout that they didn’t possess a few years ago, and it’s a negative one. ‘Elite’ was until recently an expression, generally, of approval even if there might be some resentment at its connotation of exclusivity; now the term is thrown around to condemn whole groups who are supposedly ‘out of touch’ or who might dare to defy the ‘will of the people’. The metaphorical ‘snowflake’ stood for purity and innocence; now it stands – or rather melts – as a symbol of feeble, self-indulgent sensitivity. And ‘paedophile’ has shifted from an expression of sexual pathology to a red rag.

It’s some of these red-rag words and their history I look at in Bad Words. A few of them have got a bit faded, and a handful have lost their colour almost completely, but others have been dipped in fresh dye, and have the most astonishing power to shock, distress and enrage.

***

Bad Words is arranged in a rough chronology, dealing briefly with long obsolete terms that invoke God or parts of his body, then with the standard obscenities, some of which by a quirk of history could be uttered openly in only two historical periods: the later Middle Ages and the late twentieth century. In the same period, and intensifying in the beginning of the new millennium, comes the rise in the taboo-rating of expressions to do with race and ethnicity. Finally, I look at terms which have just, as it were, popped into public consciousness, ‘elite’, ‘snowflake’ and the like.

This book focuses almost entirely on English as the language was and is used in Britain and America and, to an extent, in Australia. Looking at obscenities and profanity in other languages would reflect things about those cultures, for example the still widespread use of religious cursing in some Catholic countries. But it’s a very big subject and another book altogether.
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