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One quiet spring afternoon, while doing research on my front porch, an approaching conversation caught my attention. As a group of four middle school children – two boys with baggy pants and two girls with bad posture - ambled by on the sidewalk, I took notes on their conversation:


“Lemme take a fuckin’ look!” pleaded one boy, his voice cracking under the strain of puberty.


“Shut up, dip-shit. I already told ya that she’s wearin’ a G-string,” replied the taller girl.


“I don’t believe it,” squeaked the second boy.


“I’m gonna prove it!” offered the first boy, reaching over to examine the underwear situation of the shorter girl, who blushingly complied.


“Hell yeah,” muttered the boy, apparently content with his findings.


“Fucking-A,” contributed the other.


“You guys are assholes,” concluded the tall girl as the group walked out of listening range.


I thought about calling the FCC and filing a complaint. The kids were, after all, broadcasting lewd and lascivious dialogue between the hours of 6am and 10pm. I refrained, assuming the Commission had their hands full with the likes of NBC, Howard Stern and Janet Jackson. Besides, in addition to lending me an anecdotal introduction to my thesis, those kids reminded me of why I chose to spend six months researching profanity; it’s everywhere, and I wanted to know why.


Why did my mother used to scold me for saying “Oh my Lord” when the woman next door could command her kids, “Get your God-damned asses inside for dinner!”? Why did Mark Twain call Jim a nigger in The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn if it seemed so inappropriate to say the word aloud when we read the book in school? Why can a president publicly admit to a sexual encounter in the Oval Office but politicians must conceal fuck as the f-word when talking about profanity in the media?


Growing up, Americans learn about a lot of truly terrible things in school – the Holocaust, slavery, rape, incest, child-abuse – but we are never taught to examine our vocabularies in an effort to understand what our words reflect about us and our culture. This thesis, then, was an effort to teach myself what seventeen years of schooling has not; what is profanity, and what does it have to say about the values in American culture?


The intent of this paper is not to offend but rather to approach a sensitive subject with a spirit of serious inquiry and a sense of humor. I hope it has succeeded in both.

Although linguists are uncertain about the exact relationship between language and societal values, “it does seem clear that language as a form of social behavior does both reflect and help to perpetuate deeply held cultural attitudes.”
 Profanity has been an intrinsic element of America’s linguistic, and therefore cultural, heritage. As different values and beliefs have fallen in and out of vogue throughout the nation’s history, the words used to profane these values have changed. American values have changed along with the ideas and attitudes of the American people; profanity underscores these changes and illustrates the varied values of American society throughout the nation’s history.

  
The etymology of profanity, the Latin pro (before) and fanis (door), alludes to a time when only priests, who were pure and initiated into the mysteries of Roman religion, could enter into certain areas of a temple. The uninitiated were forbidden to traverse the threshold from the common to the sacred and had to remain before the door of the temple. Profanity, in its modern usage, applies “to persons or things regarded as unholy or as desecrating what is holy or sacred,” and is “characterized by disregard or contempt of sacred things.”
         



Profanity is often used as a synonym of obscenity. Both words denote some type of transgression against values that a society, through unofficial consensus, holds in high regard. There are, however, subtle differences between them. Obscenities are words or phrases that gain their emotive value by referencing the lewd and indecent, while the emotive value of profanity results from the violation of any number of standards.


Also used as synonyms for profanity are cursing and swearing. Cursing implies that the speaker is calling evil down upon a displeasing person or object, as when an unexpected encounter of knee and table prompts a pained, “Damn it!” from the injured. Swearing is popularly used to describe the “verbal expression or venting of the aggressiveness that follows upon frustration.”
  A more accurate definition is, “the uttering of a profane oath” or “the use of profane language.”


This paper, for purposes of convenience, will use profanity as a blanket term to denote any linguistic transgression against the ideas that a society reveres. This usage follows the lead of Burges Johnson who, in his The Lost Art of Profanity, concluded, “profanity, then, is my all-embracing topic…for one may profane not only beings or places deemed holy, but any idea or act or object kept pure by common consent.”


Man has been using profanity almost as long as he has been opening his mouth and emitting sound. The Wik Monkan, natives of the Cape York Peninsula, have one of the world’s oldest linguistic traditions and are not wanting for insults that reference sexual or other bodily organs. Among their more serious insults are big penis, plenty urine, and vagina woman mad
. For situations in which name-calling is not sufficient retribution, the Wik Monkan also have an ancient non-verbal tradition of cursing an enemy through a process known as “death-pointing.” “Death-pointing,” is a practice in which a disgruntled individual points a ritually conditioned stick or human forearm bone towards an adversary.
 As the name implies, the desired result of this gesture is for the recipient of the curse to hasten to his demise. 


Roman and Greek cultures had similar non-verbal means by which they cursed their adversaries. Both cultures were fond of cursing tablets – stone tablets engraved with ill wishes for a foe. A Roman example, addressed to the goddess Proserpina, reads as follows:

As Plotius has prepared a curse against me, in like manner I do assign him to thee to visit a curse on him ere the end of February. May he miserably perish and so depart from this life. Mayest thou so irrevocably damn him that his eyes may never see the light of another month.

This uncharitable desire, composed in 50 B.C., survives as part of the collection of the Archeological Museum at Johns Hopkins University.


The ancient Greeks and Romans were also connoisseurs of profanity, particularly as it related to swearing by something considered sacred. Gods and goddesses were often the objects of Greek and Roman oaths, and of them there was no shortage – a Hellene or Roman seeking to swear could do so by the names of any member of their respective Pantheons, which provided both cultures with a barrage of oaths. 


When a god or goddess would not suffice, Greeks swore by the virtues, as did Philocles when he cried out, “In the name of Hestia!” in Lucian’s The Lover of Lies. This profaning of Hestia, or the virtue of friendship, indicates that the virtues were regarded as sacred along with the gods and goddesses and were highly valued in Greek culture.


Also of note in Greek profanity was “the notion of an individual property or trademark in oaths.”
 Zeno, the Stoic philosopher, swore “by the caper,” while Pythagoras preferred to swear by the number four and Socrates “by the dog.”


The Romans can claim the distinct honor of having made a direct contribution to modern profanity. While the exclamation, “that damned dog!” is generally used to lament a reprobate canine, the phrase originated with a Roman dice game. In this game, the best throw was called “Venus” and the worst called “canicula” or “canis.” As can be imagined, a bad roll could prompt the exclamation, “damnosa canicula”, which later became the French, “sacre chien” and eventually the English, “damned dog.”  


 Many Western cultural and social values have their roots in the Judeo-Christian tradition, and this heritage has most influenced the development of profanity throughout Europe and the Americas. The Judeo-Christian tradition has prohibited profanity since 1445 BC, when Moses received the commandment, "You shall not misuse the name of the Lord your God, for the Lord will not hold anyone guiltless who misuses his name."
 This mandate was reiterated and expanded in the New Testament when Christ, in His Sermon on the Mount, told his followers, “But I tell you, Do not swear at all: either by heaven, for it is God’s throne; or by earth, for it is His footstool; or by Jerusalem, for it is the city of the Great King.”
 


The amount of instruction regarding profanity given throughout the Bible indicates the high importance of the issue in the Judeo-Christian tradition. Though specifically addressed too many times to be cited here, the general attitude and rules regarding profanity are summed up in the apostle Paul’s letter to the Colossians, in which he writes, "Put to death, therefore, whatever belongs to your earthly nature: sexual immorality, impurity, lust, evil desires and greed…But now you must rid yourself of such things as these: anger, rage, malice, slander, and filthy language from your lips."


Despite these instructions against profanity and further restrictions against cursing (including the Old Testament command, “Anyone who curses his father must be put to death”
), both remained an element of the Judeo-Christian literary and social tradition. In the twelfth century, a clergyman named Bishop Arnulf penned a particularly amusing illustration of this practice. Regarding heathens, he writes in his Tristram Shandy: 

May he or they be cursed, wherever he or they may be, whether in their    House or in their Field, or in the Highway, or in the Path, or in the Wood,   

or in the Water, or in the Church. May he or they be cursed in Living, in   Dying, in Eating, in Drinking, in Fasting, in Sleeping, in Slumbering, in   Waking, in Walking, in Standing, in Sitting, in Lying, in Working, in Resting, in Pissing, in Shitting, and in Blood-letting. May he or they be cursed in all the Faculties of their Body.


This passage, despite its harsh maledictions, is not as obscene as it seems once one realizes that the words shit and piss were entirely unobjectionable at the time it was written. Shit, which originated as the Anglo-Saxon scítan and later became shite, was considered inoffensive until the early nineteenth century. Piss, meanwhile, remained acceptable until the mid-eighteenth century. Cunt, one of the most offensive words in modern English, was once considered mild and used with casual abandon in Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales.


The trend in profanity considered most offensive in medieval Europe was to swear by "names connected with the sacred matters of religion, such as the holy cross, the sacrament, the holy mass, God’s wounds, (or) God’s blood."
 Those who were not brave enough to risk blasphemy would exchange more explicit phrases such as God’s wounds, God’s hooks, and God’s body into the thinly veiled zounds, gadzooks, and odsbodkins.
 


In response to these and other verbal offenses, some efforts were made to curb the continent’s proclivity for the profane. In the mid-thirteenth century, Petrus Cantor, Precenter of Notre Dame, noted that "at the courts of certain princes it is forbidden, under a standing penalty of five sols, to swear by the Lord’s limbs."
 In fifteenth century France, the penalty for swearing was to be slit in the lip. A second offense warranted the removal of one’s tongue.
 Though such an occurrence is undocumented, it is entertaining to imagine the sad situation of the unlucky fellow who, while having his lip slit for swearing, reacted to the pain with another outburst of expletives that in turn cost him his tongue.


Out of this era of attempted repression grew one of profanity’s more glorious periods, that of Elizabethan England. Named for a queen who, supposedly, "never spared an oath in public speech or private conversation when she thought it added energy to either," this period saw a flourishing of profanity arguably greater than any other in history.
 This Renaissance of the profane began to emerge in the early sixteenth century; half a century before Elizabeth ascended the British throne in 1558, one of the most offensive words in the English language made its debut.


The word fuck first appeared in William Dunbar’s poem “Ane Brash of Wowing” (“A Bout of Wooing”) in 1503. The word had a similar meaning then as it does now, as demonstrated in the line “Ay fukkard lyke and furious Fornicatour” from Sir David Lindsay’s 1555 poem “The Answer guhilk Schir Dauid Lindesay.”
 Fuck made its first dictionary appearance in John Florio’s Italian-English dictionary, A Worlde of Wordes, published in 1598. The word is entered as the equivalent of the Italian fottore, which became the modern fottere or, to fuck.
 


Fuck is one of the most versatile words in the English language. When considered as both fuck and fucking, it can be used as five of the seven parts of speech (all but a conjunction or a pronoun). As fuck, it can be used as a noun (I don’t give a fuck), a verb (Go fuck yourself) or an interjection (Fuck! That hurt!). As the participle fucking, it can function as an adjective (I’m sick of writing my fucking thesis) or an adverb (That carrot cake was fucking awesome!). Okay may be the only other word in the English language that rivals fuck in its diversity of meanings and versatility of usage.


 The word is often used in an ironic manner, as Bill Bryson observes in The Mother Tongue. He notes that, “when we wish to express extreme fury we entreat the object of our anger to undertake an anatomical impossibility or, stranger still, to engage in the one activity that is bound to give him more pleasure than almost anything else.”


Fuck aside, profanity flourished in the sixteenth century, particularly in the works of the great British playwrights William Shakespeare and Ben Jonson. Shakespeare, though brilliant with his insults, refrained from using a great deal of popular expletives in his works. “Damn appears 105 times in his thirty-seven plays”, along with the occasional “a pox on’t” and one “whoreson jackanapes.”


The majority of profanity in Shakespeare is found in the form of oaths. They are common features of every one of his tragedies, histories and comedies. Some are lighthearted in nature, as when Petruchio swears “by my mother’s son, and that’s myself” in the comedy The Taming of the Shrew. Swearing “by my troth” was popular amongst the characters in Much Ado About Nothing, and Romeo swore to Juliet “by younder blessed moon.” Others took a more profane approach and swore by saints (“by Saint Anne, do I”
), and a desperate Ophelia swore:


By Gis and By Saint Charity / Alack, and fie for shame!


Young men will do’t, if they come to’t; / By cock they are to blame
 
In this soliloquy, reflecting popular profanity of the times, cock is a euphemism for God, and Gis is a derivation of Jesus (not much unlike the modern Jeeze).
 


Ben Jonson, a colleague of Shakespeare, was personally opposed to swearing but used it in his plays to reflect the use of profanity in Britain, “which in his day was epidemic.”
 He penned such color phrases as “you peremptorie Asse,”
 and “drunked, whore-hunting rakehell.”
 Jonson, too, was proficient in penning oaths and used them in a much more offensive manner than Shakespeare. In just the first act of Every Man in His Humour, Jonson’s characters swear by God, Christ, God’s lid, heaven, the life of Pharoah, St. George, St. Peter, God’s will, and Our Ladies blessed Son, to name only a few.


This fondness of the lewd and profane was not long-lived. Three years after the death of Queen Elizabeth, British Parliament passed the Act of 1606, which imposed a fine of fifty shillings on anyone caught swearing.
 A similar law was enacted in Scotland in 1609, and hundreds of books and brochures opposing profanity were published between 1600 and 1650. Sir Christopher Wren initiated one of the first efforts to curb profanity on the job during the building of London’s St. Paul’s Cathedral (1675-1710)
 by issuing a proclamation stating, “profane swearing shall be a sufficient crime to dismiss any labourer.”
 One of the eras most pointed oppositions to profanity came in 1700 when Sir Francis Grant published a discourse that suggested, “the existence of swearing constitutes a threat to Government and Religion and must therefore be put down.”

Profanity, like many entrepreneurs and religious separatists, found a new home in America in the seventeenth century. The developing culture of the American Colonies was heavily influenced by the ideas of the Protestant Reformation and Calvinism. American Puritanism was strongly based on the teachings of John Calvin, who insisted upon “austerity, reserve, and self-denial” as essential to the Christian life.
 With this, one begins to observe the trend of American values – religious or otherwise – affecting attitudes towards profanity.


In the first half of the 18th century, between seventy-five and eighty percent of all colonial inhabitants regularly attended church.
 The remaining twenty to twenty-five percent of the population consisted of members of other faiths (New England was home to a small Jewish population) and a faction of colonists rarely discussed in grade school history books – the “30,000 convicted felons (who) were shipped from England in the fifty-year period prior to the Revolution.”
 


While there are no well-circulated statistics regarding the religious convictions of these convicts, it may be assumed that they, along with the many “hippies and dropouts of seventeenth and eighteenth-century English society”
 who came to the colonies, were not as devoutly religious as their Puritan compatriots. By the mid-seventeenth century, only a generation or two after the Pilgrim’s landing, “Boston was ‘filled with prostitutes’” and “despite its modest size, Williamsburg, capital of Virginia from 1699 to 1779, contained three brothels (though curiously none of these has been incorporated into the sanitized replica community so popular with visitors today)”.


Though it seems there would be little common ground between the pious Puritans and the degenerate criminal population of colonial America, they shared similar attitudes regarding an unlikely activity: sex. Though Puritanical is commonly used to describe strict religious and moral principles, the Puritans were, even by some modern standards, more than a little loose in their approach to premarital intercourse. 

Andrew Burnaby, a visiting clergyman from England, was more than a little surprised to discover the colonial practice of “tarrying” or “bundling”.
 Two enamored youngsters who were considering marriage would “tarry” in the girl’s home for an evening until deciding to crawl into bed and “bundle” for the duration of the night. This colonial slumber party was anything but restful, and “by the 1770s, about half of all New England women were pregnant at marriage.”
 This practice was apparently more common in rural areas, particularly in the Appalachians where, “according to one calculation, 94 percent of brides were pregnant when they went to the altar.”




The profanity of colonial America reflects this blend of strict religious devotion and open attitudes towards sexual relations. While there seem to be no terribly taboo words related to copulation, profaning the name of God was unacceptable. Many colonial charters prescribe minor punishments for taking God’s name in vain, and John Adams, on behalf of the Continental Congress, requested that the Navy punish profane sailors “by causing them to wear a wooden collar or some shameful badge.”
 Despite these measures, a disdain for the British trumped the fear of a petty fine or a wooden collar, for “in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries…Englishmen were known on the continent as goddams.”


Following the Revolution, some of the newly united states sponsored state laws prohibiting profanity, such as a 1794 Pennsylvania law that mandated “if any person of the age of sixteen or upwards shall profanely curse or swear by the name of God, Jesus Christ, or the Holy Ghost, every such person shall pay sixty-seven cents for every such profane curse or oath, and whosoever shall curse or swear by any other name or thing than as aforementioned, shall pay the sum of forty cents for every curse or oath.”
 

In the midst of such restrictions, the turn of the nineteenth century was a time of radical change and progress on both sides of the Atlantic. Enlightenment philosophy and the French Revolution promoted reason and individuality as guiding factors in society and politics, and Americans were enjoying the many freedoms guaranteed to them in the Bill of Rights. Philosophy and politics had set the stage for the advancement of personal expression. Yet, somehow, in this era of liberty and private choice, Americans “became acutely – and eventually almost hysterically – sensitive about terms related to sex and the body.”


Only a few generations after “bundling” prompted up to half of all colonial matrimonies, any words vaguely related to copulation, and some seemingly innocuous parts of the body, were strictly taboo. The journal of Captain Marryat, an Englishman traveling in the United States, relates an awkward incident prompted when a young American lady stumbled and fell. The concerned Marryat asked the lady if she had injured her leg, to which she blushingly informed him the polite people did not use such language in America. Upon inquiring about the proper term for “such articles,” the lady responded that in America, “those” were called limbs.
 


Captain Marryat, somewhat stunned, continued on his tour of the United States more aware of America’s rigid sensibilities. In a later diary entry, he recounts (perhaps in jest) a visit to a women’s school in which the “limbs” of the piano were dressed in tidy trousers, as not to upset anyone by permitting an exposed leg of any sort in the common room.


Though the modern reader may laugh at the suggestion of such prudish measures, remnants of this era are still reflected in kitchens across America. When chicken is served, it is not uncommon for a diner to request a drumstick instead of a leg, or to ask for a serving of white meat instead of a portion of breast or thigh.  Words have the tendency to so fully incorporate themselves into a society that their usages sometimes persist without a second thought to their origins or the standards they convey.


Words denoting parts of the human anatomy were not the only sources of scandal in this era; the mere mention of many garments (including corset, stocking, and the shockingly provocative blouse) caused no small amount of discomfort in mixed company.
 Almost any word even vaguely related to intercourse was avoided. Included in this list of taboo words was the unlikely bull. Although no one seemed to object to the animal itself, its verbal designation became the focus of much social anguish and was not welcomed in polite conversation. When discussing livestock, there were abundant synonyms to help avoid scandal. Among the more amusing were: male cow, beast, stock brute, he animal, top cow, critter, seed ox, cow-creature, and gentleman cow.
  


Throughout the nineteenth century, as sexual allusions overwhelmed Americans, many Europeans immigrated to the United States in overwhelming numbers. The US welcomed 150,000 immigrants in the 1820s. Immigration continued to grow exponentially over the next few decades, and the 1850s saw 2.3 million immigrants settle on American soil. Between 1815 and 1915, 35 million people had begun new lives in the United States.
 


The influx of so many people in so limited a time could not help but change the social and cultural landscape of America. In addition to contributing the customs and ideas of their homelands to their new society, many immigrants from this era contributed to the vast workforce that propelled America’s Industrial Revolution, and others contributed to the development of American music, literature and theater. The diversity that resulted from these waves of immigration helped mold the nation’s distinct character; it also helped to develop an unfortunate dimension of the American vocabulary – ethnic slurs. 
In the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, as immigration from areas outside of Western Europe reached its peak, scores of unflattering designations came into popular use. Among the most widely used were dago (first applied to Spaniards, then expanded to include anyone who was “suspiciously foreign and swarthy”), kike (for Jews), spic (Hispanics), chink (Chinese), bohunk (Bohemians/Hungarians), and polack (Polish).
 These terms, despite their intent to offend, were not taboo in conversation, and even those in positions to protect and defend the rights of American citizens made use of demeaning monikers, which reflected the nation’s attitudes towards its immigrant population. Woodrow Wilson, in his History of the American People, noted that many immigrants lacked “any initiative of quick intelligence.”
 In a personal letter regarding the lynching of several Italian immigrants (their crime – associating with blacks), Theodore Roosevelt described the incident as “rather a good thing” and expressed annoyance at the “various dago diplomats” who protested the event.
 


Not new to this era were the denigrating labels applied to blacks. Ideas of racial equality were a long time in coming to the United States, and in the nineteenth century, even some of those who advocated the abolition of slavery could not imagine extending equal rights to their black countrymen. Even Abraham Lincoln, known as a great abolitionist, clearly asserted in his debates against Stephen Douglas, “I am not, nor ever have been, in favor of bringing about in any way the social and political equality of the white and black races.”
  


Discrimination was an official government policy until well into the twentieth century. In a 1955 case regarding miscegenation, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that the Fourteenth Amendment did not preclude a state from maintaining laws to “regulate the marriage relation so that it shall not have a mongrel breed of citizen,” in order to avoid “a corruption of blood” that would “weaken or destroy the quality of its citizenship.”
  It was not until 1966 that interracial marriages were legal in every state.


As changes in laws began to promote racial equality and organizations like the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (founded in 1909) and the American Civil Liberties Union (founded 1965) persisted in their efforts to make the American public more sensitive to ethnic issues, attitudes towards derogatory words slowly changed. 


In The Language of Oppression, published in 1974, Haig Bosmajian acknowledged, “most whites, if not all, know that nigger and boy are offensive to blacks.”
 In the three decades since then, there have been many efforts to not only promote standards of equality but to eliminate the use of derogatory labels, which have come to be seen as a tool of oppression. Among the American institutions most concerned with combating racial epithets are colleges and universities, several of which have a “speech code” designed to eliminate potentially offensive words on their campus. The “Standards of Behavior” code at the University of California, Los Angeles, a public institution, states:
Materials may not be presented in any manner which tend to promote degrading or demeaning social stereotypes based on race, ethnicity, culture, religion, gender or sexual orientation.

Dartmouth College, a private institution in New Hampshire, has a similar policy:

In a community such as ours, one that depends so much upon mutual trust and respect, it is hard to understand why some want still to insist that their "right" to do what they want trumps the rights, feelings, and considerations of others. We need to recognize that speech has consequences for which we must account.

While nineteenth century taboos such as leg are freely spoken (and often exposed) in contemporary American society, words like nigger and kike, once socially acceptable despite their hateful connotations, have become the nation’s new profanity. God’s name, once highly revered and protected under law, is now uttered almost instinctively to show any range of emotion from surprise to exasperation. Sex evolved from an openly discussed topic in colonial times to an unmentionable activity in the nineteenth century; by the late twentieth century, sex was again a popular topic, not only in private conversation, but also as it related to the conduct of world leaders and teen celebrities.   

Inspecting the trends of American profanity indicates that social attitudes influence standards of linguistic decency more than any definite standard of right or wrong. In contemporary America, ethnic slurs are profane; the exact same racial epithets that freely circulated in the nineteenth century were not profane. They were insensitive and degrading then, just as now, but because a majority of Americans still found ethnicity sufficient cause to treat an individual as a second-class citizen, demeaning monikers were not linguistic transgressions against the values that American society revered. They did not, therefore, constitute profanity in the sense that the word is used today.

Sexual purity was highly valued in nineteenth century America, so much so that it was considered obscene to mention parts of the body as seemingly innocuous as the ankle. Stomach was lively profanity. In modern America, where sexual issues such as abortion, birth control and homosexuality lend themselves not just to conversation but to major political platforms, topics as personal as erectile dysfunction are sometimes discussed with the casual abandon once reserved for small talk about the weather. Even lurid sexual discussion is no longer profane in America.

Or is it? 

If America had, by some informal general consensus, agreed that sex was not be revered or valued as anything more than a pleasurable diversion, would a pop star’s bared breast have prompted the same amount of media coverage as a foreign war and a search for weapons of mass destruction? Perhaps Americans could be accused of valuing sensationalism above all else, but this assumption would oversimplify the situation. If there were any sort of general consensus regarding what is valued in modern America, would the Federal Communications Commission have had to spend thirteen months trying to decide if it is permissible for a music award to be “fucking brilliant”? 

The recent debates regarding profanity reflect one of the biggest cultural changes in American history; the United States no longer has a moral majority. When 80% of Americans attended church on a regular basis, it must have seemed obvious to conclude that biblical mandates determined what speech was and was not appropriate – you could not take God’s name in vain. When discrimination was still defended by the United States Constitution and American-born blacks were denied the same basic rights as their white neighbors, ignorance set the standard for acceptable speech and behavior – you could spit on a black man and call him nigger. 

American culture is not the same now as it was two hundred, fifty or even ten years ago. Language expresses the thoughts and desires of a people, and linguistic trends reflect changes those attitudes. Profanity gives insight into what a culture considers base and indecent; it underscores overstepped boundaries and transgressions against the values that a society reveres and seeks to protect. American values have changed as its people and ideas have changed; profanity mirrors these developments and illustrates that which American society has valued throughout its history. 
EPILOGUE

In this age of information and technology, social interactions are not limited to personal contact; Americans can chat on their cell phones while hiking a mountain or watch cable television while soaking in the bathtub. Television has become a popular after-school babysitter for many of America’s children, and some parents are concerned that this babysitter is “a menace and a monster” bent on corrupting today’s youth.
 

Instead of getting rid of their televisions, many Americans have called upon the government to monitor the content of network and cable programming. Leading this lobbying effort is the Parent’s Television Council, a group of 860,000 members dedicated to bringing “positive, family-oriented television programming to the entertainment industry.”
 While the group acknowledges that parents are the most responsible figures in monitoring a child’s viewing habits, they also contend, “the gratuitous sex, foul language, and violence on TV (along with stories and dialogue that create disdain for authority figures, patriotism, and religion) are having a negative effect on children” and ought to be restricted.

The Federal Communications Commission receives the brunt of complaints made by individuals or groups like the Parents Television Council. Five presidential-appointed commissioners run the agency, which was founded in 1934 to regulate interstate and international broadcast communications.

When it comes to profanity, the FCC is astoundingly vague and subjective. According to it’s official website, obscene and indecent broadcasts are “Against the Law!” but their descriptions of what constitutes obscenity and indecency are unclear and subjective. For example, to be designated “obscene speech,” broadcast materials “must meet a three pronged-test,” one of which states, “an average person, applying contemporary community standards, must find that the material, as a whole, appeals to the prurient interest” without making an effort to specify what constitutes an average person or to define contemporary community standards. Material must also refer to sexual conduct in a “patently offensive way” and “lack serious literary, artistic, political, or scientific value.”

It is not, however, the policy of the FCC to punish stations “for the broadcast of material that is offensive or potentially foments violence unless it rises to the level of a ‘clear and present danger.’”
 More simply put: a cartoon character cannot say the word tit on network television, but it is acceptable to depict a man being beaten to death while being called a spic or a kike.

The debate over network censorship provokes the question of whether limiting expression is, in essence, a means of stifling cultural development and expression or a means of protection. The argument is heated on both sides and incites debate about the extent to which the First Amendment protects free speech. 

Some are of the opinion that it is difficult to protect free speech as a 

personal freedom “when that behavior harms someone else – someone whom the government has a duty to protect.”
 Others contend that “if there is a bedrock principle underlying the First Amendment it is that the Government may not prohibit the expression of an idea simply because society finds the idea offensive or disagreeable.”
 


While the debate continues in courts of law and private conversation, it serves as a reminder that “much expression that is free may deserve our contempt” and that though an individual may not be able to control everything they hear or see, they have dominion over how they choose to express themselves. Insofar as the issue of free speech related to profanity, although freedom may grant the right to be profane and insulting, it does not “embrace the right to abuse the freedom of others…and this holds for the swearer as well as for the non-swearer.”
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