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v. Foreword

I have known Kristina for a very long time but have never lived in the same country
with her. We would see each other only during the holidays and the rest of the year was
filled with calls and emails that were about what was going on with us in personal plan
and also interesting discussions. It thrilled to write this foreword when I was asked if |
would liked to as it was a pleasure reading Kristina’s work both as a friend and a student
myself. It was great to see how the thoughts that have always been buzzing in her mind
now are wrapped in theories and backed with academic knowledge only to result in

pages and pages of excellent research.

I remember several years back we watched Stanley Kubrick’s Eyes Wide Shut. It was an
odd movie we both agreed but it was not until the end that we had to press pause and
rewind several times- “Fuck” she said. The tender, fairy like, gentle and beautiful
Nicole Kidman said the four letter word “Fuck” without hesitation or any traits of
intimidation, she uttered it in a calm soft voice. The end. The movie just cut right after
she said it and we stared at the screen in silence for a second. It just seemed an oddly
wrong thing for her to utter. Our internalized conventions of what a gentle female
behaved like were shattered in a whim by Kubrick’s short ending. This somehow led to
a full on amateur teenage analysis that we did for the pure pleasure of unraveling the
webs of thought that the film was based on. More importantly our chat began to slowly
revolve around one topic that seemed to dominate the rest- that word. We kept on going
back to it again and again realizing that somehow we both instinctively felt that she a
gentle loving mother and wife (despite her dreams), should not have said it. Or...maybe
she should have? We begun to question it, perhaps we were wrong to think that there
was a right or wrong way to be a woman. We debated it for a while and the conclusion
seemed to be- why not, why shouldn’t she. It felt liberating and could have been also
interpreted as empowering, she demanded what she needed and wanted. It was late so
we had to wrap it up and get done with the philosophizing but the subject of femininity
kept coming up in our regular email correspondence. This false security of the post-
feminist world we live in that is often shattered by the statistics about women in power

or women taking up high positions in their fields.



If we scratch the surface of equality we would see that although we have moved few
steps forward we are not quite there yet. The topic of Kristina’s research has done
exactly that- scratched it severely only to find that there is also an issue when it comes
to language. We see how performance of gender is codified and constructed in society
and also how these codes and constructions have altered throughout the years. The
significance of language may be underestimated by some at first glance but its
importance is immense as language is the means by which we use to express ourselves,
to project ourselves in the world and reciprocally it influences the way we see others
projecting themselves. The historical perspective in Kristina’s work made me think a lot
about that, about our use of language and more importantly our use of foul language.
The use of profanity has been revolutionized and women have it as part of their
munitions now. Looking back at the 50s and the decades after, we see the stereotypes of
gender although changed are still here with us, sadly we still regard a girl who uses such
language as vulgar and we take it as something far less acceptable than if she was a
man. This is to show how essential the topic of this research was especially for feminist

studies.

Evelin Petkova



vi. Preface

In its broadest sense I would like to conduct a study of the structure of society as it is
reflected and created by language. To narrow down the abstract to a microcosm I would
like to investigate the relationship between linguistic variation and gender in American
series over time to see how alternative female identities have been portrayed in most
popular and influential series over time on the basis of their performance of obscene

language.

In the summer holidays of 2012 I spent two months visiting friends in New York. All my
girlfriends there were very enthusiastic about the television series Sex and the City. We
kept watching the series on rooftops, before party’s, and during meetings. It seemed that
Carry Bradshaw and her friends became our second closest companions. Back then, I
couldn't really understand the hype surrounding Sex and the City as the last series had
been stared eight years ago. Ever since 2004 the successful comedy drama had inspired
a series of films and subsequent spin-offs such as Gossip Girl and Girls. They all seem
to reflect strong and independent female roles as opposed to series which present

women in traditional positions as housewives such as Desperate Housewives.

From a linguistic point of view a striking aspect about Sex and the City is the linguistic
performance of the four female protagonists, that is their significant use of profanity.
The women in Sex and the City use quite strong obscene language and explicitly discuss
taboo themes, which deviate from traditional delineations of women on television. Thus,
I started wondering about the relationship between obscene language and female
identity and the identity transforming potential of this particular speech style
performance since the early beginnings of television history. The combination of
swearing and women seems to have been a highly disreputable combination over entire
course of time, whereas its use by men appears to be a widely accepted normality
(Gordon 1997: 61). In this respect, analyzing identity from a political point of view one
might say that the performance of obscene language is connected to aspects such as
masculinity, strength, credibility, dominance, and power (Read 1934, Jay 2000, Rassin
2005, Battistella 2005). Furthermore, the power relations attached to profanity seem to

make it a catalyst that transfers masculinity aspects to female identity. The women in



Sex and the City all seem to use profanity rather technically as a rhetorical and identity
device than using obscene language in its traditional function of frustration relief

(Montagu 2001: 65).

In my analysis I chose to focus on American series as they seem to have a considerable
impact on western civilization on the basis of their high proportion in the TV program of
countries such as Austria, Germany, and Bulgaria, by far outweighing series of any other
culture (including domestic programs). The importance of American series for western
civilization grows with its dominant presence on television channels. Not only do
television series contribute to a growing entertainment industry but they also transmit
cultural implications, norms, values, and lead to what is generally described as a cultural
hegemony (Klewin 2007: 8). The entertainment factor of series is accompanied with a
presentation of ideas about normality: The audience finds a character charismatic and
consequently adopts presented worldview, behavior, and attitudes. However, this should
only outline the significance of this study in a wider context as ramifications about
cultural hegemony and audience effects would go beyond the scope of the thesis. The
focus will rather be centering on gender performance of obscene language and its
connection to aspects of identity, whereby the diachronic analysis will be concerned on
a textual analysis of influential television series featuring independent female
protagonists, as well as a context analysis of the socio-historical developments since the
post-war period with a superficial corpus study. Overall, this paper will content itself
with an analysis of diachronic transformations and the relationship between the

performance of obscene language and gender identity.
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It seems today, that all you see
is violence in movies and sex on TV,
but where are those good old fashioned values,

on which we used to rely?

(Family Guy, Theme Song)

11



1. Introduction

The order of chapters arises as a result of the logical step sequence of scientific work. A
general discussion of genre theory and new historicism commences the sequence as the
topic is grounded not only on a linguistic approach about performance and profanity but
transcends these by taking into consideration interdisciplinary deliberations such as a
socio-historical context analysis of American culture and Broadcasting, criticism and
receptions of the analyzed television series, and feminist perspectives on the gender

identity. What follows is a detailed revision of the linguistic research on profanity.

It shall be pointed out that the structure of the literature section aims to embed the
linguistic variable in a wider context. Therefore, before discussing the linguistic aspect,
the complexity of the various subfields feminism, historical studies, and media studies
shall be deepened sufficiently before linking them to the field of historical and

variational linguistics.

The literature part comprises a chapter on Genre Theory and New Historicism (Chapter
2), followed by elaborations on Cultural and Broadcasting history of the United States
(Chapter 3), Waves of Feminism and Gender Identity (Chapter 4), and last but not least,
Profanity and Performance (Chapter 5). Subsequently, research questions and the
operationalization in Chapters 6 and 7 initiate the empirical part, which is followed by
the methodology with detailed descriptions and a rationale about the choice of television
series, the elicitation tool, the means of implementation, and the listing of categories in
the codebook in Chapter 8. In succession Chapter 9 depicts the analysis of the results of
the empirical study, whereas the discussion in Chapter 10 aims to answer the research

questions and integrate the results in the wider field of afore going research.
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2. Genre Theory and New Historicism

From a cultural studies perspective Newcomb and Hirsch (1983: 564) define television
as both a cultural forum and a communication channel that reflect various ideas on
dominant ideologies. Hence, they see the potential of television in its bricolage nature
that avails oneself of various media genres and opinions that appeal to a wide audience
(Newcomb & Hirsch 1983: 564). According to them, television does not affirm
dominant ideologies but rather presents the audience with a multitude of ideas.
Newcomb and Hirsch (1983: 571) are interested in the dynamics of the medium by
searching for an answer to the question how television generates change rather than
how it maintains dominant positions. In this way, they transcend the transportation view
according to which television wants to influence morals, and the ritual model that sees
television as a representation of shared beliefs, and put the process instead of the

product centre-stage (Newcomb & Hirsch 1983: 571).

Seeing television as a process can be linked to Stuart Hall's conception of culture as a
process of meaning making (Mittell 2008). In order to understand the complexity of the
cultural process involved in the generation of social practices on television, the analysis
must work beyond a mere textual analysis and capture contextual aspects and
interpretations of zeitgeist and episteme. This would enable the perception of cultural
artifacts such as media reception and journalism, work to constitute television genres
and their cultural values (Mittell 2008: 51f). Mittell (2008: 54) points out that "the
ability to analyze how genre definitions, meanings, and evaluations all intermingle with
cultural power relations is the primary advantage to an approach examining genres as
discursive processes”. Translating these deliberations into the domain of practice this
means that the researcher may begin with a textual analysis of the material but must
consider genre transcending aspects so as to see how these categories operate within
audience and industry practices. This could be accomplished by taking into account
texts such as corporate documents, audience practices, and media responses, as an
exclusive focus on the examined texts would not account for reasons of transition and
development (Mittell 2008: 56). Mittell (2008: 43) assumes that genres are constituted
by cultural practices instead of possessing intrinsic factors. This assumption locates

genres within complex interrelations among texts, industries, audiences, and historical
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contexts and assumes that genres are externally created labels (Mittell 2008: 43). Thus,
a genre can be seen as a common category that emerges from the intertextual relation
between texts and cultural practices of reception and production (Mittell 2008: 42). The
development of genres then evolves out of a mutual feedback loop between the
reactions of industry personnel to audiences viewing practices and vice versa (Mittell
2008: 42). There are various reasons for the formation of genres: On the one hand, they
foster the establishment of fan and viewing practices, while on the other hand, they
constitute a crucial way of sorting shows into a schedule (Mittell 2008: 37). The
potential of genres even transcends the trivia, and helps to foster people's perception of

normality and with this plays a far-reaching aspect in the transmission of world views:

Texts carried by a mass medium such as television, which have huge audiences, are
often constructed in a manner that makes them easily understood by large numbers
of people. As a result, they tend to be formulaic- that is, they observe certain
familiar conventions which make it relatively easy for audiences to follow them [...]
the categories function as far more than descriptive classifications. They are ways of
organizing ideas about social issues, human experience, cultural behavior.
Comedies, for example, may seem to be silly diversions in many cases, but often
they are also very important arenas for exposing the "rules" and "standards" that go
unnoticed in everyday life. [...] Very serious social issues such as AIDS, abortion,
health care, and crime have been explored in "comedies" and the mixtures of
expectations and outcomes require audiences to adopt a different relationship with
both the topics and the genre. In this sense genres are not merely descriptions or

production facilitators- they are ways of thinking about the world. (Berger 1997)

Mittell (2008: 38) addresses that a leading question media sciences is trying to answer is
“How do television programs fit into historically specific systems of cultural power and
politics?” He goes on by breaking down the traditions of genre theory into three basic
types of approaches being definition (delimiting formal mechanisms and elements),
interpretation (situating meanings of text in wider social context), and history (how
changing cultural circumstances bring about generic shifts) (Mittell 2008: 39). Instead
of a black-and-white thinking one may turn to face the grey area with its fuzzy
boundaries, discursive shifts, and dynamic processes instead of mapping down
chronologies, and strict definitions that are based on dualistic right-wrong schemes
(Mittell 2008: 45-48). “Approaching genres as discursive formations enables us to

balance notions of genre as both active process and stable formation: fluid over time yet
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coherent at any given moment” (Mittell 2008: 47). Seeing genre clusters as transitory
facilitates the perception of their operativeness in other socio-historic contexts. By
seeing television as a cultural forum full of dynamic processes, the text itself becomes
an agent who does not only incorporate mimetic strategies such as reflecting social
realities but rather the mimesis is accompanied by aspects of negotiation and exchange
(During 1991: 182). What follows is the importance of setting a text within a wider
context and larger "cultural narrative" in order to clarify its aesthetic value (Levinson
2012: 375). "Contemporary theory must situate itself: not outside interpretation, but in
the hidden places of negotiation and exchange" (Greenblatt 2008: 214). At this point,
New Historicism allows the mediation between both past and present, as well as, text
and context which During (1991: 173) describes as a "fusion of horizons". A leading
principle of the approach is the awareness of bias in the analysis of historic data. This
means that over the examination of archaic material, our knowledge is based on
contemporary reports, given historical reconstructions, and the style and form of the text
itself (Levinson 2012: 359). Yet, New Historicism is not a new development but rather
an interdisciplinary encroach from literary studies to disciplines such as history and
politics (During 1991: 171). In his own words Greenblatt (2008: 4) describes New
Historicism "less as a set of beliefs than the trajectory [...] that led [...] to a fascination
with [...] the historicity of texts and the textuality of history". He distances himself from
mimetic theories as outlined earlier and rather makes an attempt "to construct in its stead
an interpretive model that will more adequately account for the unsettling circulation of
materials and discourses that is [...] the heart of modern aesthetic practice. It is in
response to this practice that contemporary theory must situate itself: not outside
interpretation, but in the hidden places of negotiation and exchange" (Greenblatt 2008:
214). The importance of understanding shifts in epistemological change is prior to the
theory and its chain of thoughts that aims at tracing changes in notions such as 'pleasure’
in order to learn about shifts in their meaning and directionality (Greenblatt 2008: 14).
New Historicism can be a helpful approach in feminist studies especially when trying to
detect the role of gender in spoken or written texts (Lennox 1992: 159). Following
Foucault, Spigel (2004: 1213) stresses the importance of seeing feminine media studies
as a discursive formation composed of variety of practices such as advice, criticism,
manifesto, theory, history, autobiography, ethnography. She points out the significance
of interdisciplinary research of feminist studies because "it opens up questions that we

might not ask within the confines of our own field" (Spigel 2004: 1211). It needs to be
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pointed out that the assignment of identities (gender being an example thereof) to people
is a political issue, wherefore the analysis of identity as based on feminist agenda is a
scientific choice (During 1991: 188). To this study, it is highly relevant point out the
conjuncture of the involuntary allocation of political identity that is gender to a

collective group of people. Further considerations on gender follow in Chapter 4.

3. Cultural and Broadcast History of the United States

This chapter will give an overview of cultural trends throughout the history of the
United States of America with special focus on those socio-political forces and technical
progress that are influential for feminism and broadcasting from 1940 until 2000.
Afterwards a general discussion about standards and regulations of broadcast
programming will follow. The chapter shall begin with a thought on the paradigm shift
that transformed views about power relations and hierarchical structures in the broadcast
industry, namely in the transition of institution based approaches towards discursive

formations as described by Streeter (1996) as follows

McChesney defines the boundaries of his field in terms given by a corporate-
dominated institution- "broadcast history"- and understands political action in terms
of established institutional forms and practices, particularly conventional nonprofits
and Federal legislation. The new social-cultural history, in contrast, tends to be
organized more in terms of audiences, communities, and social groupings, and
would include works that do not make broadcasting their central focus but
nonetheless address issues crucial to understanding broadcasting's commercial

character and place in society.

Thus, in the early beginnings of television evolution broadcasting may indeed have been
a very institution based field. Recent zeitgeist trends however show the increase of
differentiation of the mass audience, which is fostered by the progress of technical
developments such as the emergence of the internet (Stafford 2004: 8). These
circumstances can be said to have loosened the reins in the media sector or partly even
have handed them over to the critical audience. Nevertheless, the historical survey shall

start in the 1940s period and the shift from radio to television. Due to its reasonable
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price value and its information potential (though being used primarily as propaganda by
the government), radio was the number one mass medium until the 1940s. Though the
television device had already been presented at the World Fair in 1939, its production
was hampered by the political conditions so that the rise of television did not follow
until the end of the Second World War (Goodwin 1999). "The placement of television
technology into the domestic space involved a lot of confusion, struggle, negotiation of
gender and other social roles, and conflicting belief systems about the organization of
leisure in modern communities" (Streeter 1996). The negotiation of gender shall at this
point be sketched on an example related to television: Up to the Second World War,
women incorporated the traditional role of the housewife, which was considerably time
consuming due to the inefficient technical equipment of kitchens (Goodwin 1999). With
the entering of women in the work force of the industries, they experienced the
imposition of a double role. TV dinners, that is ready made food in trays, depicted a
substantial relief to the pressure bothered woman (Schlosser 2001). Smith and Kiger
(2004) link two crucial American trends that according to them "transformed American
society", which are Fast Food and Television. What on first hand may seem far-fetched
shows to be the revelation of an ingeniously elaborated industry conglomeration: "The
food product actually worked in synergy with the still new medium to help turn
television watching into an American compulsion" (Smith & Kiger 2004). In this way
eating habits were transformed so that the communal family experience turned into a
"vaguely satisfied sensation of having their [people's] stomachs full" (Smith & Kiger
2004). The most important factor in the decision making process of whether or not to by
TV dinners constituted convenience. In some respect, fast food had a liberating effect on
women, while it fostered pressure towards perfecting one's cooking skills to the ideal of
the stylized and symmetrical food server. Nevertheless, by the end of the twentieth
century incredible two thirds of America's population consumed TV dinners (Schlosser
2001). Schlosser (2001) describes how the consumerism- and capitalism- driven
American market as a side effect transformed gender roles in what "it used to be, even
in many low-income families, that the father worked and the mother stayed home to
raise the children. Now it seems that no one’s home and that both parents work just to
make ends meet" (Schlosser 2001). However, the end of World War II brought back
together thousands of families and their resumption of a normal way of life (Bradley
1998). Just about then, commercial television commenced in 1947 with the introduction

of 13 channels and in this displacing the radio (Goodwin 1999). In the 1950s the United
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States Census Bureau counted approximately 152 million US citizens, which almost
doubled to 273 million in 1999 (United States Census Bureau 2000). Although the
installation of television systems edged ahead it skyrocketed relatively rapidly: In the
1950s only less than 4 per cent of all American households had a television system, by
1951 the number tripled, and jumped to a 95% coverage with 60 million households in
1970 (United States Census Bureau 2000). Similar trends are represented in device sales
of the times "At the end of the war, only 5,000 television sets with five inch black and
white screens, were in American homes. By 1951, 17 million had been sold" (Goodwin
1999). This progress goes hand in hand with the number of average time spent watching
television rising from 5 hours in 1958 to 6 hours in 1978, and 7 hours in the 90s
(Steinberg 1979; Whitley 2001). Taking into consideration the low number of device-
distribution a considerable 70% of all television households in 1952 were watching /
Love Lucy, which still is considered to be one of the highest ratings in US television
history (Nielsen Media Research). If the 40s were the blooming time for movies (again
being commissioned for educational purposes by the ministry) and popular
entertainment shows on radio, these paternal media had to open the way to television in
the 50s (Goodwin 1999). Although broadcasting began with the adaption of popular
radio formats to television such as soap operas, it soon initiated the development of own
genres. The motion pictures pulled audiences and gained status as well as reliance,
which were based on its visual format that evoked authenticity and closeness especially

with the upheaval of color broadcasts in 1954:

Perhaps the most far reaching change in communications worldwide was the
advancement in the area of television broadcasting. During the 1950s, television
became the dominant mass media as more people brought television into their
homes in greater numbers of hours per week than ever before. In the early fifties,
the number of hours young people watched TV steadily increased, a trend which has
not changed greatly since that time. What was portrayed on television became
accepted as normal. The ideal family, the ideal schools and neighborhoods, the
world, were all seen in a way which had only partial basis in reality. People began to
accept what was heard and seen on television because they were "eye witnesses" to

events as never before. (Bradley 1998)

The troublesome circumstances of the 1960s included the Vietnam war and the uproar of

social movements such as feminism and hippies, which fledged television and
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introduced taboo themes such as race and homosexuality to the format and lead to an
attitude Gillis describes as "Nothing was considered sacred" (Gillis 1999). In the 1990s
internet revolutionized the means of communication and heralded the start of the
electronic age (Whitley 2001). While 15 per cent of American households possessed a
computer device with a quadrupled number in 2000, television covered 98 per cent of
the households with people watching seven hours on average per day (Whitley 2001).
With series such as Ellen, Will and Grace, and NYPD Blue, the turn of the century
marked concerns for moral issues surrounding gender, violence, nudity, offensive
language, and political incorrectness (Whitley 2001). An important factor concerning
the development of audience synergies constitutes the shift to multi-channel television
in the 90s which ended the existence of the high-rated "big 'event' sitcom" (Stafford
2004: 8). Furthermore, Stafford (2004: 8) sees the issue for modern formats in the
fragmentation of audiences, "sitcoms now target more defined niche audiences on a
range of channels. It is more difficult for a sitcom to ‘tap into’ contemporary issues [...]
since a varied audience is not watching". The appearance of private cable operators such
as HBO in the 70s triggered off a fierce competition of the networks, who aimed to
attract advertisers and popularity among an increasingly diversifying audience. This and
a consumer driven market brought to light more aggressive methods (Bates). One factor
that seems to have determined consumer choices was the expectation about the nature of
the network. As quoted by Turner (2000: 112), CBS designee Altieri trenchantly defines

the essence of the distinction between cable and public networks:

When you go to a movie, you expect to see graphic depictions of language, sex and
violence. That’s what you’re paying for. It‘s the same thing with cable; it’s your
choice whether or not to subscribe to it. But our network (CBS) comes into your

home as a guest. We have to draw the line.

The main goal aspired by public broadcast networks hence was to "attract the largest
audiences to their programs and advertisers while offending the smallest number of
people" (Turner 2000: 110). In consequence, companies made an attempt to lure
audiences with excess, violence, and special effects, and thus influenced psychological
aspects of series such as character behavior and their developments (Berger 1997). The
emergence of ABC network is a good example to illustrate the mutual interdependency

of competition and standards:
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What really changed in 1976 was the emergence of ABC as a force in the industry
[...] ABC began targeting younger viewers, the 18-34 "power buyers" demographic
that national advertisers wanted with shows like Happy Days, Charlie's Angels, and
Laverne & Shirley had the series with top ratings but also looser standard. (Turner

2000: 119)

Still, the networks incorporate intern regulation systems. Major compartments in their
politics represent the program department, which is concerned with the choice of series,
and the standard department, whose prior interest lies in the series content (Turner 2000:
111). The considerable amount of financial funding via advertising revenues which
rocketed at 15.6 billion dollars in 2000 depicted a liberating factor to broadcasting
industries (Turner 2000: 111). As a rule, self regulations and guidelines depending on
day and night time programming are allocated on the level of 'program', while the
standards department operates "as a system of independent checks and balances" being
concerned with audience expectations and advertisers needs by seeking to establish high
acceptability among all audiences (Turner 2000: 111). The major problems about
standards are their dependency on the personal risk disposition of the staff and
managers, the quality of the program, the resistance of writers to a maximum of
"editorial freedom", the voice of supporters and advertisers, social responsibility and
obligations of the entertainment providers towards their audience (Turner 2000: 113-
122). Still, against the denigration of networks as a wolf in sheep's clothing, consumers
were protected by a number of instances, such as the FCC (Federal Communications
Commission, see Chapter 5), the family viewing method, he allocation of a motion
picture rating system spanning from general-audience-type G to adults-only X, and the
regulation of time scheduling of programs (Turner 2000: 117; Berger 1997). Finally,
Berger concludes that in general, all genre and production based processes in the
entertainment industry are led by economic forces being found on the "syndication of

successful programs" and big hits (Berger 1997). She sums up the inevitable status quo:

It is precisely these economic questions that underlie any complete understanding of
the role of genre in television. In commercially-supported systems producers and
programmers offer genres to audiences and shift their financial support toward those
that draw large numbers or particularly desirable viewers. In systems rooted in

public support, additional genres may be supplied for smaller audiences and more
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specialized groups, and non-formulaic presentations may provide a greater portion
of the scheduled offerings without regard to costs [...] Either the financial constraints
or the cultural significance can be deemed the primary factor in understanding any
given program, but both must be recognized to fully understand the significance of
genre in television as a system. As a form of classification within the medium, then,
genre is an active and indispensable concept at almost every level of practice.
Whether future forms of television alter this significance remains to be seen. (Berger

1997)

4. Waves of Feminism and Gender Identity

This chapter will explore notions of female identity, the development of feminism, and
the relevance of gender performance in television series. The search for identity is a
crucial aspect of modern society and can be seen as a process accompanying changes in
the socio-cultural, political, and media spheres (Zirfas 2010: 10). Identity seems to bear
answer and affirmation to the individuals questions in critical times of upheaval: "Where
do I belong and who am " (Zirfas 2010: 10). Yet, the topic is not new and the term of
identity already occurred in Grimm's dictionary of 1854. Despite the lack of a focused
discussion in a single entry, identity was used as a subcategory term to define entities
such as the self or self-sameness, which according to the dictionary were comprised of
elements such as constancy, perfection, unity, and continuity (Zirfas 2010: 11). Traces of
the self reach back as far as the ancient greek autos or its latin equivalent idem, which
emphasizes the longstanding tradition and universal claim of the subject (Zirfas 2010:
11). Still, contemporary scholars distance themselves from such static conceptions of
seeing the self as a perfected whole being. Instead, they identity issues to change and
contingency, according to which self-perception underlies the process of constant
evaluation, adaption, redefinition, and last but not least, work (Zirfas 2010: 15). "One is
not born, but rather becomes, a woman" Butler (1986: 35) famously quotes Simone de
Beauvoir in an essay subsequently stressing the distinction between sex and gender,
whereby gender is to be perceived as a progressive identity aspect which in no incidence
is inherent or natural to a persona. The importance of the sex-gender delineation affects

socio-political perceptions of women and their position in society
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The distinction between sex and gender has been crucial to the long-standing
feminist effort to debunk the claim that anatomy is destiny; sex is understood to be
the invariant, anatomically distinct, and factic aspects of the female body, whereas
gender is the cultural meaning and form that that body acquires, the variable modes
of that body's acculturation. With the distinction intact, it is no longer possible to
attribute the values or social functions of women to biological necessity, and neither
can we refer meaningfully to natural or unnatural gendered behavior: all gender is,

by definition, unnatural. (Butler 1986: 35)

Instead of viewing gender identity as an ontological notion Butler (1988: 519) suggests
its dynamic quality "rather, it is an identity tenuously constituted in time- an identity
instituted through a stylized repetition of acts". In this respect, gender can also be
viewed as a performance that is subjected to social values, regulations and taboo
(Markle 2008: 49-50). The societal infliction of meaning on gender affects the linguistic
component (Gao Gao 2008: 11). Generally, language style and expression are choices
that shape speaker identity. Language as an aspect of personal and social identity is then
widely subjected to societal standards and in itself is a considerable part of gender
identity. Societal expectations of what are to be considered proper expressions vary
according to the gender of the speaker and are based on role models and stereotypes
(Gao Gao 2008: 11). The dominance of a "white western male viewpoint" in a
predominantly patriarchal society is quite striking aspect that influences gender
characterizations and role allocations (Nochlin). This may explain the prevalence of
traditional gender roles with the women's primary role being the one of the angel in the
house (Women's International Center 1994). Before the sex-gender distinction and the
feminist headway in the socio-political domain in the 1920s "the myth of the natural
inferiority of women greatly influenced the status of women in law [...] During the early
history of the United States, a man virtually owned his wife and children as he did his
material possessions" (Women's International Center 1994). While traditional gender
roles are relicts from the male dominated periods of the past, generalized portrayals of
women and men are still upheld on television (Klewin 2007: 13). "Research regarding
gender roles and television has a long history, dating back to the 1960s and 1970s"
(Klewin 2007: 13). Klewin (2007: 13) lists a compilation of twelve studies, which
confirm the reinforcement of stereotyped sex roles in television. A recent study

conducted by Lauren, Dozler and Haran (2008: 1) affirms the studies by showing
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women's unchanged personification of traditional roles. In addition, Klewin (2007: 14)
points out the considerable underrepresentation of females in television sitcoms with
men holding an average of 70 per cent of starring roles in prime-time programming,
which is a factor that does not correlate with the population of the nation that is
balanced between men and women. Enhanced stereotyping and over-generalizations in
television have an impact on viewers perceptions. According to Social Learning Theory
recurrent depictions on televisions increase children's and adults approval of the
transmitted roles, traits and role behaviors (Klewin 2007: 17). Television series can then
be seen as culturally produced messages that illustrate scripts that are learned by
viewers (Markle 2008: 46). Also, a study by McGhee and Frith shows that "heavy
television viewers held more stereotyped sex-role perceptions than light viewers"
suggesting the assumption that the likelihood of a subsequent behavioral acquisition by
viewers is relatively high (Klewin 2007: 17). The pedagogic aspect of television lies in
its nature as "a cultural forum through which viewers can learn about their social selves.
It can also be influential in identity construction" (Markle 2008: 52). Despite seeing
television as a forum fuller discursive practices (also see Chapter 2), one needs to take
into consideration that the majority of tenors on television incorporate traditional role
models. Thus, the alleged multitude of practices is turned into a mass of contents with
distinguishing surface but identical values. In total this state of affair fosters the
cultivation of the viewers understanding for social reality towards a mainstream and the
reinforcement of stereotypes (Klewin 2007: 6). In general, three distinct stereotypes of
women seem to prevail in society, those three being the traditional woman, the career
woman, and the sex tool (Klewin 2007: 6). In general, studies have shown that desirable
attributes assigned to the idea of a proto-woman include submissiveness, tactfulness,
need for security, empathy, and benevolence, whereas traits such as dominance, self-
confidence, and leadership are ascribed to men (Klewin 2007: 6). The 20th century
marks a revolutionary milestone in female history and the transition of those traditional
role models. Long-held perceptions of a dominant patriarchal society regarded women
as post positioned subjects. The archaic status quo is encapsulated by the Women's

International Center (1994) as follows

Since early times women have been uniquely viewed as a creative source of human
life. Historically, however, they have been considered not only intellectually inferior

to men [...] Throughout most of history women generally have had fewer legal rights
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and career opportunities than men. Wifehood and motherhood were regarded as
women's most significant professions. In the 20th century, however, women in most
nations won the right to vote and increased their educational and job opportunities.
Perhaps most important, they fought for and to a large degree accomplished a

reevaluation of traditional views of their role in society.

Female independence rose only incrementally, which can be seen in comparisons of
employment figures between 1930 where only 2 per cent of American employees in the
law sector were women and a tenfold rise in 1989 (Women's International Center 1994).
While almost half of all registered employees were female, only a small number of them
were in charge of a decision-making job (Women's International Center 1994). The
status of women underwent considerable enhancement with legal achievements in the
1960s including the implementation of a number of federal laws such as the Equal Pay
Act and the adding of an anti-discrimination proviso in the Civil Rights Act (Women's
International Center 1994). Since its dawn, feminism traversed a number of mutations,
which can be divided into three stages also known as 'waves': Those are the time before
feminism as briefly sketched before, the first wave consisting of the actual emergence of
feminist voices, the second wave feminism, and the third wave or waves displaying the
fragmentation of feminism into a multitude of subgroups (Gerhard 2005: 39). This
distinction shall be discussed fairly briefly, although it needs to be pointed out that
numerous objections have been raised with regard to the definition of the feminist
development as 'waves'. Spigel (2004: 1212) for example criticizes that "the waves
thesis works to place old feminists on the beach- washed up like fish on the shore".
However, the choice of this categorization has been considered not with the aim to
compromise or ridicule feminism but rather this distinction allows a straightforward
survey of the historical ongoings. Times prior to feminism were dominated by
patriarchal societal structures with a value system that positioned women in second
place after men as already sketched above. The demand of female voices for equal
rights, suffrage, and legal liberations did not rise until 1913 (Gerhard 2005: 40). At this
stage, claims were condensed to a grassroots movement up until the 1920s with the

umbrella term feminism as it is known today being nascent in the 1930s:

The term new woman came to be used in the popular press. More young women
than ever were going to school, working both in blue- and white-collar jobs, and

living by themselves in city apartments. Some social critics feared that feminism,
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which they interpreted to mean the end of the home and family, was triumphing.
Actually, the customary habits of American women were changing little. Although
young people dated more than their parents did and used the automobile to escape
parental supervision, most young women still married and became the traditional

housewives and mothers. (Women's International Center 1994)

Considerable transformation of gender identity was experienced during the Second
World War, which forced many women into the heavy industries. The contemporary
witness Sauer gives an account of her decision to help the nation and her experience as
an aircraft manufacturer during the war: Until the break out of the war, Sauer had led a
middle class homebound life "My husband was ten years older, and he always made me
feel like a child, so he didn’t think I would last very long at the job, but he was wrong"
(Sauer). She describes the manufacturing work as a life experience that confronted her
with new aspects "I had never been around uneducated people before [...] I was prudish
and had never been with people that used coarse language" (Sauer). Later her mother

would warn her of the irreversibility of her choice with regard to her identity:

"You will never want to go back to being a housewife.” At the time I didn’t think it
would change a thing. But she was right- I had always been in a shell; I had always
been protected. But at Boeing I found a freedom and an independence that I had
never known [...] The war changed my life completely. I guess you could say, at

thirty-one I finally grew up. (Sauer)

The newly gained perspectives and independence of women issued the springing up of a
variety of feminist subgroups with different emphases on aspects such as racial issues,
issues dealing with sexuality, socialism, radicalism in the 60s and 70s (Gerhard 2005:
39). Second-wave feminism achieved several goals and pushed women's way to
substantial liberties in the domains of business, politics, and law (Novosat 2007: 29).
What then followed and still subsists in contemporary times, on the one hand, was a
further subdivision of the movements, and on the other hand, a reversal of feminist

values in postfeminism described by Gerhard (2005: 40) as

If second wave feminism of the 1970s was a case study of political subdivision, then
recent feminism is divided along entirely different lines. Beginning with Susan
Faludi’s 1991 Pulitzer Prize winning Backlash: The Undeclared War against
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feminist?” but “is feminism dead or alive?” [...] antifeminism, or a broad rejection
of feminist goals, transformed 70s feminism into 1990s postfeminism, a conviction

rooted in popular culture’s view of feminism’s redundancy.

The paradigm change from feminism to post-feminism transformed the issues, which
were no longer "female independence as challenged by independence but independent
woman suffering under their independence" (Kim 2001: 320). In the eyes of
postfeminism the ancestral feminism only had a relative value (Markle 2008: 37). Kim
(2001: 321) sees complications in defining essential components of postfeminism but
outlines that essential aspects are its reference to the present context. that is the era that
followed second-wave feminism. Furthermore, she takes away its negative association
with feminist redundancy by stressing that postfeminism "is the fulfillment of the
backlash of the 1980s and 1990s such that we are now in a place where people [...]
declare that there is no more need for feminism because they believe equality has been
achieved" (Kim 2001: 321). With regard to gender identity, postfeminism offers a
multitude of choices and gender roles, at the head led by the sexual revolution and its
generation of power and confidence, which inverted traditional role models and resulted
in the sophisticated new woman (Kim 2001: 331). "The image of the beautiful, sexy
body thus becomes a sign of the confident, feminine self" (Attwood 2005: 399). The
general consent of the idea of the new woman shows in the popularity of various
contemporary texts such as the series Sex and the City "which champions the
materialist, self-indulgent, single woman’s plight to have “sex like men” (Novosat 2007:
29). Novosat (2007: 29), however, adds criticism to women's regained sexuality by
arguing societies and media's propensity to exaggerate feminist ideas to a "feminist-less
concept" of role expectations instead of providing real understanding of the
multifacetedness of gender. Therefore, Sex and the City depicts a good example for the

illustration of distinctive marks between second and third wave feminism:

The ghost of 70s feminism haunts SATC through a repressed, nightmarish vision of
autonomous womanhood, the lesbian feminist, a man-hating, definitely humorless,
and certainly fashion challenged caricature. Postfeminism is forged against this
ghost of the scary lesbian/feminist as are most popular manifestations of “feminism”
or “liberated women” since the 1970s [...] 70s feminists, lesbian or not, had by the
late 1980s became profoundly associated with the critique of male sexuality in the

anti-pornography movement. Misnamed “anti-sex” feminists, those who marched to
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“take back the night” or who publicly spoke out against rape came to symbolize all

that “feminism” could say (or not say) in terms of sexuality. (Gerhard 2005: 37)

Kim (2001: 321-322) points out the perpetual existence of "strong female characters" on
American television dating as early as Lucille Ball in / Love Lucy. The increase of
women in leading roles only started in the 70s and fostered a relatively strong
representation of women on television. Later, especially series like Ally McBeal and Sex
and the City have been major influences on female-centered sitcoms and portrayals of
women (Stafford 2004: 6). Still, traditionally oriented feminist scholars share rather
disappointed opinions about the portrayal of women by seeing series like Sex and the
City, The Bachelorette, Buffy, or Allie McBeal not as a pivotal testimony but rather as the
repackaging of "tits-and-ass into pseudo feministic series" that show a distorted image
of the woman (Spigel 2004: 1212; Kim 2001: 323). Criticism is directed against
consumerism-driven representations and the positioning of women as objects of gaze
(Attwood 2005: 400; Markle 2008: 52). Therefore, aspects of quantity seem to be
distorting and diverting from qualitative considerations about the difference between

feminist and feminine discourses:

Women on television have long been points of identification for women in living
rooms. What makes them interesting or engaging to women viewers is that what
their characters deal with are things that women can find important- surface stories
about family, husbands, and the laundry and subtextual frustrations about family,
husbands, and the laundry. But even if television provides a place for feminine
interests, [it] ultimately contains or repackages feminist discourses into feminine

ones. (Kim 2001: 323)

Despite the inappropriateness of dualistic true-false distinctions, Kim's criticism of
wrong feminist instances is overshadowed by her difficulties in specifying practical
notions of "real" feminism. Also, stereotyping tendencies in the media incorporate over-
generalizations of a number of mundane aspects for reasons such as simplification or
amusement, wherefore the in-depth and complex portrayal of varied roles in the
contemporary television program is not to be perceived as superficial and misleading
but rather as beneficial (Markle 2008: 48). General tendencies in the media are not to be

ascribed to simplistic matters of representation models but to be seen as the results of
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the interrelations of complex socio-political and network-intern decisional processes
that have been outlined in Chapter 2. As a genre series can be ranged rather in the
conservative end of the continuum because in a majority of cases they portray

traditional values being adjusted to the scheduling of prime-time family audience
(Stafford 2004: 4).

Since the advent of television, a majority of programs incorporated male leading staring
roles, whereas women predominantly were cast in ensembles (Stafford 2004: 5). The
popularity of a series seemed to go hand in hand with the transgression of traditional
roles by at least one character of the cast such as perceived in I Love Lucy: "Most
sitcoms are fairly safe, but the successful ones have been seen to ‘push’ the limits by
breaking taboos e.g. sex, death" (Stafford 2004: 4). Recently, several studies particularly
outline the transgression of gender identity by women via the performance of
masculinity in series such as Sex and the City (Markle 2008: 45-46; Gerhard 2005: 37;
Gennaro 2007: 266). Gerhard describes this aspect as "queerness" by meaning the
merging of female and male qualities in a persona, which will be discussed in greater
detail in connection to the Androgyny Approach in Chapter 5. Generally, Queerness
involves "attempts to weaken the naturalized and normalizing binaries of sexuality
(straight vs. gay) and of gender (masculine vs. feminine), it offers important insights
into the show’s approach to the women’s desires" (Gerhard 2005: 37). Also, Markle
(2008: 45-46) points out that the characters in Sex and the City make an attempt to
"transgress gendered sexual roles in their quest to experience “sex like a man”, which
they characterize as without feeling, for pleasure only, and with no commitment". While
the characters sustain privileges of womanliness such as their appealing looks "women,
if they so chose, can work, talk, and have sex “like men” (Gennaro 2007: 266). Special
attention needs to be brought to the aspect of "talk" pointed out by Gennaro, which
introduces the idea of masculinity induced by language style. Gennaro (2007: 266) goes

further to link feminist achievements to the progress of linguistic freedom for women:

The sexuality of dialogue and the ways in which the four single girls [in Sex and the
City] inhabit the bar atmosphere and shoot tequila while talking about sex suggests
that being a cosmopolitan woman [...] allows them to interact in a male-type fashion

in spaces where those types of actions had previously only been available to men.
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The inversion of identity is closely linked to aspects of power discourse, which have
been transformed by the second-wave movements, equipping the speaker with tool and
variational choices of language style to overcome traditional hierarchies. One sample
characteristic of the deviation of female behavior towards masculine performance
appears to be the increase of verbal aggressiveness of women in contemporary sitcoms
(Glascock 2001: Abstract). The linguistic aspect of identity shall be discussed in greater
detail in the following chapter.

5. Profanity and Performance

This chapter will focus on the performance of obscene language. It will try to give
definitions and elaborations on crucial aspects that surround the understanding of the
phenomenon as a complex carrier of meaning rather than just simple words. Following
the sequence, the chapter will give definitions of profanity, a historical sketch of
developments surrounding the issue, broadcasting provisions restricting indecency in

mass media, and finally identity aspects.

In a majority of cultures obscene language is seen as a transgression of societal language
norms and political correctness (Battistella 2005: 90). Norms and societal value system
are mirrored in the etiquette, which are societal guidelines for bias-free language, which
are a warrant for proper social behavior (Jay 2000: 206). Mostly those "codes of
conduct" are initiated by the authority in order to guarantee both control and
predictability of peoples behavior as well as to foster the establishment of respect for the
authority in power (Jay 2000: 206). Based on this notion, the culture poses two different
kinds of constraints on language choice, which are constraints on the lexicon and
constraints on how speakers communicate about certain tabooed notions (Jay 1992:
165). The conglomeration of both aspects contains restrictions on linguistic
performance, hence, influences speakers' lexical choices and strategies to address (or
circumvent) taboo items. For the reason of convenience this study will not distinguish
between taboo of concept and taboo of word but will focus on the latter aspect, namely

negatively valued words and expressions (Read 1934: 264). The majority of taboo
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words are comprised by sex, sex organs, and natural bodily functions (Fromkin 1993:
303). The attempt of mitigating the offensiveness of the expression comes in form of a
euphemism. Strictly speaking, euphemisms are no taboo items but shall be included for
reasons of speaker coping strategies with forbidden subject matters. Bowers (2011)
points out that taboo words and euphemisms operate on different semantic levels
leading to a different affective response, and thus, "mean two different things". While
offensive words trigger a strong reaction, euphemisms reduce the bias to a weak
response as they "serve to avoid frightening or unpleasant subjects" (Fromkin 1993:

304). Contrastingly, taboo words appear to be substitutes for actions as described by

Hughes (1991: 11)

Societal taboos [...] become revealing indicators of evolving social mores, and
reflect differing attitudes towards major forces which sustain, alter or threaten life
[...] Taboos often reveal divisions within a society, there being different conventions

according to class, position, sex, and age.

Also taboo words are powerful notions, which serve the need of the speaker to add force
to a communicative intent as Jay puts it "they provide emotional intensity to speech that
non-curse words can't achieve" (Jay 2000: 11). As the meaning of profanity is heavily
dependent on context, vital aspects in the consideration of taboo words are type,
function, and manner, which give "a sense of logic and purpose behind dirty word
usage" (Jay 1992: 9). Jay (2000: 9) distinguishes various categories of obscene language
such as swearing, obscenity, profanity, blasphemy, epithet, insults, verbal aggression,
taboo speech, ethic-racial slurs, vulgarity, slang, and scatology. Based on the respective
time and societal values, all these types can be categorized into either explicit (taboo,
insult, vulgarism) or euphemistic forms (epithet, profanity) of profanity. Humphries
adds the factor of communicative function including dysphemistic, cathartic, emphatic,
abusive, and idiomatic swearing (Pinker 2007). Deliberations and detailed definitions on
the various types, functions, and mannerisms follow in Chapter 8. Taboos are learned in
the broad context of the culture in which the speaker is immersed (Jay 2000: 5). Social
acceptability and norms widely depend on what is considered taboo. Therefore, the
study of offensive speech is more than just a linguistic delineation about bad words but

rather the "study of human behavior, thought, identity, and motifs" (Jay 2000: 6).
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Offensive language bears notions of stigma, which "has long pursued a fugitive
existence in all such dark places as are not open to the light of social intercourse. That is
to say among many people swearing is socially not accepted" (Montagu 2001: 1). The
reason for evaluations of the status of a linguistic item (being filthy or clean) are based
on prescriptive rules of the "collective ear of society" and its influence on the subjective
perceptions of the listener, wherefore banned notions and words can be said to mirror
societal conventions (Fromkin 1993: 303). Obscenity can be seen as a symbolic feature
of language that incorporates aspects of identity, which changes over time, and which
likewise reflect changes in the societal value system (Battistella 2005: 78). Therefore,
the "demoralization of profanity, sexual and scatological expression, seems to reflect
both the cachet of coarse language in American society and the twentieth-century trend
for the mainstreaming of popular culture" (Battistella 2005: 82). Ideas about profanity
undergo semantic shifts, which highly depends on the discursive practices (Battistella
2005: 83; Hughes 1991: 2). Given that negative associations are culturally conditioned,
the determining factor in considerations made about obscene language is that the
meaning of profanity lies not in words but in attitudes people have towards them "a
word is obscene not because the thing named is obscene, but because the speaker or
hearer regards it, owing to the interface of a taboo, with a sneaking, shamefaced,
psychopathic attitude" (Read 1934: 277). Attitudes towards offensive language have
influenced the handling of its performance, which shifted considerably in time.
Contemporary times denote a polarization in the perception of swear words being both a
"common and controversial issue" (Rassin & Muris 2005: 1670). The interpretation of
taboo then depends on their timing and context (Harvey 2011: 41). From a historical
point of view, obscene language has generally seen a socio-political traverse towards a
higher acceptance of profanity but though society may have become inured to bad
language, swear words are still divisive as can be seen by reference to a recent interview
in which Cameron used the vulgarism 'pissed off' inducing varied reactions ("Swearing
through the ages" 2009: 5). In contrast, bad language was very likely to cause offense in
the past where even smallest hints of obscenities and impiety were repressed in the time
of Samuel Johnson which forced the exclusion of vocabulary such as "bloody" from
early dictionaries (Read 1934: 270; McEnery 2006: 2). A similar situation seemed to be
the case in the 20th century: When Webster dictionary appeared in 1961, it excluded

taboo words such as fuck and cunt because publishers feared "adverse repercussions and
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boycotts" (Hughes 1991: 200). By looking at 'bloody', Parson (2005) illustrates the

historical variation of obscene language in the following way:

Swear words are constantly changing. The /811 Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue,
for example, includes ‘brat’, ‘lout’ and ‘nincumpoop’ among the list of words not to
be uttered in the presence of polite society. The word ‘bloody’, which also appears
in this dictionary, is another good example of how much ‘foul language’ has
changed over time. It caused quite a stir in 1914, when George Bernard Shaw’s
‘Pygmalion’ was first released in England. The newspapers referred to the word as
“the Unprintable Swearword”, which was “expected to cause the biggest theatrical
sensation for many years” (cited in Hughes 1991:186). 90 years later, ‘bloody’ has
been embraced by Australians as a cultural term, and is regularly seen and heard in
the media with few people writing immediately to an editor or boycotting a theatre

as a result.

In stating that there is a "logic or purpose behind dirty word usage" Jay (1992: 9) points
out an essential trivia. He stresses that dirty words are influenced by the context more
than any other type of language, hence only their contextual reading enables the
detection of their meaning and communicative intent (Jay 1992: 9). While 'bloody' may
have appeared utterly obscene to the society of the 18th century, it has lost its shock
value by now. Therefore, Kaye and Sapolsky (2004: 555) define taboo by the "reactions
aroused by the word instead of the word's denotative meaning". The distinction of
denotative and connotative meaning are crucial to the understanding of profanity. While
the first instance marks the allocation of the word to a notion, the latter reflects attitudes
and value judgements that are based on the value system of the respective society or
group the person has grown into (Fromkin 1993: 305). Thus, the connotative usage of an
offensive word is linked to the meaning which may involve aspects of irony, sarcasm,
understatement, overstatement, humor, or implied requests (Jay 1992: 10). For this
reason, the recording of pragmatics such as the words occurrence, setting, the intentions
of the speaker as well as their relationship to the listener are crucial to the understanding
of obscene language as related to societal values (Jay 1992: 13). Obscene language
relies on the particulars of usage and audience perception and not on an ontological set
of fixed vocabulary such as seen in the bloody-example (Battistella 2005: 100).
Additionally, the versatility of the semantics of obscene language transgress borders:
The notion of taboo is not only bend to dynamic and flexible processes of discursive

practices and changes in societal values and social forces but it is also subdued to
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cultural differences (Jay 1992: 13). "Swearing is completely dependent on culture. A
word deemed ‘dirty’ in one country may be completely acceptable in another" (Parsons
2005). Following Vico, Hughes (1991: 6) points out that the evolution of language
centers on three stages, being the sacred, the poetic, and the conventional stage.
Comparing societies of early times with modern times, they show higher sensitivity one
would title as hypersensitivity today. The slightest slur had serious repercussions such as
duels or wars, while the high exposure to obscene expressions in contemporary times
seems to have triggered off a general habituation to cursing (Hughes 1991: 6-8).
Importantly, Hughes (1991: 5) stresses the functional shift of taboo language usage as

follows

Sacral notions of language tend to be very powerful at primitive stages of society,
taboos have traditionally grown up around offensive usages. Swearing is, in one
sense, a violation of these taboos: the 'high' varieties violate the taboo of invoking

the name of the deity, while the 'low' are often violations of sexual taboos.

It was not until the second world war that constraints were released and peoples
attitudes began to change towards the acceptance of obscene language (Read 1934:
274). The significant alteration was of functional nature and turned the primarily
abusive linguistic performance into more technical spheres: Read points out that soldiers
were swearing non stop albeit their utterances were rather mechanical (Read 1934: 274).
"In the United States the change in the conventions of swearing has been swift and
dramatic. In the course of a mere two decades, from 1950 to 1970, a radical shift in
attitudes occurred, marked by spectacular and often scandalous instances of public
profanity" (Hughes 1991: 197). Traditional attitudes prevailed with the majority of
people omitting four-letter words in the parlance until the 1960s and although use of
profanity in mass media such as television and film were on the uprise, they were
countered with resentment in journalistic commentary such as the New York Times,
where Edward Mishan argued that 'obscenity now struts openly in the market place' in
1969 (Hughes 1991: 195). Still, considering the guarantee of free speech in the First
Amendment of the American Constitution, the afore mentioned public rampages may
seem implausible. Over the past hundred years, however, four restrictions have been
made to the Amendment, which are provisions on obscene speech, fighting words,

libelous speech, and utterances that pose imminent danger (e.g. shouting 'fire' in a
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theatre to cause panic) (Jay 1992: 196-197). Special interest will be paid to the first two
instances of restrictions being obscene speech and fighting words. The ban of fighting
words as the act of addressing "any other person in offensive, derisive or annoying word
in a street or public space" was induced as a reaction to the Chaplinsky case in 1942 in
which the same-named man was denouncing police officers as "damned fascists" (Jay
1992: 197). The first legal definition of obscenity stems from the Roth case in 1957 and
its revision in the Miller case in 1973 in which the Supreme Court finalized premises for
reading obscenity in context (Jay 1992: 198): For a work to be considered obscene its
major theme must imply a prurient interest in sex and affront community standards.
These political restrictions were partly valid for film and television and widely
depended on the type of network (cable or public broadcasting), all of which shall be

discussed now.

"Frankly, my dear, I don't give a damn"- The famous catch phrase in Gone with the wind initiated a
reversal of thought.

In 1927 sound emerged in films, which initiated thoughts about guidelines for proper
expressions by the Motion Picture Producers & Distributors Association banning
profane and vulgar expressions such as god, lord, damn, and hell (Jay 1992: 217). In the
succession, a guideline of proper expressions was elaborated in 1930, which was also

known as the Production Code (Jay 1992: 218). Implemented in 1934 the self-imposed
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provision was focusing on films and excluded references to drug trafficking, perversion,
revenge, and obscene language (Hughes 1991: 198). An important event in the
breakthrough of profanity into the public channels marked the famous catch phrase
"Frankly, my dear, I don't give a damn" in Gone with the winds that encountered huge
resistance. Nevertheless, the producers justified the importance of the condemned word
with its dramatic value: According to them the meaning of damn was neither profane
nor abusive but rather a colloquialism which "expressed a force of drama" that is
essential to and memorable of the film (Jay 1992: 219). For the first time in film history,
authenticity was valued more highly than politeness. Yet with the uprise of television the

Production Code was dropped

The erosion of the Production Code was initiated by competition with television,
which had started to be broadcast in the United States in 1939 and which had
expanded to twelve channels by 1952. Since television was essentially a family
medium, it was constrained by even more rigorous prohibitions against nudity,

profanity and immorality than film. (Hughes 1991: 199)

The rigor of the censorship showed in the forbiddance of the word pregnant at the end
of season two in I Love Lucy as it carried sexual connotations and its replacement with
the euphemistic form 'in a condition' (Bates). "In the early days of live television there
were few incidents of actors and television personalities uttering expletives, and these
slips were usually met with disapproval and calls for public apologies" (Kaye &
Soplansky 2004: 555). Objections for the use of inappropriate language in the
beginnings of television generally were the stereotype of public responsibility to protect
women and children as well as the reputation of authority (Battistella 2005: 72). The
evolution of television saw the confrontation of a mass audience that demanded more
restricted standards than other media because "different media and types of
communication have different levels of tolerance for offensive language" (Battistella
2005: 71). Thus, the demand to protect the public forum from obscene language was
high because "public language should be suitable to all possible groups of listeners"
(Battistells 2005: 75). While the Production Code was the watch dog of film industry,
the FCC (Federal Communications Commission) was established as the main operator

for regulating public airwaves being in existence until today (Battistella 2005: 69). An
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important delimitation of the FCC regulations is its broad definition of profanity, which
only secures the entailment of 'indecent' and 'obscene' cases in programs (Jay 1992:
199). The FCC's reading of decency and obscenity leaves a big room for interpretation

though, as it encapsulates only sexually explicit conventions and aggressive speech (Jay

1992: 211).

While certain words may be objectionable to viewers, only words considered
"indecent" violate federal law. As affirmed by the Supreme Court in 1978, the FCC
narrowly defines indecency as "language that describes, in terms patently offensive
as measured by contemporary community standards for the broadcast medium,
sexual or excretory activities or organs [...] Three factors significantly influence the
FCC's decision on whether or not a description or depiction is indecent: (1) the level
of explicitness, (2) the degree to which the material dwells on sexual or excretory
organs or activities, and (3) the degree to which the material is intended to titillate or

shock listeners or viewers. (Kaye & Sapolsky 2004: 558)

The first occurrence of shit happened in The connection in 1961, whereas subsequently
a tripling of cursing followed from the 60s to the 70s, followed by a considerable rise of
sexual puns and double entendres on situation comedies in the 80s (Battistella 2005: 69;
Kaye & Soplansky 2004: 555). "There was a time when such utterances on television
would have stunned the viewing public. Network executives would have stumbled over
themselves issuing public apologies to stunt the outcry" (Kaye & Sapolsky 2004: 554).
At this point, a combination of war with movements such as hippies and the flower
children in the 1960s, followed by the emergence of private cable network HBO in the
beginning of the 70s further promoted the liberation of vocabulary. "The war in Vietnam
acted as a major catalyst in social division, provoking violent protests in which the
liberation of the sexual vocabulary proved to be a corollary" (Hughes 1991: 200).
During these times, Berkely students even implemented the Free Speech Movement by
drawing attention to foul language in slogans such as "death to the fascist pigs" (Hughes

1991: 200).

With the introduction of cable television in the 70s, the Cable Communications Policy
Act of 1984 followed (Jay 1992: 211). Despite its small audience, the private competitor
posed a great burden to public broadcast channels as it presumed looser liberties and

formed a program that would pull audiences and consequently secure the financial
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benefits of advertisers. Economic factors, socio-political happenings, and the emergence
of cable television had a considerable impact on the linguistic performance of characters

in subsequent series until today:

Acceptance of profanity in everyday conversation, daring programs, the Clinton/
Lewinsky scandal, and the drive for higher ratings are all blamed for the increased
use of offensive words and phrases on television. The fierce competition between
cable and broadcast programs is also a contributing factor. Cable programs such as
HBO's The Sopranos and MTV's The Osbournes are smash hits that teem with
verbal vulgarities. (Kaye Soplansky 2004: 556)

Nowadays, obscenities no longer are suppressed, which may be linked to the extension
of taboos or the hardiness of society (Read 1934: 277). The increased exposure of
profanity carries wider social and psychological implications for society being both
desensitization and imitation as included in Bandura's Social Learning Theory (Kaye &
Soplansky 2004: 557). "Desensitization may lead to the increased use and greater
acceptance of profanity in everyday discourse and to an increase in the amount of off-
color dialogue scripted for television" (Kaye & Soplansky 2004: 557). This notion is not
only valid for profanity per se but also for the gender performance of profanity as shown
in a number of studies which analyze stereotyping effects in television, where heavy
viewers not only showed more biased sex perceptions but also a likeliness to
expectations regarding the "gender appropriateness of certain traits and behaviors"
(Klewin 2007: 17). Taking into consideration the sameness of the majority of discourses
on television, this poses the issue of the creation of distorted reality and understandings
of normalcy (Read 1934: 277). The influence on the audiences perception of normalcy
issues about the performance of obscene language via series can be illustrated in the
example given by Winzenburg. He comments on an authors opinion according to whom

the language style of the Osbourne family reflects middle America:

The Osbournes reflect Middle America? The author could base this opinion on
experiential reality (she grew up in a home where verbal abuse was accepted as
love) or perceived reality (she thinks everyone in America talks and acts that way).
But in many parts of the real Midwest only profanity-spewing undereducated

druggies would consider The Osbournes to be reality. (Winzenburg 2004)
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Assuming a considerable increase in the performance of profanity across public as well
as private channels, this leads to the assumption of obscene language being 