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Swearing  

 
Swearing is quite a common practice these days. It is predominant in the media and among 
private and public related places. Swearing among teenagers (and even younger) appears to 
be on the rise. Just visit a public school and see that for many swearing has become part of 
the spoken language. So much so that I don’t think people realise the implications when 
choosing to swear.  
 
The Bible 
 
The bible does not appear to contain much information on swearing. Here are two verses:  
 
By swearing and lying, Killing and stealing and committing adultery, they break all restraint, 

with bloodshed upon bloodshed (Hosea 4: 2).   

Out of the same mouth proceed blessing and cursing. My brethren, these things ought not to 

be so (James 3: 10).  

 Hosea 4:2 appears to suggest that swearing breaks restraint. The verse suggests 

that swearing falls into a similar category of lying, killing, stealing and committing 

adultery and all of these break restraint with bloodshed upon bloodshed.  

 James 3: 10 is clear that blessing and cursing cannot go together. To me it’s like the 

verse that says you cannot serve two masters (God and the devil). There is no 

neutral ground and blessing is only permitted.  

 Fr Tadros Malaty says on this particular verse when we use the tongue, by which we 

bless God in prayer, in cursing people who are made after God’s image, then we 

direct the insult to God their Creator and we demean His great love, in which He 

loved the whole world that He gave His Only Begotten Son to die for them. 1 

 The bible does not mention a single swear word. This includes ‘lesser’ words such as 

crap.  

 Jesus Christ came on earth, He spoke many times and never uttered a swear word 

despite His suffering. This is contrast to popular belief that swearing is natural (or 

even beneficial) in its effect to relieve stress.  

 
Swearing Characteristics 
Swearing is: 

- Insulting 
- Rude 
- Vulgar 
- Disrespectful 

                                                      
1 Father Tadros Malaty commentary on the Epistle of James (Chapter 3: 10)   
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I disagree when people say that swearing in certain contexts shows none of the 
characteristics above. Generally speaking people are socially aware that swearing is ‘bad’. 
Why do parents tell their child not to swear at a young age? Parents are aware that 
swearing falls into the above characteristics.  
 
Statistics and influence 
In America, 72 percent of men and 58 percent of women swear in public. The same is true 
for 74 percent of 18 to 34 year olds and 48 percent of people who are over age 55.  
 
Why is swearing so common today? Historically in the past swearing was not as common. 
The media only in recent decades has increased the frequency and exposure to swear 
words. It seems likely that the increasing acceptance of swearing in America has influenced 
Australia2.  
 

Swearing expression  
 
Pain relief 
Many researchers believe that swearing helps relieve stress and blow off steam. For 
example if somebody was in pain, swearing helps relieve this. “Bad language could be good 
for you, a new study shows. For the first time, psychologists have found that swearing may 
serve an important function in relieving pain” 3  
 
"I would advise people, if they hurt themselves, to swear," he adds. 
 
Adds emphasis 
Imagine when you want to emphasise how great you feel something is, swear words 
emphasise the positive feelings you have for that object, situation, person or event (“This 
concert is f***ing awesome!”). Sure, we could just say “This concert is awesome,” but the 
addition of the swear word emphasises the emotional reaction we have toward it — and 
easily conveys that emotional reaction to others4 
  
Virtually all people swear, and people swear pretty consistently throughout their lifetime.  
 
Personality research suggests that people who swear more, not surprisingly, score higher on 
traits such as extraversion, dominance, hostility and Type A personalities.5 
 
Swearing does not necessarily lead to greater expression or meaning compared to non-
swearing:  
  

                                                      
2 Angus Kidman How to do things with four-letter words: A study of the semantics of 
swearing in Australia (1993) 
3 Frederik Joelving, Why the #$%! Do We Swear? For Pain Relief (2009)    
4 John Grohol Why do we swear (2009) 
5 Jay, T. (2009). The utility and ubiquity of taboo words. Perspectives on Psychological 
Science, 4(2), 153-161. 
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- expression is characterised according to each individual. For one person he/she may 
believe that swearing gives off relief (I don't truly think this is really case, especially in the 
long term) or swearing actually decreases relief.   
  
From another perspective:  
  
- Swearing has meaning (i.e. adds humour), but this does not mean that if a swear word did 
not occur the meaning would be lost. A person may (and should) find swearing insulting 
rather than humorous. Deletion of the swear word still maintains the meaning, but it is 
characterised to each person individually. I could say a joke without the swear word and use 
other forms of expression; different choice of words (extensive vocabulary), body language, 
and increase or decrease in tone. Again I stress meaning has not been lost but rather 
substituted.  
  
More than 100 years ago the media were banned from using provocative 
statements/words. Do you honestly think meaning was lost because swear words were not 
incorporated?  
  
Comedians such as Jerry Seinfeld do not use provocative words to tell jokes. Does this mean 
meaning is lost? Even if you think it has, this is subjective and based on your views of 
expression. Just because you think swearing increases humour compared to non-swearing 
does not mean that everybody feels the same way on this.  
  
I also think that views that swearing is funnier or a better way to express themselves is 
totally based on the influence throughout a person's lifetime. In other words, if you are 
brought up in an environment where swearing is tolerated, accepted or even encouraged 
(arguably the media largely presents this), swearing becomes 'the' way to speak, and non-
swearing is against society.  
 
Why do kids swear? 

 Some kids swear when they are upset, annoyed, hurt, or just to show off. They may 
swear to upset others, to get attention, to feel grown up or because they want to be 
part of a group that swears. 

 Maybe they have learned to use these words because they are used in their family or 
among their friends, and they haven’t really thought about whether using these 
words is okay.  

 Some kids may not know that swearing is offensive rude and upsetting to others.   

Swearing is not okay in public, around young children, around older people, in school, etc. 
You cannot justify swearing in certain places or circumstances. For example you will not 
swear at church, but once you leave these four walls swearing becomes more tolerable. 
There are no exceptions to the rule.  
 
How to stop swearing:  
 

1. Recognise that you have a problem 
2. Figure out why you swear (anger, cool, join the crowd)  
3. Make a commitment to stop (you want to stop because....  
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4. Change –substitute words, express yourself differently  

Miscellaneous information 
- Gordon Ramsay in his TV series Hell's Kitchen (it is said he swore at least 5,000 times 

during the series).  
 
What does swearing have to do with cooking? Do you really think his staff members enjoyed 
being sworn at directly and indirectly? Do not tell me swearing 5000 times creates a better 
cooking environment than never swearing.   
 

- Movie record for swearing: documentary on f*** uses the word 847 times in 93 
minutes.  

 
This is the f-word once about every 10 seconds.  
 
“Sticks and stones may break my bones but words will never harm me” 
 

- It’s too bad this is false. Many people have been hurt by words and this includes 
when swear words are involved.  

 
Swearing is becoming prevalent, common and part of everyday language. The media is not 
helping at all.  
 

- The media portrays swearing as the norm. Adults start to accept swearing and 
expect it. They begin to encourage the free expression of swearing. I believe the 
media has deceived many people into thinking that swearing is more acceptable 
than it should be. They begin to depend on it and think without it meaning has been 
lost.  

 
People who swear are perceived as both less attractive and less effective. 6  
 
Do the angels in heaven swear?  
 

- The answer is obviously no. You have a choice to emulate Gordon Ramsey or the 
angels.  

 
In the end people behave due to their influences. If parents swear -> children swearing, if 
teachers swear -> students swearing.....and so on. It is really important to understanding 
what you are proposing. Logic must be applied to the situation. You cannot justify swearing 
because the majority does it, it’s everywhere so it is therefore harmless or even beneficial to 
expression. Please don't follow the crowd and be deceived. 
 
 
 
 

                                                      
6 Heubusch & Horan 1977; Kottke & McLeod 1989; Paradise, Cohl & Zweig 1980. 
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Question/Answer 
I gave a talk based on swearing at a junior youth meeting and present some of their 
questions:    
  
If a grandma was to start swearing everybody would laugh? This is not true. You cannot 
speak for everybody. Some people (possibly the minority) would find this offensive, 
insulting, rude, and vulgar. This is a subjective statement, especially when speaking for 
'everybody'.   
  
Humour does not add more meaning, therefore it is meaningless. For example if a child 
was to fall off a chair, everybody will start laughing (because humour is meaningless and 
undirected). Again this is not true. Though some people would laugh, for some it is insulting 
to laugh and disrespectful. Think about it logically, if this was your relative and 
injury occurred would this still be funny, has meaning really been lost? (The person is 
injured; you have hurt for this person, and therefore have emotional meaning to the 
situation!). Further what if the person fell off a chair five stories high and died? Would that 
really be a funny meaningless situation? I think most if not all people would call the 
ambulance and try to save the person's life.  
  
 
 
 
Daniel Ayad  

 
 


