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Abstract 

 
This essay presents a study on gender differences with a focus on swearing and taboo 
language, based on findings from the BNC1994 and the BNC2014. Bitch and cunt are 
two words that are linked to the female gender, but previous research has shown that they 
are used differently by men and women. The usage of the words differs in terms of 
frequency, but it has also been suggested that men and women tend to differ in the way 
they aim their usage of the words, whether the usage is directed toward men or women. 
The aim of the study is to analyse both corpora in order to find out how the usage of the 
words differs between men and women in different age categories, and how it has changed 
across time. Previous research on swearing, in connection to gender and age, is presented 
as well as a historical background of the words. The results show that the usage of bitch 
has increased but the usage of cunt has decreased. However, there are findings in the 
results that show that in addition to the change in frequency there has also been a change 
regarding how men and women tend to aim their usage of the words. Hopefully, the 
findings in this study could shed more light on the topic on gender differences and 
swearing. 
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1. Introduction 

Swearing and taboo language is a daily occurrence in many people’s lives, either 

expressed by themselves or by people around them, in real life as well as through all 

sorts of media. Jean Aitchison wrote in 2006 that she had noticed a “strange trend” in 

society, that people seemed to be less shocked when people used bad language 

(Aitchison, 2006, p. 23). It might be the case that people are getting more and more 

used to hearing words that are considered taboo which could also mean that there is an 

increase in usage of swearing and taboo language. However, Aitchison’s article was 

published almost 15 years ago, and the way people talk is always changing. The focus 

of this essay will be on how swearing and taboo language has changed across time, with 

a focus on findings from the spoken part of the BNC1994 and the BNC2014.  

Differences between men and women’s usage of vulgar language has been 

debated and men have frequently been suggested to be the main producers of swearing 

and taboo words. However, research has shown that the issue is far more complex 

(Hughes, 2006, p. 195). Instead, it has been suggested that there is a difference in how 

men and women swear and use taboo language, depending on whether they participate 

in same-sex or mixed-sex conversations (Coates, 2016, p. 97) but also that there is a 

difference in what kind of words they use (McEnery, 2006, p. 29). Aitchison also 

mentions that swearing decreases as people get older, but that society becomes more 

and more informal and some older people swear more “in order to seem friendly” 

(Aitchison, 2006, p. 23). With these earlier findings in mind, the focus of this essay is 

on the sociolinguistic variables gender and age and how the usage of swearing and 

taboo language has changed across time.  

There are many different types of swearing and taboo words with different 

origins and meanings. This essay will focus on the words bitch and cunt. These two 

words are related to the female gender and could be aimed towards a person as an insult. 

However, it has also been claimed that bitch has gone through a change in meaning and 

could sometimes be used in a more positive manner (Hughes, 2006, p. 24). In many 

books and articles, they are given as examples of how different types of words are used 

differently by men and women. Bitch has been used more frequently by women while 

cunt has been used more frequently by men (Hughes, 2006, p. 196). McEnery (2006) 

uses the Scale of Offense to define which words that are considered more vulgar than 

others which he borrowed from the British Board of Film Classification that makes age 

ratings for films (BBCF, n.d.). On the Scale of Offense, bitch is considered mildly 
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offensive while cunt is considered very strongly offensive (McEnery, 2006, p.30). 

Because these words are used differently by men and women, and they differ on the 

scale, it is interesting to compare the usage of these particular words and how it has 

changed across time in relation to gender and age. 

In Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary one can read the definition of the 

word cunt. It is defined as an insult (Hornby, 2015, p. 374), not referring to a particular 

gender while bitch is used derogatory when “referring to a woman” (Hornby, 2015, p. 

143). One can wonder how men’s and women’s usage of bitch and cunt differ but also if 

their usage of the words is directed toward men or women or if they are used in a more 

general manner, and how this has changed across time. 

  

1.2 Aim and Research Questions 

 The aim of the study is to analyse if there are indications of an increase or 

decrease in the usage of the words bitch and cunt when comparing spoken language in 

the BNC1994 and the BNC2014. The focus is on gender differences, but the age factor 

will also be taken into consideration. A manual analysis of the data will be done to 

investigate how the words are used: if the speakers are referring to a female or male 

when using the words. The main research questions that will be in focus are: 

1. Is there a difference between men’s and women’s usage of the words bitch and 

cunt in terms of frequency, and has it decreased or increased across time?  

2. Is there a difference between men and women concerning the age variable? 

3. Is the usage of the words aimed at women or men? 

 

2. Theoretical Background 

In this section, previous research and relevant background for this study are presented. 

The first section (Section 2.1) is concerned with the historical background of the words, 

followed by one section on previous research on gender and swearing (Section 2.2) and 

the last one with a focus on age and swearing (Section 2.3).  

 

2.1 Historical Background of Bitch and Cunt 

 Swearing and taboo words can have their origin in or be linked to for 

example animals, religion, excretion, racism, and anatomy but also with animals such as 

bitch and genitalia such as cunt which are in focus in this study (Hughes, 2006, pp. 195-

196).   
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Historically, bitch was used when referring to a female dog and is also the first 

definition of the word in the Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary (Hornby, 2015, p. 

143). Other explanations in the dictionary referring to the noun bitch include that it is 

used in “an offensive way of referring to a woman, especially an unpleasant one” 

(Hornby, 2015, p. 143) or that it is used about a thing that causes difficulties but also a 

complaint about someone. Furthermore, it is used as a verb when making critical 

remarks e.g., bitching about something, but it could also be used as an adjective, to 

describe if something is really good (this is bitchin) or to describe someone in a 

derogatory manner (he/she is bitchy) (Hornby, 2015, p. 143). In this study, however, 

focus will only be placed on bitch used as a noun.   

Cunt which is clearly a word for genitalia is described in the dictionary as a 

taboo word for “a woman’s vagina” but also as “a very offensive word used to insult” 

(Hornby, 2015, p. 374). Interestingly enough, it is not referred to a specific gender in 

the dictionary when it is used to insult a person, as it is in the case with bitch, where the 

dictionary clearly states that it refers to a woman. Cunt has not always been considered 

a taboo word. The earliest findings of the word show that it supposedly was more 

acceptable to use in public earlier but from the time of Middle English and forward it 

gradually became more and more taboo to use the word (Hughes, 2006, p. 110). Even if 

it is considered offensive in many ways and can express hatred, it is also suggested that 

it can be used to show sympathy and affection (Hughes, 2006, p. 196). In this study, 

both the singular and plural form of the word cunt will be examined.  

 

2.2. Gender and Swearing 

 How men and women speak has been of interest for researchers in 

linguistics during the last decades and gender differences have been studied from 

different approaches (Coates, 2016, p. 3). As mentioned, the assumptions made earlier 

about the differences between men and women were that men swear and use taboo 

language more frequently than women (Hughes, 2006, p. 195). Some research has 

focused on people’s perceptions on swearing, i.e., whether they believe that it is men or 

women who use bad language. Kramer (1973) conducted in the 1970’s a study which 

had a focus on how women’s and men’s language was depicted in cartoons. In the 

study, it was found that the male characters in the cartoons produced more swear words 

than the female characters (Kramer, 1973, p. 8). In this study, men and women were 

asked to look at captions from the same cartoons and try to decide if they thought that 
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they were uttered by a male or a female character. Many of the participants marked the 

captions similarly concerning the speaker’s gender and suggested afterwards that 

swearing was one of the features they associated with men (Kramer, 1973, p. 9). Even if 

this study does not confirm that men swear more than women, it indicates people’s 

perception on gender differences and swearing. 

One of the most frequently mentioned articles with regards to language and 

gender is Robin Lakoff’s Language and Women’s Place. Some of her statements have 

been questioned and refuted by other researchers, but the article has contributed to the 

linguistic field and influenced further gender studies. It has been claimed that she does 

not support her thesis on reliable evidence (Coates, 2016, p. 5). Lakoff suggests that 

people would say that men use vulgar language more than women, but she also explains 

that she believes that this has started to change (Lakoff, 1973, p. 50). However, one 

must remember that her article was published in the 1970s and more studies have been 

done in linguistics with a focus on gender during the last decades. 

Another focus on differences between men and women has been on the context, 

or the gender of the participants in a conversation. Coates (2016, p. 97) mentions a 

study done by Isabel Gomm in the 1980s where the focus was on the gender of the 

speaker and the other participants. The findings in that study showed that men swear 

more often than women but both women and men swear more frequently in same-sex 

conversations. This is also something that Jay (1992, p. 123) has suggested, but he also 

pointed out that the frequency of swear words increases in conversations where the 

participants are familiar with one another. Coates (2003, p.45) has also studied 

conversations and found that men use the word fuck more in same-sex conversations, 

than they do in mixed conversations. In Coates’ study, the word fuck did not occur in 

conversations with only women.  

It has also been claimed that one difference between men and women concerns 

the type of words they use when they swear or use taboo language. Lakoff (1973, p. 50) 

mentions in her article that men use stronger expletive words than women do. This is 

also something that other researchers have focused on. One of them is Jay (1992, p. 

169), who studied American college students and found that men tend to use more 

offensive words than women do. Jay (1992, p. 164) further noticed in his studies that 

words linked to sex, such as cunt, were the most offensive to people.  Jay (1992, p. 180) 

has described cunt as one of the most offensive words to be aimed toward women but 

that women themselves rarely use the word. He describes the word as linked to sexual 
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looseness and claims that there are no equivalent words for male sexual looseness (Jay, 

1992, p. 180). He argues that women can be insulted for sexual looseness, but not men. 

Jay (1992, p. 178) suggests that the words considered most insulting toward males are 

words that describe men as sexually inadequate or homosexuals and that derogatory 

words that describe males as having feminine attributes, are more commonly used by 

male speakers toward other males. These effeminate insults are also used by females 

directed at males but are rarely used between females (Jay, 1992, p. 178). Jay describes 

the word bitch as insulting when it is used by either male or female speakers and that 

men use the word to describe a woman as mean or “overly demanding” (Jay, 1992, p. 

180). Jay refers to another study by Kathleen Preston and Kimberley Stanley conducted 

in the 1980s, which suggested that the worst insult used by males toward females was 

the word cunt, while bitch was considered the most offensive to use toward females by 

female speakers (Jay, 1992, p. 181).  

McEnery (2006, p. 29) has also suggested that both men and women use vulgar 

language as frequently, but that there is a difference in which words they use. Some 

words are used more frequently by men, for example fuck, jesus and cunt, while others 

are used more frequently by women such as god, hell and bitch. He is of the same 

opinion as Lakoff and Jay, that men tend to use stronger and more offensive words than 

women. In order for him to study how offensive words were, he used the Scale of 

Offense which he borrowed from the British Board of Film Classification, BBFC 

(McEnery, 2006, p. 30) that makes age ratings for films which in turn help people 

choose suitable films for children to watch depending on the content in the film (BBCF, 

n.d.)  

McEnery (2006) further investigated the target of taboo words with a focus on 

British English. In his study he noticed that bitch was more frequently used by women 

directed towards other women while cunt was exclusively aimed towards men when a 

woman was the speaker (McEnery, 2006, p. 33). When the speaker was a man, cunt was 

more often directed towards other men, but not exclusively (McEnery, 2006, p. 34). 

However, bitch was not exclusively directed towards either women or men and was 

used by both men and women even if women used it more frequently. The plural form 

bitches on the other hand was only directed towards women (McEnery, 2006, p. 35).   
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 2.3. Age and Swearing 

 As mentioned in Section 1, it has been claimed that swearing decreases 

when people get older but also that a tendency amongst older people has been noticed, 

in that some older people use bad language “to seem friendly” (Aitchison, 2006, p. 23).  

Still, studies have shown that it is the youngest age categories who are considered the 

main producers of swearing and taboo language (McEnery, 2006, p. 38). In an essay on 

swearing and differences between people from different age categories, sex and social 

classes, the results of the study showed that the word cunt was not used by people older 

than 35 years of age (Williamsson, 2009, p. 16). However, the results in the study, 

which was based on findings from the BNC1994 and investigated the usage of five 

different swear words, also showed a general decrease in the usage of bad language in 

the older age categories (Williamsson, 2009). Cunt was clearly not used in the older age 

categories while for example the decrease of the word fuck was not as significant 

(Williamsson, 2009, p. 14).   

 In another study done to investigate different forms of the word fuck, 

McEnery and Xiao (2004, p. 241) noticed that the word was used more frequently 

amongst younger people and it decreased in the older age categories. The study, which 

was based on findings from the BNC1994, presents one interesting aspect. For some 

forms of the word fuck, the usage decreased a lot in the age category 35-44. McEnery 

and Xiao (2004, p. 241) mention that their results support what Holmes (2013, p. 176) 

has suggested before, that the usage of swear words decreases as people get older. 

People in this age group could be parents and therefore think more about how they 

speak. Meaning that they do not want to use bad language in the presence of their 

children. 

 

3. Method and Material 

In this section the method and material are presented and discussed. First, the primary 

source for this study, the British National Corpus (BNC), is presented (Section 3.1). 

Secondly, the method of the analysis is described, and the last section is concerned with 

the reliability and validity of this study (Section 3.3).  

 

3.1. Material 

 For the analysis, a corpus study was chosen because it gives the 

opportunity to study naturally produced language (Baker, 2010, p. 94). The data was 
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collected from the spoken part of the BNC1994 and BNC2014. The BNC1994 consists 

of about 100 million words of British English; 90 percent represents written language 

while the remaining 10 percent represents speech. The spoken part is divided into two 

parts: a context-governed part and a demographically sampled part. For this study, only 

the latter has been used and it includes about 4.2 million words (Love, et al., 2017, p. 

321). The corpus was completed in 1994 and has since then been revised a few times. 

However, there has been no addition of new texts to the corpus. In this study, the 

BNC1994 XML edition, which was published in 2007, has been used. The 

demographically sampled part which consist of recordings of informal/casual 

conversations, enables studies on language with a focus on sociolinguistic variables 

such as age, gender, geographic regions, and social class (Love, et al., 2017, p. 321).   

The spoken BNC2014 contains over 11 million words of British English 

collected between the years 2012-2016. To be able to study present-day English, it was 

necessary to create a new corpus with new conversations which is the reason for the 

development of the BNC2014 (Love, et al., 2017, p. 321). It consists of transcripts of 

informal conversations, recorded with the help of the participants’ smartphones (BNC, 

2018). One important aspect of the BNC2014 is that it is comparable with the BNC1994 

which makes it possible to study changes in British English across time (Love, et al., 

2017, p.321).  

Both the BNC1994 and the BNC2014 have been grammatically tagged which 

enables searches for grammatical features and, because they are comparable, the same 

search strings can be used for each of the words in both corpora. The search strings that 

were used in the analysis are [word="bitch"&pos="N.*"] for the singular form of bitch 

and [word="bitches"&pos="N.*"] for the plural form. The same procedure was used for 

the word cunt but with [word="cunt"&pos="N.*"] for the singular form and 

[word="cunts"&pos="N.*"] for the plural form. The “N.* restricts the search to nouns 

only.  

 

3.2 Method of Analysis 

 This study was divided into two stages which will be presented here, and 

the following steps were used for both bitch and cunt. In the first stage, a frequency 

analysis was conducted to investigate if and how the frequency in usage of the words 

bitch and cunt has changed between the BNC1994 and the spoken BNC2014. The first 

step was to compare the total frequency of both words in both corpora. The second step 
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was to study the time aspect in connection to the gender variable and how that has 

changed across time. In the third step, the focus was on how the usage has changed in 

connection to age. The age categories used were these: 0-24, 25-34, 35-44, 45-59 and 

60+. In the spoken BNC1994 only 6.3% of the words were produced by the youngest 

age category 0-14 and 15% of the words were produced by speakers in the age of 15-24. 

In comparison, the next age category 25-34 produced 20% of the words (Love et al., 

2017, p. 326). Therefore, the two age categories with younger participants were 

combined into one category 0-24. In the BNC2014, age can be categorized differently, 

but to be able to compare the two corpora, the same categorisation was selected for both 

searches. In the last part of the frequency analysis the variables age and gender were 

investigated in connection to how the usage has changed across time.  

 The second stage of the analysis was a manual investigation where every 

utterance of the chosen words was manually analysed and categorised within the context 

they were produced in. When the results from a search in the corpora are displayed, it is 

the concordance screen or KWIC view (key word in context) that is shown. The key 

words, in this case bitch and cunt, are shown with approximately 10-15 words before 

and after the key word. However, in many cases this was not enough information to be 

able to categorize the utterances. Because of this, it was necessary to determine more of 

the context, which was accomplished by looking at an extended view, which displayed 

approximately 400-500 words. In this view, one can choose to show even more of the 

context, however, in this study the manual analysis was restricted to the mentioned 

extended view of the context only. The search was done within the male and the female 

category for each year. First, the gender of the speaker was noted and then the utterance 

was categorized as female, male or unknown depending on whether the utterance was 

aimed towards a specific gender. Those utterances where the gender of the target was 

not clearly stated were placed into the unknown category as well as those utterances 

which were not aimed towards a particular person. The word unknown will be used for 

the third category but also includes those utterances which could be considered neutral, 

for example, when a speaker is referring to an inanimate object. The unknown category 

is important because it is difficult to categorize some of the utterances; the words can be 

aimed toward a group of people with no obvious gender or sometimes the context 

provides too little information.  

Pronouns helped in many instances in the categorization, when for example 

she/her or he/him were used together with bitch or cunt, as seen in (1)  
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(1) she’s such a bitch (S632, BNC2014) 

Sometimes, the utterances referred to a name which could be linked to a specific gender 

or to an occupation with a suffix, such as -men as in (2), which indicated if the words 

were aimed toward a male or female. However, in (2) the policeman was also referred 

to as he. Sometimes, names could not clearly be classified as male or female and some 

occupations are not linked to a particular gender, those were categorized as unknown. In 

(3) there is an example of the unknown category, as the occupation cannot clearly be 

linked to a specific gender. 

(2) you know that fucking cunt of a policeman (KE1, BNC1994) 

(3) like my come up to my lecturer at the end of the lecture like pay up bitch 

 (SCVK, BNC2014) 

Plural pronouns such as they or them were categorized as unknown if it was not clearly 

stated in the context who the speaker was referring to as well as if, for example, it 

referred to people from a specific country. In (4) is an example of the unknown category 

as the speaker talks about Norwegians which does not clearly refer to a particular 

gender.   

(4) No like I hate them. They’re cunts (KR2, BNC1994) 

Some utterances were more difficult to classify and on those occasions the context was 

more thoroughly studied. For example, if the speaker used the pronoun you as in “you 

cunt” referring to another person in the conversation or just simply the word cunt, then 

the different participants’ metadata helped to decipher the gender of that person. Some 

utterances were used in a context where both men and women participated, and the 

person used for example “you cunts”. This is not a clear reference to a particular gender 

and that utterance was therefore placed in the unknown category. Cunt was on some 

occasions used when talking about female genitals, these utterances were categorized as 

unknown because it was not aimed toward a specific person. Bitch was used on some 

occasions in discussions about a dog and has been categorized as unknown. Sometimes 

the words were used as exclamations or as curse words which could not be linked to a 

specific gender and those are also placed in the unknown category. In some 

conversations the speakers were discussing the words as seen in (5), for example, what 

kind of bad language that they use or the historical meaning of the word and these were 

also placed in the unknown category.  
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(5) that’s like yep changing that well technically a bitch is only you know 

 it’s only you know a swearword (S4QK, BNC2014 

 

In the search there were five results which are tagged as nouns but in the analysis of the 

context it became clear that the words are verbs, as seen in (6). These have been left out 

from the analysis.  

(6) have a meeting without you and bitch about how messy you are (SK8T, 

 BNC2014) 

 To further investigate the usage of the words, by male and female 

speakers, the utterances were closely analysed, and interesting findings were noted, for 

example, if the word was used in a more positive or negative manner. The results from 

this analysis are presented in Section 4.2.2. A particular focus was given to the words 

occurring just before the key words, for example, adjectives functioning as 

premodifiers, which could be used to describe a noun, in this case bitch and cunt. 

Adjectives helped to indicate whether the utterances could be considered to be used in a 

positive or negative manner. Adjectives with a more positive connotation describe the 

words as something less unpleasant, for example, smart or lucky. When bitch and cunt 

were used in a negative manner, the connotation of the adjectives was more negative, 

for example when the adjectives such as ugly and stupid was used. Furthermore, other 

swear words occurring before bitch and cunt was notated.  

 

3.3. Validity and Reliability 

 The validity and reliability of a study are important aspects to consider and 

will be discussed in this section. Reliability is concerned with whether the results in a 

study would be the same if another person analysing the same data, with the same 

method and variables, would come to the same conclusion (Rasinger, 2010, p. 55). 

Validity is concerned with whether a chosen method actually measures what is 

supposed to be measured (Rasinger, 2010, p. 56). In this study it was important to 

follow the same steps for the words; both to use similar search strings but also to search 

within the same age and gender categories. The results are comparable due to the 

presentation of the normalized frequencies which offsets the issue of the two corpora 

(and the different categories) being of different sizes. There has been no addition of new 

texts in the corpora which means that another person conducting such a study with the 
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same age and gender variables would get the same results which increases the 

reliability. However, there are issues in large corpora such as these which are important 

to discuss. In the manual analysis, it became clear that there are some inconsistencies 

when it comes to the grammatical tagging. The tagging in both corpora has been done 

automatically by the CLAWS tagger (Love, et al., 2017, p.339), a computer program 

designed to automatically tag large collections of texts. However, due to the automatic 

tagging, there are errors in the corpora, which is something that has been described by 

Leech (2009). About 1.7% of the words in the BNC1994 are incorrectly tagged (Leech, 

2009). In the frequency analysis, inconsistencies were not easy to detect but in the 

manual analysis five errors were found in the BNC2014, in the female age category 0-

24. All were examples of bitch tagged as nouns but functioning as verbs. This will 

further be mentioned in the results of the manual analysis. If there are these kinds of 

errors where verbs are tagged as nouns, it is of course, also possible that some instances 

of bitch as a noun are incorrectly tagged as verbs and thus not accounted for in this 

study. 

There is also a discrepancy when searching within the different gender 

categories. One example is that the total number of hits for the noun bitch was 117 in 

the BNC1994 but in the search within the different gender categories, there were 49 hits 

for females using bitch and 39 for males. There is an unknown/info missing category 

which contains 19 of the hits. This means that some of the hits which are presented in 

the total usage for the words are not included in the search within the gender categories 

and can therefore not be analysed in the manual analysis.  

The reliability and validity of the manual analysis is important to consider since 

it is based on an interpretation of the results in the corpora. The question in focus in the 

manual analysis is whether men and women tend to aim their usage of the words 

towards a specific gender. A manual analysis was conducted because these questions 

cannot be found by a simple search in the corpora. The categorizations of the utterances 

are most probable to be biased because they are to some extent based on subjective 

interpretations of the different contexts. To increase the reliability and validity, the 

description of the categorizations in the method of analysis section (Section 3.2.) is 

thoroughly explained. In the analysis, it was important to be consistent so that the 

utterances were categorized similarly for both words. Pronouns, names, and occupations 

were mainly used, to be able to determine the gender of the person that the speaker was 

referring to.  
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One aspect to consider about the conversations in the corpora, which could have 

an impact on the results, is that there is a possibility that the speakers in the recordings 

have adjusted their way of speaking i.e., they do not speak naturally, which was one of 

the most important aspects of the choice to study spoken language in the corpora. If that 

is the case, the validity could be affected. One reliability issue with the manual study is 

that there is a possibility that another person studying the same data would interpret the 

data differently. One possibility in such a study that would have increased the reliability 

could have been if an additional person did the manual analysis with the same method 

to be able to compare the results. 

 

4. Results and Discussion 

The results will be presented in two sections, one with a focus on the frequency analysis 

(Section 4.1) and the other on the manual analysis (Section 4.2). When search strings 

are typed into the corpora, the total number of hits are given, but also the normalized 

frequency per million words. These are the results that will be used in the presentation 

of the results from the frequency analysis. The normalized value is the number of hits 

divided by the number of words in the database for the specific search. That result is 

multiplied with one million which gives the normalized frequency (Biber et al., 1998, p. 

263). To be able to compare two different corpora, a normalized frequency is necessary, 

especially if the number of words in the corpora differs (Biber et al., 1998, p. 263) 

which is the case with the BNC1994, and BNC2014, as described in Section 3.1.  

 

4.1 Frequency Analysis 

 The first part of the study investigated the total change in usage of both 

bitch and cunt across time and while there was a slight increase in the usage of bitch, 

there was a quite significant decrease in the usage of cunt as shown in Figure 1. The 

frequency of bitch was 23.33 instances per million words in the BNC1994, while it had 

increased to 25.48 instances per million words in the BNC2014. In the BNC1994, the 

frequency for the word cunt was 18.94 instances per million words and had decreased to 

9.28 instances per million words in the BNC2014.  
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Figure 1. Normalized frequency (per million words) of bitch/cunt across time. 
 

 When comparing the data from the BNC1994 and BNC2014 in connection 

to gender, there are some interesting results which will be presented in Figure 2. In the 

BNC1994, the word bitch was used less by women than by men, but in the BNC2014 

there has been a shift and women use the word more frequently. Women’s usage of the 

word has increased from 18.40 instances per million words in the BNC1994 to 29.27 

instances per million words in the BNC2014. For males, the results are instead 22.58 

instances per million words in the BNC1994 and only 19.09 instances per million words 

in the BNC2014. This means that, while there has been a shift in usage between men 

and women, men’s usage of the word bitch has also decreased.  

 

 

Figure 2. Normalized frequency (per million words) of bitch/cunt across time and 
gender. 
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instances per million words in the BNC1994 to 10.75 instances per million words in the 

BNC2014. The results show that women use the word more frequently than men in the 

BNC2014 which was not the case in the BNC1994 where men were the main producers 

of the word. In the BNC1994, men used cunt more than four times as frequently as 

women, whereas in 2014 women’s usage has increased enough to outpace men’s usage.  

 Concerning the different age categories and the change across time, one 

can see some general tendencies. There is, for example, a decrease in usage of the words 

as people get older. However, there are some results which are interesting to consider 

which are shown in Figure 3.  

  

 

Figure 3. Normalized frequency (per million words) of bitch/cunt across time and age. 
 

In both the BNC1994 and the BNC2014, the youngest age categories, and especially the 

age category 0-24, are the main producers of both bitch and cunt. In the BNC1994, the 

usage of the words is most frequent in the age category 0-24 and then it decreases in the 

age category 25-34. One interesting finding is that it decreases further in the age 

category 35-44 and then there is a slight decrease in the older age categories. In the 

BNC2014, there is a decrease in the different age categories, and it is the oldest age 

category that uses bitch least with only 3.35 instances per million words. Comparing 

both corpora, one can see that in the BNC1994, the findings in the search for the age 

category 60+ gives 8.93 instances per million words while in the BNC2014 in the same 

age category only showed 3.25 instances per million words.  

The frequency for the word cunt (Figure 3) in the BNC1994 is 62.05 instances 

per million words in the age category 0-24 and 13.48 instances per million words in the 

age category 25-34. The youngest age category stands out because the results are 64 

matches in only 16 different texts which shows that the word is used more frequently in 
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some conversations. In the BNC2014, the usage in the age category 0-24 is 18.47 

instances per million words and 17.26 instances per million words in the age category 

25-34. What is interesting is that while there are no results for the word cunt in the 

BNC1994 in the age categories 35-44, 45-59 or 60+, there are results in the BNC2014 

in all age categories even if they are few in the categories with people in the age of 45-

59 and 60+. In the BNC2014 the usage is more evenly distributed across the different 

age categories.  

The last part of the frequency analysis, gender within the different age 

categories, was investigated with a focus on how the usage of bitch and cunt has 

changed across time. As mentioned before, bitch is used more frequently in the 

BNC2014 than in the BNC1994 while the usage of the word cunt has decreased. In the 

BNC1994, the word bitch is used most frequently by males and females in the youngest 

age category and then it decreases as shown in Figure 4. For males it is the age category 

44-59 which uses the word least while the frequency is higher in the oldest age category 

60+. For women there are no results in the age category 35-44 but in the older age 

categories there is some usage of the word. The results in the BNC2014 show that, for 

both men and women, the usage of the word bitch decreases as people get older. While 

both males and females in the age category 0-24 are the main producers of the word in 

speech, the usage is higher for women in the age category 25-35 than it is for males in 

the same age category.  

 

 

Figure 4. Normalized frequency (per million words) of bitch across time, gender, and 
age. 
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 One of the most significant changes found in the search for the word cunt 

in the corpora is the change in the age category male, age 0-24 which is shown in Figure 

5. In the BNC1994, the results for the word cunt show that the word is used 95.54 

instances per million words while the results for the same age category and males in the 

BNC2014 gives only 6.63 instances per million words. The same age category for 

females shows that the usage has decreased in the BNC2014.    

 

 

Figure 5. Normalized frequency (per million words) of cunt across time, gender, and 
age. 
 
As mentioned, there were no results for the word cunt in the BNC1994 in the age 
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4.2.1 The Aim of the Usage of Bitch and Cunt  

 In the BNC1994 and the BNC2014 the usage of the word bitch was most 

frequently aimed toward women. The unknown category had increased slightly in the 

BNC2014 in comparison with the BNC1994, as seen in Figure 6. The figure shows how 

the usage of the words bitch and cunt was directed each year by both male and female 

speakers. The word cunt was most frequently aimed toward males in the BNC1994, but 

it had decreased in the BNC2014. The usage of the word cunt directed toward women 

had increased from 2.6% in the BNC1994 to 18.9% in the BNC2014.  

 

 

Figure 6. Aim of bitch/cunt across time.  
 
In the BNC1994, the female speakers aimed the word bitch mainly toward other 

women, either by talking about other women in the conversations or by calling each 

other bitch, as seen in Figure 7. In the BNC2014, the aim toward women had decreased 

and instead both the aim toward male and the unknown category had increased. In the 

BNC1994, there were no clear examples of a female speaker aiming the word cunt 

toward a woman but in the BNC2014 the aim toward women had increased. The aim of 

the word cunt toward males by a female speaker had decreased from the BNC1994 to 
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Figure 7. Female speakers’ aim of bitch/cunt across time. 
 
Male speakers aimed the word bitch most frequently toward women in the BNC1994 

but the aim toward both other males and the unknown category increased in the 

BNC2014. The usage of the word cunt was most frequently aimed toward other males 

in the BNC1994, but it decreased in the BNC2014. The aim toward women and the 

unknown category had increased in the BNC2014 as seen in Figure 8. 

 

 

Figure 8. Male speakers’ aim of bitch/cunt across time. 
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utterances that year.  
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Figure 9. Female and male speakers’ aim of bitch/cunt across time. 
 
The usage of the word bitch, directed toward men, is low in percentage for both males 

and females each year. Cunt is clearly aimed toward males by other males in the 

BNC1994 but decreased significantly in the BNC2014. Female usage of the word cunt 

increased from the BNC1994 to the BNC2014 regarding the aim toward males. The aim 

of cunt, by male speakers toward females, is almost the same in both the BNC1994 and 

the BNC2014 while it was women who directed the word more frequently toward other 

women in the BNC2014.  
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enhance what the speaker wants to convey. One such example of how it is used together 

with the word bitch is seen in (9). Different forms of the swear word fuck are frequently 

used together with either bitch or cunt. 

 

(9)  Fucking lucky bitch (KCU, BNC1994) 

(10)  I mean not brilliantly but she’s a well tasty bitch whoever does it (KDA, 

 BNC1994) 

 
For the word bitch, there are a few instances when the word was used in a more positive 

manner but for the word cunt only one example was found that could be considered 

more positive, as seen in (11). The female speaker was speaking about a female friend, 

who had changed the speakers autocorrect which she seemed to consider had been 

cleverly done.  

 

(11)  I’ve got a spot come here---UNCLEARWORD smart cunt and changed 

 my autocorrect (S632, BNC2014) 

 
In some cases, the utterances were enhanced with other more neutral adjectives, as seen 

in (12). This utterance was made by a female speaker referring to flatmates with 

unknown gender.  

 
(12)  yeah they were such cunts (.)rea- massive massive cunts (SZ95, BNC2014 

In some instances, the utterances were not aimed toward either males or females and 

instead they were used to describe something as unpleasant, as in (13). These are 

examples of words that are considered neutral, as mentioned in Section 3.2, and was 

placed in the unknown category. 

 
(13)  Life’s a bitch until you die (KDB, BNC1994)  

 
The words are also used when referring to oneself in some of the conversations, and by 

this the speakers seems to describe more negative traits about themselves as in (14). The 

speaker in this case is female. 

 
        (14)  I’m more of a sarcastic bitch it’s like a mix of the two (S5LP, BNC2014)  
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Even if many of the utterances are used in a negative manner, for example as an insult, 

there are examples in the corpora where the speakers aim their usage of the words 

towards friends who participate in the conversations.  Even if they are used as insults, 

the members are not clearly offended by the usage as seen in (15). The speaker is 

female in a conversation with a female friend.  

 
(15)  S0211: because they don’t sell the Iphone fives in sixty-four gigabytes any 

 more apparently so the only thing that they can do is give me the better 

 one 

 S0202: you fucking cunt 

 S0211: I know (SEZB, BNC2014) 
 

Although many of the utterances of bitch and cunt are used in a negative manner, there 

are a few examples when they are used with more positive connotation. It seems that 

both males and females sometimes use the words in a positive manner, but it appears 

that it is mainly directed toward females.   

  

4.3 Discussion 

 In this section, the results from the study will be discussed. It is not 

possible to generalize and suggest that the overall usage of swearing and taboo language 

has increased or decreased, but that was not the aim of the study. Instead, the focus was 

on the change across time concerning the specific words bitch and cunt in connection to 

gender and age.  

 As seen in the results, the total frequency in usage of the word cunt has 

decreased, while the usage of bitch has increased. The changes across time, concerning 

the word cunt is especially interesting to consider. Even if the total usage of the word 

has decreased, women in the BNC2014 tend to use the word more frequently than men, 

which was not the case in the BNC1994. Male usage of the word in the age category 0-

24 decreased from 95.54 instances per million words in the BNC1994 to only 6.63 

instances per million words in the BNC2014. The reasons for the changes within the 

gender categories would be of interest for further investigation. One aspect could be to 

study people’s attitudes toward swearing and taboo language, and in this case the word 

cunt. It might be the case that the female speakers in the BNC2014 consider the word to 

be less offensive, which could mean that the scale of offense that McEnery uses is 
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outdated, or the meaning of the word has started to change. Earlier research has shown 

that men used more offensive words than women (Jay, 1994, p.169) and that words 

linked to sex were considered the most offensive (Jay, 1992, p. 164). There is a 

possibility that there has been a change in what types of words are considered offensive. 

However, that would not explain the significant decrease in usage by the male speakers. 

Their usage of both bitch and cunt has decreased which could instead indicate that they 

have started to use other swear words in the BNC2014. It might be the case, that males 

less frequently use taboo language linked to, for example, the female gender or to sex, 

but this is something that needs to be more closely studied. 

 There was not only a difference in how frequent women and men use the 

word cunt, the results in the manual analysis also shows that male speakers less 

frequently aim their usage of the word toward other males in the BNC2014. However, 

the female speakers did not clearly aim their usage of the word toward other females in 

the BNC1994 but in the BNC2014 this had changed. In the previous mentioned study 

by McEnery (2006, p. 33), women did not aim their usage of cunt toward other women 

but the results in this study indicate that something has shifted and would be of interest 

for further investigation. This could also be an indication of a change in meaning of the 

word or that it is not considered to be as offensive as before.  

 The change in usage across time for the word bitch has not been as 

significant as for the word cunt. The usage has increased slightly, and it is the female 

speakers who produce most of the utterances in the BNC2014. As mentioned in Section 

2.2., concerning previous research on the word bitch, it has never been directed toward 

either gender exclusively (McEnery T. , 2006, p. 35). However, as seen in this study, 

there is a difference between men and women’s usage of the words across time and how 

they tend to aim their usage. Neither male nor female speakers direct their usage of the 

word frequently toward males, but the female speakers’ usage of the word directed 

toward other females decreased in the BNC2014. For the male speakers, the usage of 

the word toward other males has decreased in the BNC2014. In the results from the 

manual analysis, most of the instances when the word bitch was used in a more positive 

manner with adjectives with a more positive connotation, the speakers were almost 

exclusively referring to a woman. It might be the case that the increased usage of the 

word, and the instances of the word used in a more positive manner could be an 

indication of the word being considered less offensive in the BNC2014. However, this 

needs to be further investigated.  
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 The results from the frequency analysis concerning the age categories, 

supported the findings in previous studies, for example, a decrease in usage of swearing 

and taboo language as people get older. However, Aitchison also suggested in 2006 that 

older people swear “to seem friendly” (Aitchison, 2006, p. 23) but from the results 

presented in this essay, it is difficult to draw such conclusions even if for example the 

word cunt is used more frequently in the older age categories in the BNC2014. It might 

be the case that it is a way to talk in a more friendly way, but it could also mean that 

there are individuals in the BNC2014 who prefer to use these words while the speakers 

in the BNC1994 do not. In the age group 35-44 there was a general decrease in usage of 

both words, compared to the age categories 0-24 and 25-34. This was also what 

McEnery and Xiao had noticed in their study on the word fuck (McEnery & Xiao, 2004, 

p. 241). However, with these results in mind, one of the results that stands out in the 

search within the gender and age categories showed that cunt actually was used most 

frequently by males in the age category 35-44 in the BNC2014.  

 When discussing the results of the different age categories there are two 

concepts that are of interest to consider, and these are apparent-time studies and age-

grading. The former is concerned with studies done, with a focus on different age 

categories. If there is a difference in how, for example, older and younger speakers use 

language, this could indicate that language is changing (Wardhaugh & Fuller, 2015, p. 

161). Age-grading, on the other hand, is a phenomenon which means that the variations 

in the different age categories can be explained as people speaking in the way they are 

expected to or that is appropriate for the different age categories (Wardhaugh & Fuller, 

2015, p. 203). To some extent, the differences between the different age categories in 

this study could be explained as age-grading. There is reason to believe that there are 

levels of appropriateness in language use in connection to age. As the results show, 

there is a decrease in usage of both bitch and cunt in the age category 35-44, this could 

be an indication of age-grading. The speakers in this age category might be parents and 

therefore do not use swear words and taboo language because of what is appropriate for 

this age category. However, the differences in the results, concerning the age categories, 

could also indicate that the language is changing. The results in the manual analysis also 

indicate this because of the differences across time in how men and women use the 

words bitch and cunt. The increase in usage of bitch and decrease in usage of cunt in 

connection to the differences between men and women, as well as how men and women 

tend to aim their usage of the words, indicates that language is changing. Many of the 
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results in the study are interesting to consider, but the changes in usage for the word 

cunt are most significant and ought to be studied further. 

 

5. Conclusion 

The aim of the study was to investigate changes in usage of bitch and cunt across time, 

in informal conversations, with data from the BNC1994 and the BNC2014. The gender 

differences as well as age differences were analysed in the frequency part of the study 

while the manual analysis focused on gender differences concerning how men and 

women tend to aim their usage of the words. One of the research questions in this study 

was concerned with whether there is an increase or decrease in the usage of the words. 

The results from the frequency study show that the total usage of bitch increased from 

the BNC1994 to the BNC2014 while the total usage of cunt decreased. When 

conducting the search within the male and female categories the results show that men’s 

usage of bitch decreased while women’s usage increased across time. The results for the 

word cunt follow the same pattern with a decrease in usage for males and an increase of 

usage for females.  

 Regarding the age categories, there is a general decrease in the older age 

categories concerning the usage of bitch and cunt. However, the age category 35-44 is 

interesting in many ways because it seems that in this age category the usage decreases 

a lot for both words, but at the same time, that age group amongst male speakers is the 

category with the most frequent producers of the word cunt in the BNC2014.  

 This study shows that the usage of bitch is most frequently aimed toward 

women, both in the BNC1994 and the BNC2014, while the aim toward males is low for 

both male and female speakers across time. Cunt, on the other hand, was most 

frequently aimed toward males in the BNC1994, by both female and male speakers. 

However, for the female speakers who did not aim the word toward other females in the 

BNC1994, this changed. They are not only the most frequent producers of the word, but 

their usage of the word toward other women also increased.  

 In conclusion, this study has shown both an increase and decrease in the 

use of the words bitch and cunt. The issue is far more complex than a question about to 

what extent people swear. Gender differences are apparent in these results as well as age 

differences. There are indications of a shift between males and females’ usage of the 

words and how they tend to aim their usage of the words. Further studies on the word 

cunt would be of interest to conduct to investigate the decrease in usage of the word 
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amongst male speakers as well as the reasons for the increase in usage for the female 

speakers. There is reason to believe that the changes in usage of the words are due to a 

change in meaning of the words or that they are considered to be less offensive.  
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