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Abstract 
The purpose of this study attempts to discuss selected related theories on profanity and its influence 
towards the daily communication. It explains and reviews theory of sociolinguistics and self-
perception theory with regard to use of profanity in daily communications. Sociolinguistic theory 
discusses the interconnection between language and society. It also elaborates on how every person 
uses a language and speaks in a particular way as part of their socio-cultural act. The focus of self-
perception theory is on attitude formation developed by psychologist and it emphasizes on the 
development of people’s attitude. In addition, this theory emphasizes that people induce attitudes 
without accessing internal cognition as well as mood states.  
Keywords: Profanity, Sociolinguistics, Self-Perception, Communication Skill 
 
Introduction 

It is known that swearing and profanity are commonly used in everyday language by both 
genders and different age groups. People tend to use profanity to exhibit their feelings in different 
situations, be it to express joy, sorrow, anger, humour or even surprise. Studies show that it has 
become a norm for swear words to appear in the conversations of youths. This is often related to the 
influence of television, movies, games and Internet that tend to expose foul language or swear words 
to youths on a day to day basis. Jay (1992) mentioned that swearing exists at all age groups. However, 
the highest swearing among teenagers and as they get older, swearing reduces. Youths tend to spend 
time talking about sex, practicing sex slang, telling jokes and switching sex-oriented literature. Hence, 
it is a period of constructing their self-concept. Society also influences their development and impacts 
on their relationship with their peers and adults. Therefore, a local study on the use of swear words 
would throw light on the choice of swear words and the pattern of use among their peers.  

Besides that, profanity also refers to the use of obscene language including taboo and swear 
words, which in regular social settings are considered inappropriate and in some situations 
unacceptable. It often includes sexual references, blasphemy, objects eliciting dis- gust, ethnic– 
racial–gender slurs, vulgar terms, or offensive slang (Mabry, 2008). The interest in understanding the 
psycho- logical roots of the use of profanity dates back to as far as the early 20th century, yet the 
literature in this domain is scattered across different scientific fields with only recent attempts to 
connect the findings into a unified frame- work (Jay, 2009).  

 

https://www.revolvy.com/main/index.php?s=Attitude%20(psychology)&item_type=topic
https://www.revolvy.com/main/index.php?s=Psychologist&item_type=topic
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The reasons for using profanity depend on the person and the situation, yet profanity is 
commonly related to the expression of emotions such as anger, frustration, or surprise (Jay and 
Janschewitz, 2008). The spontaneous use of profanity is usually the unfiltered genuine expression of 
emotions, with the most extreme type being the bursts of profanity (i.e., coprolalia) accompanying 
the Tourette syndrome (Cavanna and Rickards, 2013). The more controllable use of profanity often 
helps to convey world views or internal states or is used to insult an object, a view, or a person (Jay, 
2009).  
  Speech involving profane words has a stronger impact on people than regular speech and has 
been shown to be processed on a deeper level in people’s minds (Jay and Caldwell-Harris,King, 2008). 
The context is important for understanding profanity. Profanity can sometimes be interpreted as 
antisocial, harmful, and abusive if, for example, intended to harm or convey aggression and hostile 
emotions (Stone, McMillan, & Hazelton, 2015). It also violates the moral foundations of purity 
(Sylwester & Purver, 2015) and the common norm for speech, suggestive of the potential to engage 
in other antisocial beha- viors that violate norms and morality. However, profanity may also be seen 
as a positive if it does not inflict harm but acts as a reliever of stress or pain in a cathartic effect 
(Vingerhoets, Bylsma, & de Vlam, 2013).  
 
Theory of Sociolinguistics  

Sociolinguistics is the study about language that is related to society that the language related 
with the use of the languages spoken by society in the habit. According to Holmes (1992:1) 
sociolinguistics is the study that has relationship with language and society in the world. It is in line 
with Fasold’s (1993) idea about sociolinguistics which is science that combine linguistic and society. 
Brown (2000) also believes that sociolinguistics is sub-discipline of linguistic which examines the 
relationship between language and culture as well as language and society.  

According to Wardhaugh (2011), sociolinguistics is concerned with investigating the 
relationships between language and society with the goal of having a better understanding of the 
structure of language. Moreover, it focuses on how languages function in communication and the 
equivalent goal in the sociology of language which is to discover how social structure can be better 
understood through the study of language. For instance, how certain linguistic features serve to 
characterize particular social arrangements. In others argument, based on Hudson’s opinion in 
Wardhaugh (2011), sociolinguistics is the study of language in relation to society, whereas the 
sociology of language is the study of society in relation to language. 
Language is fundamental to social interaction in all societies. In other words, the relationship 
between language and society is intertwined. The way people use language in different social context 
produces different jargons and this will vary for different layers of society. The different layers of the 
society include age, gender, and cultural groups. According to Fairclough (2001), a critical awareness 
of language arises within the normal ways people reflect on their lives as part of their lives. In 
addition, he stated that it is vital to understand how the language functions and to think of it in 
different ways in order to understand the society. The theory is applied as the basic understanding 
to analyze the data in order to answer research questions one and three of the study. By 
understanding how language and society goes coherent, it will be easier for the researcher to 
understand how students associate the use of their languages and the society that they are part of. 
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The choice of language and its use depends on ethnicities, social class, context, gender, and 
age (Baron, 2005). Therefore, language can vary according to the social structure of its local speech 
community. As such, language can also be used to express group identity and often regarded as a 
salient identity factor. This study helps to further understand the choice of language in specific of 
profane words used by the teenagers in social class that would help to classify research question one 
that would narrow down the choice of profane words used by them. 

Language can serve various functions. Language must be investigated in terms of its own 
functions. There are six aspects in functions of language to fulfil a successful communication. There 
must be an addresser who is the sender and an addressee who is the receiver. There must also be a 
medium of communication which can be verbal, written or visual for the message to be 
communicated. The medium chosen will influence on how the message is encoded. The addresser 
and the addressee must have contact to the code. The message that is sent, will be received in a 
particular context. There are six factors that determine the different functions of language. According 
to him the functions of language are emotive, referential, conative, phatic, connotation, and 
metalingual functions. The emotive function serves to display the direct expression of the speaker 
towards the topic spoken. The referential function of language is where the speaker shares 
information on knowledge. The conative function of language helps to illustrate the message that 
intends to have effect on the audience such as to insult or persuade which serves as a point to 
comprehend research questions two and three in the teenagers’ perceptions and their reasons for 
the function of using such language. 

The phatic function serves to communicate about something that is socially acceptable as in 
small talk. The connotation function is to address someone using imperatives. The metalingual 
function is important for successful communication. When rephrasing or repeating a message, the 
metalingual function of language is used. All these functions are important in understanding how 
people use language to convey messages and meanings. It can be used not only to refer to things but 
also to demonstrate status and power.  

 
Self-perception Theory 

Self-Perception Theory is an account of attitude formation developed by psychologist (Bem, 
1981). It asserts that people develop their attitudes when there is no previous attitude due to a lack 
of experience and the emotional response is ambiguous by observing their own behavior and 
concluding what attitudes must have caused it. SPT is counterintuitive in nature, as the conventional 
wisdom is that attitudes determine behaviours. Furthermore, the theory suggests that people induce 
attitudes without accessing internal cognition and mood states. The person interprets their own overt 
behaviours rationally in the same way they attempt to explain others' behaviours.  

Philosophers and others have been talking about the self since the advent of written history 
and modern day theories of self-perception have their roots in historical conceptions of the self 
(Pajares & Schunk, 2002). Arguably, the most influential of these is that presented by James in his 
seminal book Principles of Psychology (James, 2013). He distinguished between the ‘I’ self (or the self-
as-knower) and the ‘Me’ self (or the self-as-known). The ‘I’ is the active thinking processor. The self 
that is doing all the thinking and living, the self that is the seat of experience and is a core construct 
within the person. The ‘Me’ is the self as an object one can think about and reflects the structure of 

https://www.revolvy.com/main/index.php?s=Attitude%20(psychology)&item_type=topic
https://www.revolvy.com/main/index.php?s=Psychologist&item_type=topic
https://www.revolvy.com/main/index.php?s=Emotion&item_type=topic
https://www.revolvy.com/main/index.php?s=Behavior&item_type=topic
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experience. James saw the ‘Me’ the known-self  as being comprised of many ‘Me’s’ or ‘constituents’ 
which together reflect a person’s overall self-evaluation or self-concept. These constituents include 
the material self, the social self, the spiritual self, and the pure ego. James saw these as being 
arranged in a hierarchy according to their worth.  

The material self was seen as the least precious, the social self more so, the spiritual self even 
more so, and the pure ego personal identity as the most precious of all. The material and social selves 
are comprised of multiple material and social selves. Associated with these selves are the feelings 
and emotions they arouse (self-feelings), the actions they prompt (self-seeking: providing for the 
future as opposed to maintaining for the present), and self-defence (or self-preservation). The ‘Me’ 
therefore reflects a sense of self which is formed from our various experiences, social encounters, 
and environmental interactions. The theory helps to comprehend the understanding of the second 
research question of the present study which seeks to explore the perception of Malaysian teenagers 
towards using profane words. 

In essence, it is considered self-esteem as the ratio of an individual’s actualities or 
achievements to their potentialities (or expectations, i.e. their hopes, desires and aspirations) which 
could be improved by increasing successes, avoiding failures or, in the face of failure, by lowering 
expectations (Baldwin & Hoffman, 2002; Emler, 2001; Mruk, 2006). The researcher therefore defined 
self-esteem and self-concept in terms of action that is “successful” or “competent”. 

Self-perception comes from one’s experiences.“One of the most important beliefs that 
influences one’s self-leadership capability in their own ability to carry out a task. One’s state of mind 
about yourself clearly impacts your ultimate performance. For most people, self-perception plays a 
greater role as they get older which is strongly relatable to children as they are becoming a teenagers. 

Older people have learned and practiced how to be open to the ideas of others; they are okay 
with being wrong; they are not attached to particular out- comes; and they have learned how to be 
good listeners. Since they have gained confidence through life experiences, reflected appraisals and 
social comparison are no longer very important. Instead, they look at themselves from the point of 
view of the experiences they have had. For example, parents might consider their lives to have been 
worthwhile because of you and your siblings. This can be associated between people and language 
where their use of experience in speaking the language to perceive their self judgement. The 
teenager’s perceptions towards the use of profane words in the context of this study would help 
answer the second research question. 

 
Consequences of Sociolinguistic Theory and Self-perception Theory 

A speaker is influenced by the choice of profane words use which are words that roll easiest 
off the tongue and their notions of taboo and perceived rudeness but also possibly by their 
sociolinguistic, or demographic, background. Factors like gender, age, social class, education, and 
religion, may have a small or big impact on the particular use of profane words by an individual. These 
factors may not only influence their language use in general, but also their choices of vocabulary; 
regional, ethnic, political, and class differences by a diversity of pragmatic norms as they are by 
linguistic variations’ (Thomas, 1991, p. 91).In this subsection, sociolinguistic factors that may be of 
influence on the profane choices of native Dutch speakers will be discussed and considered both in 
relation to swearing in general as well as to the choice of language while swearing. However, one 
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should keep in mind that these speakers are not simple compositions of sociological factors; "a 
person is not simply female or male, child or adult, employer or worker" (Bonvillain, 1993, p. 4). This 
study investigates the reasons why teenagers use profane words as it is stated in the third research 
question. The sociolinguistic theory will be applied as the basic understanding to analyse the problem. 
  The following sections present the variables that affects choice of language use in the society 
which are context, domain, age, and ethnicity. Context refers to a concept used in language science. 
It is divided into verbal context and social context. According to Mercer (2002), context is defined 
from a sociocultural perspective as socially constructed frames of reference. People use both 
contexts in their daily lives to communicate effectively and without offending others in the society.  

The verbal context refers to words, sentences, conversational turns, and speech acts, which 
influence the way that the spoken meanings can be understood. However, social context is defined 
in terms of social variables such as: class, race, and gender. Russell (2011) suggests that context is a 
weaving together with other people and it is a tool into a web or network of socio-cultural 
interactions and the meanings which are integral to learning. Social context shapes the actions, 
thoughts, and feelings of a person. Hence, the gender, race, and status of the speaker influence the 
language used in term of context. In order to have accurate and valid findings, one has to take into 
account both verbal and social contexts in this study. This would aid in a deeper understanding based 
on research question three in this study to evaluate the reasons why teenagers swear or use profanity 
in social context or in cultural interaction. 

Research incorporating self-perception theory has continued in recent years, appearing in 
conjunction with studies dealing with terrorism, mind wandering, and the inclusion of others in the 
self. Guadagno et al (2010) and her fellow experimenters carry out a study to address the recruitment 
of new members by terrorist organization via the internet. In addition to looking at how such an 
organization might influence its targets to support more extreme ideologies primarily through simple 
requests gradually increasing to larger commitments–an example of the foot-in-the-door technique, 
the authors looked at how "the new converts may form increasingly radical attitudes to be consistent 
with their increasingly radical behaviour. SPT then, has strong ties to social identity and social 
influence in this scenario however the present study looks into the social communication of 
teenagers in their use of profanity. 

Critcher & Gilovich (2010) performed four studies to test a connection between self-
perception theory and mind wandering. SPT posits that people determine their attitudes and 
preferences by interpreting the meaning of their own behaviour. Critcher and Gilovich looked at 
whether people also rely on the unobservable behaviour that is their mind wandering when making 
inferences about their attitudes and preferences. They found that having the mind wander to positive 
events, to concurrent as opposed to past activities, and to many events rather than just one tends to 
be attributed to boredom and therefore leads to perceived dissatisfaction with an ongoing task. 
Participants relied on the content of their wandering minds as a cue to their attitudes unless an 
alternative cause for their mind wandering was brought to their attention. However, the focus of the 
present study is on self-perception and language. 

Similarly, (Goldstein & Cialdini, 2007) published work related to self-perception theory. In an 
extension of self-perception theory, the authors hypothesized that people sometimes infer their own 
attributes or attitudes by "observing the freely chosen actions of others with whom they feel a sense 
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of merged identity almost as if they had observed themselves performing the acts." Participants were 
made to feel a sense of merged identity with an actor through a perspective-taking task or feedback 
indicating overlapping brainwave patterns. Participants incorporated attributes relevant to the 
actor's behaviour into their own self-concepts, leading participants to then change their own 
behaviours.The study addresses the self-expansion model, close relationships can lead to an inclusion 
of another person in an individual's sense of self. The study looks into the actor and their perception 
meanwhile the present study aims at teenagers in Malaysia of their use towards profanity in daily 
communication. 

 
Conclusion  

Sociolinguistic theory speaks of the interconnection between language and society. A part of 
it elaborates on how every person uses a language and speaks in a particular way as part of their 
socio-cultural act. Each students speak in different ways. Self-Perception Theory is about of attitude 
formation developed by psychologist and It argues that people improve their attitudes when there is 
no previous attitude because 0f shortage of experience. In addition, this theory emphesise that 
people induce attitudes without accessing internal cognition as well as mood states.  
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