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Ordering of taboo adjectives 
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The productivity of an adjective ordering rule based on definiteness of denotation was assessed by 
comparing preferred orderings of taboo and non taboo adjectives in noun phrases. Taboo adjectives were 
just as stable as nontaboo adjectives in their preferred position in adjective ordering. When given 
instructions to interpret the taboo adjectives denotatively, subjects preferred them closer to the noun 
than when the adjectives were interpreted connotatively, the latter being the typical interpretation 
given no instructions. Results support the notion that a functional determinant of adjective ordering is 
the definiteness of denotation. 

English as well as other languages has a preferred 
order of adjectives relative to the modified noun. For 
example, the small yellow butterfly is preferred to the 
yellow small butterfly. A common finding has been that 
semantic properties of the adjectives, such as definite­
ness and absoluteness of denotation (Martin, 1969) 
and instrinsicalness (Danks & Glucksberg, 1971), are 
highly correlated with adjective ordering. The data 
supporting this explanation are solely correlations be­
tween preferred adjective order and subjective ratings 
of the semantic properties in question (Martin , 1969). 
There has been no experimental demonstration that 
changes in the semantic properties of words produce 
changes in preferred adjective ordering. 

Recent work on the mental dictionary has tended to 
emphasize the denotative side of lexical meaning in 
contrast to the connotative (see Glucksberg & Danks, 
1975; Miller & McNeill, 1969, for overviews). Denotative 
meaning is the mental representation of the set of ob­
jects, characteristics, or events that a word is used to 
refer to. In contrast, the connotative meaning is the 
affective or emotional representation commonly as­
sociated with the denotative meaning. It is difficult to 
separate these two aspects of a word's meaning for 
study . When one hears or sees a word, the denotative 
meaning immediately comes to mind (Warren, 1972) 
and one can do little to inhibit the connotations as­
sociated with it. 

There is one class of words that is unique in that the 
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connotative meaning is dominant over the denotative 
meaning and the two aspects of meaning can be sep­
arated. This class consists of taboo words, commonly 
known as "dirty words," or simply "an expression which 
is inhibited" (Leach, 1966, p.24). Taboo expressions 
typically are interpreted in the connotative sense (as 
we shall demonstrate in these experiments). Connotation 
is generally linked to emotional expression, not to 
denotating a specific property of the person in question. 
The idea of using taboo words denotatively is not un­
usual. D. H. Lawrence (I959) did so in Lady Chatterley's 
Lover and Lenny Bruce was arrested for doing the 
same (Bruce, 1963). 

How are connotation and denotation related to 
definiteness? If taboo adjectives are interpreted conno­
tatively, they can be applied to most nouns to express a 
generalized negative emotion. If they are interpreted 
denotatively , most taboo adjectives can be applied only 
to animate beings, and often only to humans. "Bill is 
shitty" and "Racism is shitty" express the speaker's 
dislike for Bill and racism. If Bill is a l -year-old with 
diarrhea, then the description may be denotatively 
accurate (as well as expressing his parents' frustration) . 
However , because racism is abstract, a denotative inter­
pretation of shitty can be at best metaphorical. Thus, 
it is reasonable to assume that a denotative interpreta­
tion is more definite in meaning than is a connotative 
interpretation because of the reduced range of appli­
cability. 

Assuming that taboo words are typically used con­
notatively and that connotation is more indefinite, then 
with no instructions about interpretation, taboo adjec­
tives would be preferred farther from the noun in a 
noun phrase than most non taboo adjectives according 
to an adjective ordering rule based on definiteness. But 
if subjects were given a denotative set, then the preferred 
placement of the taboo adjective would be relatively 
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closer to the noun. For example, if subjects chose 
which of two phrases sounds more natural (preferred 
order), a phrase like the shitty rough person would be 
preferred to the phrase the rough shifty person. In 
contrast, if taboo adjectives were interpeted denota­
tively, then the reverse order would be preferred. The 
adjective shitty typically connotes generalized dislike 
which is less defmite in meaning than rough. But de­
notatively, shitty can apply only to animate beings, 
whereas rough can apply to inanimate objects as well as 
abstract ideas. In the former case, rough is more definite 
in meaning; in the latter case shitty is. This difference in 
meaning would be reflected in the different preferred 
orders of the adjectives. 

EXPERIMENT 1 

The primary purpose of this experiment was to assess 
the stability of preferred order to taboo adjectives. 
Some adjectives are consistently preferred closer to a 
noun than others. This effect can be measured by 
the proportion of times an adjective is preferred closer 
to the noun when paired with other adjectives (Martin, 
1969). Do taboo adjectives exhibit the same consistency 
and range of preference proportions? Pairing taboo 
adjectives either with a nontaboo adjective or with 
another taboo adjective before either of two nouns, 
person or rock, established these preferred order pro­
portions. 

Method 
Materials. The 28 obscenities most frequently produced by 

college students were selected from Foote and Woodward's 
(1972) list. These terms along with 32 nontaboo words were 
rated for frequency of usage and degree of tabooness by a 
separate sample of 52 undergraduates at Kent State University 
(for details see Jay, Note 1). Based on these ratings, 10 taboo 
words that could be converted to adjectives were selected to 
cover the range of both dimensions. The words selected and 
their ratings on frequency and tabooness are listed in Table 1. 
For these 10 words the correlation between the two ratings 
was -.43. 

Ten nontaboo adjectives were selected from Martin (1969) 
and are listed in Table 1, with one exception noted below. 
Nontaboo adjectives were selected that did not create an ap­
parently anomalous phrase when combined with either noun, 
person or rock. The nontaboo adjectives were not rated on 
either tabooness or frequency, but were selected to cover a 
wide range of proportion preference close to the noun according 
to Martin (1969). 

Four lists were constructed using the 20 adjectives. Each 
adjective was paired with every other adjective in a noun phrase 
modifying either person or rock. All possible combinations 
of taboo-taboo, taboo-nontaboo, and nontaboo-nontaboo 
were included except that round was accidentally not paired 
with any taboo adjective. The 180 phrases were randomly 
ordered for Lists A and B and arranged in pairs of phrases: 
"the + Adji + Adjj + Noun" and "the + Adjj + Adji + Noun." 
Each trial consisted of hearing a pair of phrases in which the 
only difference was the reversal of the adjectives preceding the 
noun. To control for order effects, the 180 pairs of phrases 
were rerandomized for Lists C and D and the order within each 
pair of phrases was reversed. Lists A and C used the noun person 
and Lists Band D the noun rock. 

In recording each list, the speaker stressed each adjective 

equally with a slight juncture between the adjectives and a 
falling intonation on the noun. There was a I-sec pause between 
phrases on each trial and 5 sec between trials. 

Procedure. Subjects were tested in groups for each of the 
four list conditions. Subjects were informed that the study 
involved judgment of obscene phrases and that they would re­
main anonymous. They then were instructed that they would 
hear pairs of phrases (an example was provided) and that they 
were to indicate which of the two word orders sounded more 
natural. Subjects indicated on answer sheets whether the fIrst 
or second of the pair of phrases was preferred. 

Subjects. The subjects were 120 native English speakers 
(15 males and 15 females for each list) enrolled in an introduc­
tory psychology course at Kent State University. Each received 
points convertible to course credit for participation. Data from 
fIve additional subjects were discarded for obvious response 
biases, for example, choosing only the first alternative on all 
trials. 

Results and Discussion 
The basic datum was the proportion of times that a 

given adjective was preferred closer to the noun when 
paired with a taboo or a nontaboo adjective. The means 
across nouns, lists, and subjects are shown in Table 1. 
For example, shitty was preferred closer to the noun 
(Le., in second position) 40.0% when paired with 
another taboo word and 45.5% when paired with a non­
taboo adjective. The data from round were omitted 
from all analyses. Analyses of variance were computed 
on these data with noun (person or rock), list (A, B, C, 
and D), and sex as between-subject variables and pairing 
(taboo or nontaboo) and individual words as within­
subject variables. Separate analyses were computed for 
the taboo and nontaboo adjectives, since they were 
based on the same preferences, but combined differently 
across adjectives. 

Taboo adjectives. The primary purpose of this ex­
periment was to determine whether taboo adjectives 
would be ordered consistently or whether the place­
ment would be relatively arbitrary with little agree­
ment among subjects. There was a reliable preference of 
placement of taboo adjectives as demonstrated by the 
significant main effect of words [F(9,1008) = 114.79, 
p < .001]. There were, in addition, three interactions 
involving words that might have compromised this main 
effect: Noun by Words [F(9,IOO8) = 3.47, p < .001]; 
Sex by Words [F(9,I008) = 3.44, p < .001] ; and Pairing 
by Words [F(9,1008)=6.93, p<.OOI]. However, all 
three interactions did not affect the basic ordering of 
taboo adjectives in terms of the proportion of times they 
were preferred closer to the noun. For example, com­
parison of the Pairing by Words interaction in Table I 
shows that the relative order of the taboo adjectives 
was substantially unchanged by a pairing with either 
taboo or nontaboo adjectives (r = .93). 

Two other interactions were significant: List by Sex 
[F(1 ,112) = 3.91, P < .05] and List by Sex by Pairing 
[F(1 ,112) = 4.45, P < .05] . Since there were no obvious 
regularities in these interactions and since they did not 
affect the basic findings, we will not consider them 
further. 

There was a substantial tendency for the preferred 



Table I 
Mean Frequency and Tabooness Ratings and Proportion of 

Times Adjective Was Preferred Closer to a Noun 
as a Function of Pairing 

Ratings Proportion Preference 

Fre- Taboo- Non-
quency ness Taboo taboo Mean 

Taboo 
Damn 8.38 3.73 .210 .195 .202 
Goddamn 7.87 5.44 .235 .258 .246 
Fucking 7.13 7.98 .425 . 349 .387 
Shitty 8.52 5.38 .400 .455 .427 
Pissy 5.98 5.23 .529 .517 .523 
Motherfucking 5.52 8.56 .565 .487 .525 
Bitchy 7.21 5.31 .493 .559 .526 
Sucking 5.44 5.77 .534 .542 . 538 
Blowing 4.88 4.13 .542 .578 .560 
Cocksucking 3.38 8.04 .562 .564 .563 

Nontaboo 
Large .321 .165 .243 
Soft .366 .292 .329 
Thin .413 .378 .396 
Hot .413 .427 .420 
Rough .461 .494 .478 
Dry .447 .508 .478 
Weak .459 .498 .479 
Fragile .488 .606 .547 
Red .517 .631 .601 

Note-l = low frequency and tabooness, 9 = high frequency 
and tabooness. 

order proportions to correlate with rated frequency 
(r = -.76). This correlation is a bit higher than Martin 
(I969) found between preferred order proportions and 
objective frequency of occurrence for two larger samples 
of adjectives (r = -.51 and -.62). The correlation be­
tween tabooness ratings and preferred order proportions 
was small (r = .33) . There was some tendency for the 
more taboo adjectives to be preferred closer to the noun. 

In summary, taboo adjectives do vary consistently 
in their preferred ordering before nouns just as non­
taboo adjectives do; furthermore, that ordering is stable 
across two different nouns and for both male and 
female judges. 

EXPERIMENT 2 

This experiment was designed to assess more directly 
the productivity of an adjective ordering rule based on 
defmiteness of denotation. Assuming that variation in 
connotative-denotative interpretation reflects definite­
ness, it was predicted that a taboo adjective interpreted 
denotatively should be preferred closer to the noun 
person as compared to when it is interpreted conno­
tatively. 

Method 
Materials. Five taboo and five nontaboo adjectives were 

chosen from Experiment 1. The taboo adjectives (damned, fuck­
ing, shitty, pissy, and cocksucking) ranged in proportion of 
times preferred closer to the noun from .202 to .563. The 
tabooness and frequency ratings, obtained previously, were used 
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to provide a range of words on both tabooness and frequency 
dimensions. The nontaboo adjectives (soft, thin, weak, large, 
and fragile) ranged in proportion of times preferred closer to 
the noun from .243 to .547. 

Each taboo adjective was used with each nontaboo adjective 
in a noun phrase with person, yielding 25 pairs of phrases. Ad­
jectives of the same type were not paired. The pairs were ran­
domized with the restriction that no adjective was heard on two 
consecutive trials. A second list was constructed by rerandomiz­
ing the rust list and inverting within-trial order. The lists were 
tape recorded with the same intonation pattern and time inter­
vals as in Experiment 1. Five warm-up trials preceded the 25 
experimental trials . 

Subjects. A total of 42 male and 42 female students (equally 
represented in three instructional conditions) enrolled in an 
introductory psychology course at Kent State University par­
ticipated. Subjects were native English speakers and were given 
points convertible to course credit for participation . 

Procedure. Subjects, tested in groups, heard the same intro­
ductory (similar to Experiment 1) and general instructions about 
comparing pairs of phrases to determine which sounded more 
natural. Then they were instructed appropriately for their 
assigned group (control, connotative, or denotative). 

The connotative group was told that the experiment was 
designed "to look at the way we use obscene expressions, 
especially in their connotative meanings." Next, definitions of 
both connotation and denotation were provided, followed by an 
example of how obscene words were used connotatively to 
express emotions. All 10 taboo and nontaboo adjectives were 
listed . It was stressed that subjects were to "think of the list 
of obscene words in their connotative meanings only." Fol­
lowing an example of nontaboo adjective ordering, a second 
example asked subjects to judge which of two orders with taboo 
adjectives sounded better. 

The denotative group was instructed that the experiment was 
designed "to look at the denotative capabilities of obscene 
words." Definitions of both denotation and connotation were 
given with an example. Subjects were also given a brief lecture 
on the history of taboo words. The experiment was described 
as an attempt to turn the clock back to the time when cur­
rently obscene words were used in everyday speech. Subjects 
were next provided with brief denotative definitions of the 10 
adjectives from Partridge (1961) for taboo and Webster'sSeventh 
New Collegiate Dictionary (1967) for nontaboo. An example 
trial was provided. Finally, subjects were reminded to consider 
only the denotative meanings of the words and judge which 
order sounded better to them. 

A third group of subjects was given no instructions relative 
to connotation and denotation. The control instructions began 
with a general introduction followed by an example of adjective 
ordering. The experiment was described as involving judgment 
about noun phrases in which subjects were to choose which 
order of adjectives sounded better. 

Results 
The basic datum was the number of times an adjec­

tive was preferred closer to the noun out of five possible 
comparisons. The variables in the analyses of variance 
(one analysis for taboo adjectives and another for non­
taboo adjectives) were instructions, list, and sex, all of 
which were between-subject variables. Words was con­
sidered a random variable (within-subject) along with 
subjects. A quasi F (F') was calculated to test for re­
liability across both words and subjects simultaneously 
(Clark, 1973;Winer, 1971). 

The effect of instructions was significant both for 
taboo adjectives [F'(2,45) = 5.80, p < .01] and for 
nontaboo adjectives [F'(2,66) = 6.73, p < .01]. As 
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Table 2 
Proportion of Times Each Taboo Adjective Was Preferred Ooser 

to a Noun as a Function of Instructional Condition 

Taboo 
Instructional Condition 

Adjective Denotation Connotation Control 

Damned .450 .171 .200 
Fucking .614 .300 . 372 
Pissy .650 .492 .508 
Shitty .592 .472 .550 
Cocksucking .670 .564 .614 

Mean .595 .400 . 449 

shown by the means in Table 2, the taboo adjectives 
were preferred closer to the noun under denotative 
instructions than under connotative instructions. As 
expected, the control group interpreted the taboo ad­
jectives in a connotative manner, at least with respect 
to adjective ordering, preferring the taboo adjective 
further from the noun. These individual comparisons 
were confirmed with Newman-Keuls analysis. The means 
for the nontaboo adjectives were necessarily the com­
plement of the taboo means because a response in­
dicated that either a taboo or a non taboo adjective was 
preferred closer to the noun. None of the other effects 
was significant. 

GENERAL DISCUSSION 

That variation in semantic interpretation produces variation 
in preferred adjective ordering was demonstrated in Experi­
ment 2. The denotative shift held even though the base propor­
tion preference (Table 1) ranged from adjectives preferred close 
to the noun (cocksucking, .563) to adjectives infrequently 
preferred close to the noun (damn, .202). The effect was present 
in all five taboo words (see Table 2) and was reliable by the 
conservative quasi-F test. When in Itrst position, two of the 
taboo adjectives (damned and fucking) can be interpreted am­
biguously as modifying either the noun or the second adjective. 
For example, in That was a damned good blarnaise sauce, 
damned probably would be interpreted as an adverb intensifying 
the meaning of the adjective good. That is, a damned good 
bearnaise sauce is a very good biarnaise sauce. The availability 
of this alternative interpretation may account for the fact that 
the proportions in the connotation and control groups were 
low for damned and fucking, producing an enhanced denotative 
shift for these two words. But this could not be the whole 
explanation because the denotative-connotative effect was 
obtained for all five taboo adjectives, including pissy, shitty, 
and cocksucking, which are difficult to interpret as adverbs. 
When given no instructions as to how to interpret the taboo 
adjectives, subjects apparently interpreted them in a connotative 
sense, since there was no difference in the adjective ordering 
preferences under connotative and control instructions. This 
rmding confirmed our intuition that taboo words are typically 
interpreted connotatively in everyday speech. 

The results support the notion that a primary functional 
determinant in adjective ordering preferences is definiteness of 
denotation or some semantic construct highly correlated with 
definiteness. Adjective ordering preferences are not static, fixed 
properties of the adjectives but are susceptible to variation as a 
function of semantic interpretation (Experiment 2) as well 

as the pragmatic context of the utterance (Danks & Schwenk, 
1972). Manipulating semantic interpretation experimentally 
provides a f'Irmer basis for asserting the functional productivity 
of semantically governed adjective ordering than do correlations 
between semantic properties and adjective ordering. It is possible 
that children learn the adult adjective order in an unprincipled, 
rote fashion. But if that is the case, by the time they become 
adults, they have internalized a semantic basis that can be used 
productively . 

Precisely what the underlying semantic basis for normal 
adjective ordering is has not been established. It may be def­
initeness of denotation, as we assumed here, range of applica­
bility, absoluteness, intrinsicainess, or some other dimension . 
Whatever it is, it was effectively manipulated by denotative­
connotative instructions, and so must be related to what subjects 
understand by those terms. 
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