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Abstract

Speech acts are of great importance within the bounds of
semantics and pragmatics depending on the shared background
information between hearer and speaker. One type of speech acts is
“cursing”. Cursing is a particular and important phenomenon in
communication from the perspective of social linguistics and
folklores. Therefore, curses are commonly used in everyday language.
We may curse at someone for making us angry or sad by expressing
our inner feelings and attitudes. While some languages have few curse
utterances, other languages, such as Arabic and particularly Mosuli
Iragi Arabic, is well known for its imaginative and numerous curse
expressions.

In this study, a survey of the characteristics and goals of curse
utterances in Mosuli Arabic is carried out by examining examples
with concepts from the speech act theory and Vanci-Osam’s (1998)
ethnographic criteria.

Throughout the study, the examples demonstrate that curse
utterances allow mainly the “addressors” to enjoy a high degree of
creativity and verbal flexibility formed within a seven types cursing
expressions used by Mosuli Arabic speakers. (cursing people, cursing
the dead, cursing health, cursing envy, cursing luck, cursing by the
word curse “pati” and cursing body parts) all of these fall within the

stream of our present study.

(*) Received: 28/7/2013, Accepted: 29/9/2013.
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1. Introduction:

The relationship between a language, its speakers, and their
thought and culture has been a topic of interest among
philosophers and linguists for a long time. Sapir (1929: 207) was
the first to argue cogently that language and culture are
inextricably related, and that it is not possible to understand or
appreciate one without knowledge of the other. His student
Whorf developed these ideas further. In Whorf’s view, the
relationship between culture and language is a deterministic one.
Later on these opinions were known as the Sapir-Whorf
hypothesis (Yule, 1985 cited in Alhossaini and Esslami-Rasekh,
2013: 27).

However, recent studies by Hymes (1974), Gumperz
(1982) and Saville-Troike (1982) have established a stronger
base for sociologists, discourse analysts and etc. to explore the
relation between culture, thought and language.

Moreover, research on rules for language use within
sociology, normally focuses on relatively small linguistic units
such as the settings, participants, goals, etc. Many studies have
focused on the speech acts in English only, while others compare
the speech act behavior of native speakers of a language with the
behavior of learners of that language (cited in Vanci-Osam,
1998: 72-73).

In this study, curse utterances will be examined as the
speech act behavior of native Mosuli speakers only and this
study may be useful for cross-cultural studies within the Iraqi
and global region.

1.1 The Aims:

The present study is an attempt to make a linguistic
presentation of the speech act of cursing in Mosuli Arabic by
analyzing the utterances of cursing.
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1.2 The Hypotheses:
This study tends to validate the following hypotheses:

1. Different cursing expressions have different forms and goals.

2. There is a correlation between the social background of a
person and the use of the speech act of cursing.

3. Negative connotation is found in the colloquial speech of
cursing due to its routine like nature.

4. Cursing utterances are affected by sociolinguistic variables
like sex, age and education.

1.3 The Problem:

Most of the analysis of speech acts has concentrated on
certain acts like: offers, requests, invitation, refusals,
suggestions, etc. Not much research has been done on cursing
from an Islamic perspective.

1.4 Data Collection:

The major data for this study are elicited from Mosuli
native speakers aged (4-85) as stimulus material samples through
an ethnographic approach.

The researcher used an MP3 to record the occurrence of
cursing expressions. If sometimes while taking out the MP3 the
event is over, especially during fights where a lot of curses are
used, the researcher wrote the data by hand and accurately as
possible.

2. Theoretical Review:
2.1 A Brief Overview of Speech Act Theory:

Speech acts have become popular through the posthumous
publication of J. C. Austin’s “How to Do Things with Words” in
1962. Sharifi and Ebrahimi (2012: 111) state that according to
Austin’s theory, speech acts consist of three levels and can be
analyzed based on these functional units of communication: (1)
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prepositional or locutionary meaning, which is the literal
meaning of what is said; (2) illocutionary meaning, which is the
social function of what is said like an indirect request, refusal,
praise or complaint; (3) perlocutionary meaning, which is the
effect of what is said. Thus, we can say that a curse can be taken
as a perlocutionary act, since it has some effect on the hearer.

However, speech acts have subsequently become extremely
influential, especially through Searle’s publication in 1976. He
distinguishes the acts according to their ‘illocutionary point’:
representatives (we tell people how things are), directives (get
people to do something), commissives (the speaker is committed
to do something), expressives (feelings and attitudes are
expressed) and declarations (they cause to happen a change)
(Pishghadam and Sharafadini, 2011: 231).

2.2 Cursing from a Semantic and Pragmatic Point of View:

Semantically, cursing has many dictionary definitions such
as: (1) a form of a prayer or invocation for harm or injury, (2) an
appeal for evil and misfortune to befall someone or something,
(3) a pronouncement of ill fortune because one opposes God’s
plans, (4) a prayer of misfortune, injury, misery or death to befall
someone (www.1, 2 and 3, 2013).

Pragmatically, Austin (1962: 151) places “cursing” in the
behabitives part in his classification of utterances according to
their illocutionary meaning, and adds that behabitives have to do
with attitudes and social behavior. Searle (1976), on the other
hand, classifies cursing as a commissive act because it relates to
some future action (cited in Sharifi and Karimipour, 2012: 54).

2.3 Related Literature and Model of Analysis:

One of the most influential works on cursing is that by
Vanci-Osam (1998), in which he examines curse utterances as
the speech act behavior of native Turkish speakers by adopting
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Hymes (1974) criteria. He believed that cursing is a
perlocutionary act directed towards the addressor and that there
is a correlation between the social background of the speaker and
the use of the speech act due to their routine like nature.

More recent works on cursing is that of Sharifi and
Karimipour (2012), in which the researchers analyzed cursing
and blessing speech acts in Ilami Kudish through their theta
roles: agent, patient, function, goal and cause. Results show that
both speech acts have several functions, goals common
grammatical features and that some expressions should be
treated as idiomatic expressions since they are no longer used.

Finally, using Persian praying and cursing data, Sharifi and
Ebrahimi (2012), classify these two speech acts into two
categories: prayers and curses used by children in different
contexts and prayers and curses which English speakers have in
common with the Persians.

Making use of the previous studies, a synthetic model has
been suggested for the present study. However, we rely on
Vanci-Osam (1998) content analysis scheme as a starting point
for the development of our own approach.

3. Data Analysis and Discussion:

According to the data collected from Mosuli Arabic
speakers, the speech act of cursing can be analyzed within the
following criteria suggested by Vanci-Osam (1998) with some
elaboration:

A. Setting:

The act of cursing does not necessarily require a specific
time or place. It can be done at any time and in any environment:
at day time or at night time, inside or outside, alone or in a crowd
(Vanci-Osam, 1998: 76).
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B. Participants:

In any speech act, there is a speaker (addressor) and a
hearer (addressee), who together performs the interlocutors. In
addition, the hearer (addressee) might not be present and there
may be an audience or not, e.g.

1. gusnial GBS Llad ol
lit: May Allah raise her soul, | abhore her.
Addressor: Mother-in-law
Addressee: Daughter-in-law (Absent)
Audience: Daughter-in-law’s sister
Goal: Death
Form: Direct
2. elie pudys ¥ Al
lit: May Allah never get pleased with you.
Addressor: Mother
Addressee: Son
Audience: (Absent)
Goal: Deprived
Form: Direct

1. Addressor:

The main reason for the speaker’s (addressor’s) cursing is
that the speaker feels anger, pain and despair because of unjust
treatment. Since it is beyond the speaker’s ability to punish the
one(s) or thing(s), the speaker blames or holds responsibility for;
he strongly wishes that the person or thing to be punished
somehow (Sharifi and Karimipour, 2012: 15).

Although the act of communication in most speech acts of
invitation, order, offers, request, etc. takes place between two or
more participants, this is not essential with curse utterances. The
person may curse someone who is not present or even curse
someone he/ she does not know (Vanci-Osam, 1998: 76), e.g.:
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3. Ladlle Byuw Gglas aglils il
lit: May Allah kill them because they have made a queue
for gasoline.

In this curse utterance, the speaker is cursing those who are
in charge for gasoline.

4. (e sS BN Slald
lit: | hope she burns, she is so beautiful.

In this curse utterance, the speaker is cursing someone she
does not know simply because she is beautiful or may be out of
jealously. However, whether good or bad it depends on the
intonation of the speaker.

2. Addressee:

In curse utterances, the address or usually wishes bad
things for the addressee but sometimes the addressor and
addressee refer to the same person (i.e. one curses himself), e.g.:

S. N ga3S 13] (A3 gay il S ol
lit: May Allah kill and murder me if | were lying.

In this curse utterance, the speaker is wishing something
bad for him/ herself because he/ she wants to prove that he/ she
is innocent.

C. Types of Cursing:
Cursing in Mosuli Arabic can be classified into the
following eight types:
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- Cursing people:
Cursing people starts from early age (i.e. childhood). The

following examples are curses used among children:

Curse Expression Goal Form
(! e s Lo sLs o) | Misery Direct
6. lit: Allah’s willing you never enter
paradise.
il di s o) | Misery Direct
7. lit: Allah’s willing you fail in the
exam.
8 gl & gas il el ol Death Direct
' lit: Allah’s willing your father dies.
s yesall it sl o | Problem | Direct
9. lit: Allah’s willing the principle
scolds you.
Eaall sl Loy Jsal ke s i e of | Problem Direct
10. | Iit: Allah’s willing there is a curfew
and you will not get back home.
1 .Sud 4 | Death Direct
" | lit: May Allah kill you.
Lo o35 Bakad Loy papais dil el o) | HINeSS Direct
12 olaiey
lit: Allah’s willing you get sick and
can’t come to the exam.
13 oSt dn | Death Direct
~ | lit: May Allah raises your soul.
As it is obvious, these curses are simplistic and

understandable for children. They may use them in different
situations without any intention when they get (Angry) and
mostly they are just imitations of what adults say. This does not
mean that children do not use adult cursing; they do especially
when working with adults (i.e. labor children).
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Cursing People can be done through cursing their children
because they are considered the weak point of every human

being.
Curse Expression Goal Form
Gl Sadias ¥ 4 | Deprived Direct
14. | lit: May Allah deprive you from
children.
oYyl ey v | Deathand | Direct
15. |litt May Allah punish you| Misery
through your children.
.do¥y cuss | Deathand | Direct
16. i i Miser
lit: May you bury your children. y
ke pdaiy ol Misery Direct
17. |lit: May Allah deprive his
fertility.

Cursing people can also be done by exposing them to

scandals:
Curse Expression Goal Form

18 Jsaunds d | Misery | Direct
~ | lit: May Allah exposes him.

19 .sSale fuw ¥4 | Misery | Direct
" | lit: May Allah not shield you.

20 a<igs 4 | Misery | Direct
" | lit: May Allah expose you.

Moreover, cursing people can be done by wishing them to
die and this is used extensively whether the address or means it
or not (i.e. use it as a humour or has become a habit) depending

on the context.
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Curse Expression Goal Form
21 dag, 3ab 4 | Death Direct
| lit: May Allah take your soul.
.oSuiis 4o | Death/ | Direct
22,0 : | Humour
lit: May Allah kill you.
do¥y L iy ¥ iy [ Death Direct
23.1 lit: May Allah never let you see your
grandchildren.
o4 Lld ya e | Death Direct
"| lit: May you die young.
day, e ol agita | Death | Indirect
25.1 lit: May you be carried above your
friends.
iS5 udgly oie | Death Direct
26.1 lit: | hope you die and your children
bury you.
idus sal endl ¥y aie | Death Direct
27.1 1it: 1 hope you die and no one buries
you.
elaly 4o, oass | Death | Indirect
28.1 lit: May the earth open and swallow
you.
2| e muall g vy | Death | Indirect
lit: 1 hope you never see the morning.
30 Jsxds dn | Death Direct
| lit: May Allah put him in the grave.
31 .Stis an | Death/ | Direct
"| lit: May Allah raises her soul. Humour
S Gdasy ¥y wissy | Death Direct
32.] lit: May you get killed and no one
knows your Killer.
ety dasls otia | Death | Indirect
33.| lit: May a lost bullet find the way to
you head.
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Curse Expression Goal Form
.Jsise | Death/ | Direct
341 lit: Wish you are killed. Humour
oy oie | Death Direct
351 Jjt: May you die and worms eat you.
el Bgais | Death/ | Direct
36.

lit: May you age gets diminished. Humour

Jgia &l day £ | Death Direct
37.1 lit: May he die (become extinct).

i <48 S| Death Direct

38.1 it May he die (become extinct).
aSule atas ¥ 4o | Death/ | Direct
39.1 pis. ; ; Misery
lit: May Allah punish them quickly.
olgs ¥y oSan ¥ | Misery [ Direct
40.

lit: May you never giggle or laugh.

AL il Jlws ¥ | Misery | Direct
41.1 lit: May Allah never let you see
goodness in the evening.

.Sias dn | Misery | Direct

42. lit: May Allah depress you.

Blage LLET L ayy [ Misery | Indirect

43.| lit: Wherever you turn your face,
blackness in front of you.

(olaS s wiy el elwss | Misery | Indirect

44. lit: Hold gold and it turns into dirt.

Finally, there are cursing expressions which are considered
humourous among elderly women although they have very
negative connotations.
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Curse Expression Goal Form

.owaadsl | Humour Direct
45. | lit: May a part of your body gets
cut off.

«% | Humour Direct
46. | lit: May one of your relatives
die.

i<y | Humour Direct

47. | lit: May you collapse because of
the sudden horrific news.

- Cursing body parts:
Cursing someone is also done by cursing different parts of

the body: eyes, legs, skin, etc.

Curse Expression Goal Form
48 s ac | Misery Direct
" | lit: May he gets blind.
49 Agellae AL Pain Direct
" | lit: May his bones break.
Stws | Misery Direct
50. | ..
lit: Broken bones.
51 clalay Calads) Misery Direct
" | lit: May your legs cut off.
5 alS fakey dit | Misery Direct

lit: May Allah bitter your heart.

gib ¥y calaidl Death Direct
53. | lit: May you burn and no one
extinguishes you.

54 .8l Sgais | Death/ Indirect
~ | lit: May his neck gets snapped. Humour
oulll g siis | Death/ Indirect
55. | lit: May his head gets cut off. Anger/

Humour
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Curse Expression Goal Form
dga g oguus i | Misery Direct
56. | Iit: May Allah blacken your face.
Sgwlis suaady olaz | Misery Direct
57 lit: May you bury your head.
ol Jaiily @o¥s oL | Deathand | Direct
58. | lit: May your children die and your | Misery
heart sets on fire.

- Cursing the dead:

Dead people are also cursed, especially when the dead

person is hated by the addressor:

Curse Expression Goal Form
.l oge | Hatred Direct
59. 1 lit: Die like a dog.
lsiadus Jast | Hatred | Indirect
60. | lit: May the side of his grave be
cursed.
dadeall jhsuie | Hatred | Direct
61. | lit: May someone excavate your
grave.

Sentence (61) can also refer to annoying children in a

different context.

- Cursing by the word “curse (ai”:

Cursing someone is done by the word (yax1) which

originally means (), i.e. may he be cursed by Allah, e.g.:
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6. gal Jasi
lit: A curse on your father.

63, Agiades Jaii
lit: A curse on his side in the grave.

Gl by Jad)

64. | 1it: A curse on your great ancestors.

65 | e gl
lit: A curse on your grandfather.

66. Pl ga 48 ga Jast
lit: A curse on you and your ancestors soul.

67, e aga g, Jast

lit: A curse on your parent’s soul.

Moreover, people sometimes curse the devil to reveal anger
or astonishment, e.g.:

68.

eblandy Jasi
lit: A curse on your devil

69.

loaalyl Jasi
lit: A curse on your Satan.

People also curse things like: poverty, life, way of living to
reveal frustration, e.g.:

70 g."..\lé S Jasi
" | lit: A curse on this life.

71 .é&.‘l o Jasi
~ | lit: A curse on poverty.

o 3

72. iala Ju

lit: A curse on this way of living.

The main goals of the previous examples are either anger
or humour depending on the context and intonation. The forms

are direct.
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Another form of being deprived of Allah’s blessings is
(0s2Le) Which means that Allah has cursed (i.e. execrated) Satan.

Thus, when someone uses the word (ysats) he resembles that
person with Satan.

- Cursing health:

Cursing someone’s health, is wishing the cursed person
different types of diseases:

Curse Expression Goal Form
73 oW | Ilnessand Direct
" | lit: Cancer. Death
[lIness and Direct
74. L
lit: Fever. Death
e | Ilness and Direct
[0 I i Death
lit: A quick fever.
76 .ases | Niness and Direct
" | lit: Plague. Death
77 o | Hiness and Direct
" | lit: Paralysis. Death
78 by | Hlness and Direct
" | lit: Epidemic. Death
ot o | Iiness and Direct
[N I Death
lit: Rashes rashes.
Ok ay o) IlIness Indirect
80. | lit: Grapes and pomegranate seeds (like
pimples on the body).
awa Go s pled wayg gile IlIness Direct
81. | lit: Epidemic and pomegranate seeds
flows from your body.
82 Jyidlas ¥ o | [lIness and Direct
" | lit: May Allah never recover him. Pain
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The previous examples are wishes for the addressee to get

ill by the use of the known words such as cancer, fever, etc.,

while examples (80) and (81) are metaphorical references for

illness. As for example (82), it is a wish for an ill person to not
get recovered.

- Cursing envy:
- Cursing someone who is envious is also common in the

Mosuli society along with a hand gesture; the palm of the
hand put in front of the envious person’s face to keep off
envy.

Curse Expression Goal Form
83. dgass plaall o53a | Reverse envy | Indirect
lit: A horse shoe in your face.
84. duses Zwas | Reverse envy | Indirect

lit: Five five (A palm in front
of your face).
85. POLIPRIEWN 141 Misery Direct

lit: May their eyes be poked.

- Cursing luck:
When a person curses luck, he either laments his or

someone’s unfortunate luck, e.g.:

Curse Expression Goal Form
86. bals Lo ot | Lament | Direct
lit: I hope you get buried because of
this luck.
87. Ba S ne crae | Lament Direct
lit: 1 hope you get blind because of
this luck.
88. als g Jau | Lament | Direct
lit: A curse on my luck.
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Also, a person may wish a lucky person to become
unlucky, e.g.

Curse Expression Goal Form
89. «tias Jazzs | Misery | Direct
lit: May your good luck burn.
90. Jsba gt | Misery Direct
lit: A curse on his good luck.
91. s ey dt | Misery | Direct
lit: May Allah take away your luck.

Example (90) has two references, either wishing a lucky
person bad luck or lamenting a person for his continuous bad
luck.

D. Key:

Key refers to the manner and non-verbal action which is
conveyed in a message (Vanci-Osam, 1998: 76). Thus, curse
utterances in Mosuli Arabic are attended by unique emotional
expressions such as: crying, screaming, yelling, hair pulling,
chest and lap beating which reflect the seriousness of the
situation. [Moreover, verbal and non-verbal actions differ
according to the educational background and sex of the
addressor or addressee]. Usually, low educated women seem to
pull their hair or beat on their breast just to enrich their cursing
expressions and draw attention.

E. Norms of Interaction:

Throughout our observation of cursing expressions in the
Mosuli society, low social class and less educated women and
men seem to curse more. Thus, the higher the social status and
education the less cursing expressions are used. Moreover, when
an educated person uses cursing expression in public, people
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seem to be little him because as an educated person such
behaviour is not expected.

F. Message Content:

When the curse utterance is produced, it is not possible to
see whether the desired punishment will happen or, if it does, to
what degree the punishment will occur. What is important is that
the performer calms down by uttering them, and psychologically
feels more at ease thinking that what he/she has wished will be
realized. In other words, the perlocutionary act is not for the
person whom the curse is aimed at, but for the performer.
Sometimes it is stated directly and sometimes it is only implied,
that Allah is being asked to carry out the desired punishment
(Sharifi and Karimipour, 2012: 25).

Moreover, while most curse utterances do express
malicious wishes regarding the person they are aimed at, they
sometimes convey an aggressive or affectionate meaning that
can be understood from the intonation of the performer
(addressor) and from the context in which it is said (Vanci-
Osam, 1998: 80-81).

Not only is the intonation important to convey any message
but also the suffix added to the verb which indicates whom the
utterance refers, e.g.:

Male S ALl
Present<  Female > by &
Male and Female > aSludy 4
Male > Lol
Absent Female -> bl )
Male and Female > UL AP
> (Alsdy &)

Present { Male and Female
(refers to oneself)
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4. Conclusions:

This study is an attempt to study Mosuli curse expressions
by employing Vanci-Osam’s (1998) criteria with some
elaboration. As speech act, curse utterances show many
similarities with other speech acts, yet they also show a number
of differences. One difference is that a cursing act is directed
towards the addressor rather than the addressee. Another
observation about cursing in Mosuli Arabic is the correlation
between the social background of a person and the use of this
speech act. The more the education the less cursing expressions
are used. Despite the negative connotative images associated
with curse utterances, they are still a commonly occurring speech
act in colloquial speech because of their routine-like nature and
sometimes creative nature since they are uttered as a sign of
anger, hatred, mental pain or despair.

This study also shows that there are eight types of cursing
expressions in Mosuli Arabic and those children tend to use
direct cursing expression unlike adults who prefer both direct
and indirect expressions. Moreover, because of the deep belief
that only Allah punishes humans, there is either an explicit or
implicit reference to Him. Several goals are found throughout
studying of the cursing utterance such as: the wish for death,
illness, misery, humour, hatred, etc. The use of Mosuli suffix
[(«) for a male, () for a female, (<) for both males and females

who are present, (15) for a male and (w) for a female, (xa) for
males and females who are not present and () for cursing
oneself] indicates whom the curse is referred to.

Finally, the implication of a curse differs according to the
situation and context it is used in. Thus, the context alone
determines whether the curse is a plea for death, a wish for
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misery, a reflection of humour or even said as a habit. And as
long as we communicate, the more curse expressions will be
creatively invented in our society.
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