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ABSTRACT 

 

Some people might regard the language of hip-hop as being crude, sexist and inappropriate. 

Nevertheless, hip-hop culture can also be considered as one of the underground sources of 

word-formation and language change in mainstream English. Young people have always been 

a source of language variation and lexical innovation whether we like it or not.  

 

This essay is focusing on three words frequently used in hip-hop lyrics, namely pimp, queer 

and chick. The aim of the study is to analyse the semantic change on these words as they are 

used in hip-hop music and find out whether hip-hop culture has had an influence on the 

mainstream usage of these words. 

 

The method used was to study the usage and frequency of these words in hip-hop lyrics and 

analyse whether there was a similar use in a large diachronic newspaper corpus of American 

English. The material was predominately found in The Original Hip-hop Lyrics Archive 

(ohhla.com) and The TIME Magazine Corpus (corpus.byu.edu).  

 

The results of this study show examples of semantic change in both hip-hop lyrics and 

mainstream American English and it is concluded that hip-hop culture has an influence on 

mainstream language above all among the youth.  
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1 Introduction 

  

 “I know my English ain't as modest as you like 

 But come, get some, you little bums 

 I take the cake from under the baker's thumbs 

 I bake the cake, get two of them for one 

 Then I move the weight like I'm Oprah's son 

 Uh, I'll show you how to do this son 

 Young don't mess with chicks in Burberry paddings 

 Fake Manolo boots straight from Steve Madden (u-uh) 

 He padded hisself the rap J.F.K.  

 you wanna pass for my Jaqueline Onassis 

 Then, hop ya ass out that S-class 

 Lay back in that Maybach, roll the best grass, I ask 

 Have you in your long-legged life 

 ever seen a watch surrounded by this much pink ice? 

 Look but don't touch, motherfucker think twice 

 'Cause the gat that I clutch got a little red light 

 Need a light?!” 

 

       Jay-Z f/ Kanye West (2003)   

       (ohhla.com) 

 

Some people might regard the language of hip-hop culture as being crude, sexist and 

inappropriate. Nevertheless, hip-hop culture can also be considered as one of the underground 

sources of word-formation and language change in English. In the end, some of these words 

may succeed in entering into standard English, or at least start to carry new meanings derived 

from underground cultures such as hip-hop, whether we like it or not. This study starts with 

the following example: one day I bought a decoration for my son’s skiing helmet in a well-

known and established sport shop consisting of a fake red hair Mohican to be glued on top of 

the helmet and it said “Pimp your helmet” on the package. This made me reflect on language 

change as usually being a bottom-up process and not a top-down movement where an 

‘authority’ imposes rules for the ‘correct’ use of language. In fact, language is frequently 

influenced, for instance, by underground culture, youth slang, music, technical innovations 

and ‘streetcred’ i.e. street credibility.   

 When thinking about language variation, change and innovation, young people 

immediately come to mind. Slang, abbreviations, swearwords, blends and all sorts of new 

words seem to appear with every young generation not always to the appreciation of their 

parents. Some of the swearwords and slang expressions seem to have a short lifetime whereas 

others appear to remain in the vocabulary through generations (Katamba, 2005:169). Some 

also seem to change meaning or acquire new connotations from positive to negative or vice 

versa. A word can also change from being neutral to becoming a swearword or a sexist word 

for example. With this reflection on semantic processes in mind, the following study concerns 
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some swearwords and slang frequently used in hip-hop lyrics. These words are examined in 

order to find traces of semantic change.  

 

1.1 Aim, scope & research questions  

The aim of this paper is to study three words, frequently used in hip-hop lyrics, in order to 

reveal semantic change and a parallel development between the usage of these words in hip-

hop lyrics and standard American English. This study focuses on the words pimp, chick and 

queer. The following research questions will be addressed in the analysis: 

 

1.  Have the words pimp, chick and queer acquired new semantic meanings through 

 time? 

2.  If so, what kind of semantic changes have these words undergone?  

3. Have the mainstream meanings of these words been influenced by   

 hip-hop lyrics? 

 

The scope of this study is limited to the three lexical items pimp, chick and queer and they 

have been selected by searching in hip-hop lyrics for words frequently used which seem to 

have undergone some kind of semantic change. Mainstream language, in this study, is 

represented by the TIME Magazine Corpus of American English. 

 

2. Theoretical background 

In this section, different concepts and notions of language change, semantic processes and 

theories concerning swearwords and slang will be clarified in order to provide a theoretical 

background to the analysis of the target words occurring in hip-hop lyrics. This section also 

contains a historical review of swearwords and ways of categorizing and structuring them in 

order to simplify the overviewing of the target words. 

 

2.1 Change of meaning 

Change of meaning in words has been a cause of trouble for linguists throughout history. It is 

almost impossible to predict how a change in meaning occurs and when it happens it is 

sometimes non-logical, self-contradicting or arbitrary. Most linguists seem to concentrate on 

the more structural aspects of language (Aitchison, 2001:121). One of the research pioneers in 

changes of meaning was Michel Bréal who gave the name semantics to the science of 

meaning. Other linguists then began to create classifications of meaning change and various 
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labels were coined (Aitchison, 2001:122). For instance, when a word acquires a more positive 

meaning it is a case of amelioration and if it begins to carry negative connotations it is called 

pejoration (Katamba, 2005:176). The word villain originally denoted a person who cultivated 

the land, a ‘peasant’, but when people speak of villains today they associate it with 

‘scoundrels’ or dubious persons. This is a case of pejoration. An example of amelioration is 

the word boy which originally meant ‘male servant’ but now denotes a ‘male child’ 

(Aitchison, 2001:122).  

 Another type of semantic change is meaning generalization vs. specialisation (also 

called semantic widening or narrowing). A common example of meaning specialisation is the 

word gay which used to mean ‘happy’ until the 1960s, but is now exclusively used in the 

sense of  ‘homosexual’ (Ljung, 2003:156, Allan & Burridge, 2006:44). The word clothes on 

the other hand which once was the plural of cloth, has gone through a process of semantic 

widening and today its meaning covers all sorts of garments and outfits (Aitchison, 

2001:122).  

 Bleaching is also a semantic process when the word seems to ‘grow pale’ in power and 

meaning. However, as Aitchison (2001:127) asserts that instead of speaking about words 

losing their essence, we should view the birth of multiple meanings. Words can acquire new 

meanings alongside their old ones and thus develop new polysemies. When a word becomes 

polysemous, it splits into layers, keeping its original meaning, but multiplying its senses in 

which it can be used. That is to say, polysemies extend the word’s meaning metaphorically 

and create new shades of meaning (Katamba, 2005:122). For example the word hand which 

refers to a body part, can also be used in different contexts as in give them a hand meaning 

‘applause’ or lend me a hand, i.e. ‘please help me’, and so on. One way for words to become 

polysemous is through the use of euphemisms, for example when people avoid using a word 

and call genitals the thing in front. The phenomenon of euphemisms will be explained further 

in section 2.3.  

 

2.2 Slang & lexical innovation 

Slang is a term for describing informal language, i.e. non-standard vocabulary. Many linguists 

consider slang to be a major source of lexical innovation also in mainstream language. 

Katamba describes the phenomenon: “Non-standard meanings may come to be associated 

with word forms of the mainstream language” (2005:194). The informal language of slang 

often shows great creativity and expression in experimenting with words. Slang is also used as 

an indicator of group membership by including (or excluding) those who belong to a specific 
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group. Consequently, slang can also create a feeling of solidarity among marginalised 

communities such as African Americans whose everyday language most often is African 

American Vernacular English (henceforth AAVE). AAVE uses very colourful slang which in 

some cases have influenced other varieties of mainstream English, mainly through music 

(Katamba, 2005:169). For instance the word bad that nowadays can be used in the sense of 

something good or excellent. Slang terms can also be a response to a lexical need as Aitchison 

asserts: “When older words have become over-used and lose their impact, new vivid ones are 

introduced in their place” (2001:146).  

  

2.3 Historical review 

Language can be used in many different ways. It can be polite or impolite, formal or informal, 

poetic, manipulative, politically correct, insulting or just colloquial. There are numerous ways 

of using language in everyday life. The language of slang and swearing can be considered by 

many people as repulsive or offensive. However, it can also be fascinating to look into the 

world of ‘bad’ language, cursing, swearwords and taboo words. Of course, this kind of 

language must be used with caution due to the offensive nature of the words, but in the right 

context, it can also create a playful, expressive and figurative language. Swearwords have 

been used ever since the ancient Egyptian pharaohs’ time and curses have been discovered in 

hieroglyphs that are more than 3000 years old (Ljung, 2006:13). Also in the Bible the abuse 

or misuse of the name of the Lord is prohibited in the second commandment God gave to 

Moses: “You shall not take The Name of The Lord your God in vain; for The Lord will not 

hold him guiltless who takes His Name in vain." (2 Mos. 20:7).  

 Until the 16
th

 century, swearwords in Europe had mainly religious motives containing 

oaths and curses by the name of God, Jesus, the Saints, the Cross or evocations of the Devil 

such as God Damn or Burn in hell. However, in the 17
th

 century religious curses were 

accompanied by ‘bad’ words referring to sexual activities, body parts or faeces. Many of these 

‘dirty’ words were frequently used by common people or even in official contexts in the 

beginning. However, with the growing bourgeois mentality of the Victorian era the tolerance 

for these kinds of expressions decreased. People of higher class wanted to mark their social 

status by prohibiting these words and use educated and formal language. The result was a 

significant difference between working class and bourgeois language (Ljung, 2006:35). The 

usage of ‘dirty’ words became taboo. The term taboo origins from the Tongan word tabu 

which simply means ‘forbidden’ and was borrowed into English in the 18
th

 century by the 

famous explorer James Cook. He described taboo as a Polynesian word used for things that 
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were not to be done, entered, seen or touched (Allan & Burridge, 2006:3). What is considered 

as taboo nowadays varies in different societies and cultures but some taboos are almost 

universal such as cannibalism. However, most languages consider swearwords that describe 

faeces, sex or genitals to be more or less taboo (Ljung, 2006:38).  

 Nevertheless, people of ‘higher’ class sometimes also wanted to add expressivity or 

emphasis to their language and this is how euphemisms began to develop. A euphemism is a 

way of expressing the same thing as the taboo word does but with a less offensive or negative 

tone. Euphemisms are not only used as substitutes for swearwords but also for other 

uncomfortable words. A common example of a euphemism is to say pass away, or the more 

colourful push up the daisies or kick the bucket, instead of die. Swearwords elicit numerous 

examples of euphemisms that are supposed to express the same sense but are not as offensive 

as the ‘bad’ word. For instance, four-letter exclamations like Shit! or Fuck! can be replaced by 

Gosh! or Shoot! Some expressions that are homonyms or bear resemblance to an unpleasant 

word acquire a new meaning such as using the American English word rooster instead of the 

word cock (Katamba, 2005:192, Allan & Burridge, 2006:44).  

 Linguists Allan and Burridge (2006) also point out two more categories of “-phemisms”. 

Whereas the use of euphemisms can be called ‘sweet talking’, a dysphemism is a rude 

expression and an orthophemism is ‘straight talking’. Table 1 shows examples of X-

phemisms based on Allan & Burridge (2006:32):    

 

Table 1 Contrasting X-phemisms 

Orthophemism  Euphemism  Dysphemism 

faeces   poo   shit 

toilet   loo   shithouse 

menstruate   have a period  bleed 

vagina   bits   cunt 

 

Orthophemisms are considered to be more formal and direct language expressions; 

euphemisms are colloquial and figurative while dysphemisms are dispreferred and sometimes 

rude or taboo. 

 Swearwords and curses are often categorised into different taboo topics or motives. 

These categories can of course vary depending on the language, culture, religion and so on. 

The Swedish linguist Ljung (2006:62) has divided swearwords into the following main 

categories:  
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Table 2 Swearword motives Examples 

 Religious    Christ, Hell, Damn, Go to hell! 

 Scatological  Shit, Crap, Ass, Asshole, Kiss my ass! 

 Genitals   Cock, Dick, Cunt, You stupid prick! 

 Sexual   Fuck, Fucker, Fucking, I don’t give a fuck! Screw you! 

 Sodomy   Up yours, Up your ass! 

 Mother   Motherfucker, Son of a Bitch, Bastard 

 

 

Beside these motives in Table 2 there are also other topics such as prostitution (whore, 

pimp), masturbation (wanker, jerk), animals (dirty pig, stupid cow) and death (Eat shit and 

die!) as stated by Ljung (2006:75). 

 Different languages of course have their own types and functions of swearing but it 

seems that some of the functions of swearing are more or less universal. The initial historical 

functions of swearing were divided into two categories; namely oaths to summon higher 

powers and curses intended to bring misfortune or disaster on someone else. Nowadays the 

swearing functions have increased and Ljung (2006:60-61) has made the following attempt to 

categorise swearing functions, here illustrated with examples: 

 

Table 3 Swearing functions  Examples 

 Exclamations of irritation or surprise Shit! Fuck! Damn! 

 Oaths    I’ll be damned! Screw me if…Burn in hell! 

 Approval or disapproval  He damn well did it! You know bloody well I do!  

     In my ass! You bet your ass I will! Like hell it is! 

 Curses    Goddamn you! To hell with it! 

 Rude suggestions   Go to hell! Go fuck yourself! Get lost! Kiss my ass! 

 Insults    Your mama… Your momma’s so fat smaller objects   

     orbit her! 

 Word of abuse   Asshole! Shitface! Cunt! Wanker! Dickhead! Fuckface! 

     Motherfucker! Bitch! Bastard! Son-of-a-bitch! 

 Disliking determiners  Every fucking time! Life’s a bitch! 

 Higher intensity   It’s fucking incredible! She’s bloody smart! It scares  

     me shitless! I work my ass off! 

 Emphasis    No fucking way! Fucking stupid! Shut the fuck up!  

     Ala-fucking-bama! 

 Emphasis In questions  What the hell do you mean? Who the fuck are you? 

 New meanings to swearwords  Don’t fuck with him! He’s a fuckup! Move your ass! 

     It takes a lot of balls to do that. 
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3 Method & Material  

Each section of this study concerning the words pimp, chick and queer all include the lexical 

explanation of the words. The dictionary used in this study is the online dictionary 

AskOxford.com. Sometimes the online dictionary Urbandictionary.com was also consulted to 

clarify the interpretation of target words “on the street”.  Signs of semantic change were then 

searched for by looking at concordance lines in the diachronic TIME Magazine Corpus. The 

semantic meaning of the target words pimp, chick and queer in hip-hop lyrics were also 

analysed. When analysing whether the same kind of use could be found in the newspaper 

corpus as in hip-hop lyrics, the impact of underground culture on mainstream language could 

then possibly be revealed. The frequency of the target words found in the corpus in different 

time periods was also taken into consideration when analysing the colloquial or mainstream 

use of these words.  

 This study is based on texts taken from hip-hop lyrics from The Original Hip-Hop 

Lyrics Archive and the TIME Magazine Corpus of American English. Newspaper corpora are 

useful when studying language change, since they represent a fast genre which quickly adopts 

changes (Levin, 2008:2). Since the purpose of this study is to reveal diachronic change in 

mainstream American English usage, The Time Corpus was used since it contains newspaper 

texts from the beginning of the 20
th

 century until recent days. Frequency charts of the target 

words can be displayed in The Time Corpus which contains more than 100 million words 

taken from The Time Magazine archive from the1920s to the 2000s.  

 The examples of hip-hop lyrics in this study were chosen based on the occurrence of the 

target words. The contexts in which the target words were used were looked upon in a large 

number of lyrics, using the hip-hop archive as a corpus, and the examples could be selected. 

These texts were predominantly found in a large online archive of hip-hop lyrics, namely The 

Original Hip-Hop Lyrics Archive (www.ohhla.com). The lyrics in this study were taken from 

50 cent, Eminem, Obie Trice, Timbaland, Heltah Skeltah, Run DMC and Kanye West. They 

are all male American hip-hop artists with a linguistic background in AAVE. These artists 

were selected based on the convenience sampling of the examples mentioned above and did 

not include any female artists due to the lack of suitable examples. Run DMC is a hip-hop 

group known for making hip-hop music mainstream in the beginning of the 80s 

(rundmcmusic.com). 50 Cent is an American rapper born in Queens, New York, in 1975 

(50cent.com). Kanye West is also a well known American rap artist and hip-hop producer 

born in 1977 who decided to take a stand against homophobia in hip-hop lyrics 
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(news.bbc.co.uk). Timbaland is an American music producer, rapper and composer born in 

1971 (timbalandmusic.com). Heltah Skeltah is an American hip-hop group which has been 

successful since the late 1990s (rollingstone.com). Obie Trice, an American rapper from 

Detroit born in 1977 (obietrice.com), has been working together with Eminem, who is the 

only white hip-hop artist in this study. Eminem was born in 1972 and started to use his 

linguistic rapping talents at a young age and he is probably one of the most popular white 

American rappers (eminem.net).    

 

4 Results & Analysis  

In this part, results containing the target words found both in hip-hop lyrics and in the Time 

Corpus are analysed and evidence of semantic change is revealed and discussed. Indications 

of mainstream usage influenced by hip-hop lyrics are also evaluated. The analysis also 

includes the lexical explanation and descriptions of target words found in an online urban 

dictionary. 

 

4.1 Pimp 

Perhaps the word pimp does not evoke a lot of positive associations in some of us. However, 

this could be changing, as seen in example (1):   

 

  

 (1)Come get money with me, if you curious to see 

 how it feels to be with a P-I-M-P 

 Roll in the Benz with me, you could watch TV 

 From the backseat of my V, I'm a P-I-M-P 

 Girl we could pop some champagne and we could have a ball 

 We could toast to the good life, girl we could have it all 

 

      Artist: 50 Cent  

       

This is a text written by the American rapper 50 Cent. Obviously, in the lyrics quoted above, 

the word pimp is associated with a glamorous life with expensive cars, champagne and lots of 

money. When looking at the explanation of the word pimp in the online Urbandictionary.com, 

the following explanation can be found among others:  

 1) something badass or new and fresh. 2) a male who uses females to make money to buy 

 more ho's and in turn blows that money on gold lining for his shoelaces   
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However, these kinds of positive associations did not seem to exist originally. According to 

the online dictionary AskOxford.com the word pimp has the following meanings:  

  

 • noun 1 a man who controls prostitutes and arranges clients for them, taking a percentage   

 of their earnings in return. 2 Austral. informal: a telltale or informer. • verb 1 act as a pimp.  

 2 (pimp on) Austral. informal: inform on.  

 

Looking at the frequency of the word pimp in Table 4 below, there are clearly two periods 

that peak the level of usage, namely the 70s and the 2000s with 3.5 % and 3.6 % per million 

words respectively. 

 

Table 4. Frequency chart of the word pimp 

SECTION 1920s 1930s 1940s 1950s 1960s 1970s 1980s 1990s 2000s 

 

         
PER MIL 0.4 0.7 0.6 1.7 1.7 3.5 1.7 1.7 3.6 

SIZE (MW) 7.6 12.7 15.5 16.8 16.1 13.6 11.4 9.7 6.4 

FREQ  3 9 10 28 28 47 19 17 23 

 

The frequency charts retrieved from the Time Corpus should be read as follows; each section 

shows each decade. PER MIL indicates the frequency of the matching word per million 

words. Henceforth, this number is called for instance 3.6 % although the actual figure is 

0.00036 % (the number is normalized, to permit comparison across registers). SIZE shows the 

size of the section in million words. FREQ is the raw frequency of the matching word in each 

register (http://corpus.byu.edu/time/x.asp).   

 The following concordance examples in Table 5 illustrate that the peaks seem to occur 

before and after the period of semantic change. By consulting the corpus the semantic 

meaning of the word pimp can be revealed. Also by looking at the common words that 

collocate with the word one can see the kind of negative or positive associations it carries. 

When looking at the word in different time periods of the corpus, we can reveal if there has 

been any semantic change in the word. Table 5 shows concordance examples of the word 

pimp taken from 1928-1986.  
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Table 5. Concordance examples of the word pimp. 1928-1986 

 
1 Franz, her son, had by this time become a pimp and jailbird <1928 

2 Horst Wessel, a pimp; Poet Dietrich Eckart, a drug addict <1938 

3 mule driver, hangman's assistant, miller, courier, pimp, mountebank, swindler, galley slave. <1940 

4 Like many another poor youth he began modestly, as a pimp, burglar and small-time gambler 

<1944 

5 Mobster Luciano, pimp and drug peddler, was beginning to look like a nice guy <1947 

6 Adelaide might have been kicked and beaten by a man, probably a pimp. <1954 

7 Think of it the next time your pimp punches you around or leaves you with only a few bucks to live 

on.  <1973 

8 " more and more prostitutes refuse to be exploited by a male pimp and turn to women as surrogate 

men. <1973 

9 the city fathers can't even clear the streets of prostitutes. A black pimp, brilliantly played in high 

camp by Howard Rollins Jr., asks, <1976 

10 the authorities, he said, were after " a pimp and his prostitutes... this dude and his ladies   <1986 

 

The concordance examples from the first part of the 1900s show that the word pimp is 

predominantly used in the context of a man controlling prostitutes just as the dictionary 

explains. Common collocations of pimp are other negative words such as: swindler, burglar, 

drugs and jailbird which indicate the negative associations that the word carries. 

 The level of frequency in Table 4 is higher during the 70s, i.e 3.5 %, but there are still 

no indications of the word having acquired new associations as seen in Table 5. The word still 

denotes a man who controls prostitutes and the common collocations are associated with 

prostitution as seen in concordance lines 8, 9 and 10 in Table 5. The concordance example 

from 1986 in line 10 can possibly be interpreted as not being as negative as the other 

concordance examples calling a pimp and his prostitutes - the dude and his ladies. However, 

in this material, there were no concordance example carrying totally positive associations 

until the 90s which is also the period where hip-hop music and culture increased its 

popularity.       

 The usage frequency of the word pimp appears to have dropped to 1.7 % during the 80s 

and the 90s and when the word began to be used in new contexts as seen in Table 6, it 

increased its frequency during the 2000s as displayed in Table 4. Table 6 with concordance 

examples from the late 90s and the 2000s shows that the word begins to carry new 

associations. 
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Table 6. Concordance examples of the word pimp. 1997-2004 

1 Why do you make nail polish for young girls with colors called Pimp and Porno?' " she recalls.  

<1997 

2 O.K. You're taking yourself wa-a-ay too seriously.' Like, pimp is slang for cool. <1997 

3 Sean John, featuring well-tailored pimp wear, was almost overshadowed by his indictment  <2000 

4 " There's going to be a party tonight for Terry McAuliffe, chief pimp of the Democratic Party fund-

raising machine <2000 

5 Actually, the message of Pimp Juice is uplifting -- " Your pimp juice is anything that attracts the 

opposite sex/It could be money, fame <2002 

6 connection between wheels and independence more strongly than teenagers, which is probably why 

Pimp My Ride became an overnight hit for MTV. With rapper Xzibit as host,  <2004 

7 build out with the customized choices. It's like Pimp My Shirt.  <2004 

 

 

The first two concordance lines in Table 6 from the late 90s illustrate the change of 

associations of the target word. The word pimp now seems to carry the meaning of being cool, 

successful, well dressed and attractive with common collocations such as: well-tailored, 

money and customized. This indicates a changed semantic meaning of the word which now 

has positive associations.     

 Furthermore, the use of the word in hip-hop culture is illustrated by the example on line 

6 where teenagers, MTV and rapper are distant collocates. This example also shows the new 

meaning of the word in the phrase pimp my ride which means customize my car and make it 

look beautiful. Yet, in the fourth concordance line where someone is called chief pimp, pimp 

still has some kind of negative tone to it, meaning acting as a pimp.   

 The word pimp used as a swearword can be categorised under the motive of 

prostitution (Ljung, 2006:75) and is often collocated with words like whore or prostitutes. 

However, since the beginning of the 21
st
 century, the word seems to have begun to carry new 

connotations that can be interpreted as positive, such as associations with money, customized 

cars, well-tailored clothes, a man successful with women and bling-bling, which is a term for 

shiny accessories, such as chrome wheels, diamonds, etc. The word does not seem to have 

become polysemous since it still has the same original semantic meaning. Still, the word pimp 

appears to have undergone semantic change by acquiring new positive associations which 

makes it a case of amelioration (Katamba, 2005:176).  
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 However, for some people or in some cases, the word pimp can still be interpreted as 

offensive and could be categorized as an insult or a word of abuse in Ljung’s swearing 

functions (2006:60-61).  

 

New meanings of the word pimp have also emerged as seen in example (2): 

  

 (2)Ew we, my pimpin is pimpalicious 

 I'm more than a rapper, eat my words I'm so nutritious (hu-huh) 

 Them other rappers come with that heat talk 

 I talk about us baby in them sheets for sweet talk (hu-huh) 

       

       Artist: Timbaland & Magoo 

 

The word pimpalicious in example (2) carries positive associations such as ‘very cool’, 

‘awesome’ and ‘super’ as asserted in the Urbandictionary and this could be categorized under 

the function of higher intensity (Ljung 2006:60-61).  The verb pimpin (or pimping) has also 

acquired an additional semantic meaning, i.e. to decorate or to style something or someone 

and make it beautiful. This definition evidently has its origin in hip-hop culture, mainly the 

MTV television show Pimp My Ride where old cars are being customized and styled. This 

also appears to be the phenomenon in the example from the introduction of this essay, where 

Pimp your helmet means to decorate it and make it cool. In this case, the usage of the word 

pimp in hip-hop and street culture has clearly affected the mainstream and colloquial use of 

the word. Its usage frequency also seems to have increased along with the semantic change as 

seen in Table 4. 

 

4.2 Queer 

For some of us, the word queer might carry the association of something unusual or strange. 

However, the word can be used in other contexts, as seen in the following example (3): 

  

 (3)Niggaz when I step up in a bar, faggots wanna look 

 like you muh'fuckers got Obie Trice shook 

 Like I'm gon' stand here as a man and 

 let some queer ass, funny looking nigga get the upper hand 

    

      Obie Trice f/ Eminem, G-Unit 

       

For a long time, hip-hop lyrics and culture have been accused of being homophobic and the 

word queer is often used in a derogatory way when describing homosexual persons or 

activities. Actually, in the material found in the online archive of hip-hop lyrics, queer is not 
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as frequently used as the word faggot, which appears to be even more pejorative towards the 

gay community in hip-hop culture which is seen in example (4):  

  

 (4)My words are like a dagger with a jagged edge 

 That'll stab you in the head 

 whether you're a fag or lez 

 Or the homosex, hermaph or a trans-a-vest 

 Pants or dress - hate fags? The answer's "yes 

 

      Artist: Eminem 

 

Lately, critical voices have been raised such as the American rapper Kanye West 

(news.bbc.co.uk), against the homophobia in hip-hop culture and openly gay rappers and hip-

hop groups have emerged (mndaily.com). However, the derogatory usage of the word queer 

seems to remain as seen in example (5): 

  

  

 (5)So dont go there queer your rhyme’s boring still 

 Even if you did a jam featuring Lauryn Hill 

 
      Artist: Heltah Skeltah  

       

 

Obviously, the word queer can be used as a pejorative word in hip-hop lyrics. When 

consulting AskOxford, the following explanations of the word can be found: 

 • adjective 1 strange; odd. 2 informal, derogatory (of a man) homosexual. 3 Brit. 

 informal, dated slightly ill.   • noun informal, derogatory a homosexual man.   • verb 

 informal spoil or ruin.  

 USAGE: The word queer was first used to mean ‘homosexual’ in the early 20th 

 century. It was originally, and usually still is, a deliberately derogatory term when 

 used by heterosexual people. In recent years, however, gay people have taken the 

 word queer and deliberately used it in place of gay or homosexual, in an attempt, 

 by using the word positively, to deprive it of its negative power. 

 (askoxford.com) 

The frequency level of queer shows a peak in the 1930s with 16.2 % and then the usage seems 

to decrease until the 90s when the frequency seems to increase again as shown in Table 7.  
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Table 7. Frequency chart of the word queer 

SECTION 1920s 1930s 1940s 1950s 1960s 1970s 1980s 1990s 2000s 

 

         
PER MIL 11.0 16.2 8.3 3.2 1.9 1.2 0.4 1.4 5.8 

SIZE (MW) 7.6 12.7 15.5 16.8 16.1 13.6 11.4 9.7 6.4 

FREQ  84 205 128 54 30 16 5 14 37 

 

As asserted in the dictionary, the word queer has been used to describe a homosexual person 

since the 20
th

 century (askoxford.com). Yet, there are few concordance examples in the 

corpus indicating this kind of use until the late 1960s. Perhaps there are indications in the 

corpus that the high level of usage during the 30s could be due to fact that the word is still not 

associated to homosexuality? When consulting the corpus, the concordance examples in Table 

8 from the 30s show that the word is primarily used to describe something strange, unusual or 

awkward like a queer situation, a queer fact or a queer thing.  

 

Table 8. Concordance examples of the word queer. 1935-1939 
1 a Virginia family whose blood is proud but queer. His grandfather is an eccentric lawyer. <1935 

2 stumbles on a queer situation, a flying triangle. <1935 

3 a half-willing participant in their queer make-believe that ends in tragedy. <1935 

4 because her voice soared with a queer, brassy resonance. <1935 

5 The young man soon discovers many a queer fact about bewigged Mr. Norris: <1935 

6 he heard, saw, felt many a queer thing. Scientifically curious, he kept records  <1936 

7 Marx and Engels were a queer team to work so long and well together. <1936 

8 " How did you happen to think of such queer names?  " Oh, we didn't think of them <1936 

9 His first encounter with Carlyle did not impress him: " What a queer man! At first his style 

reminded me of an illiterate Japanese journalist <1936 

10 " Dear, dear! How queer everything is today. But if I am not myself, who am I? 1939 

 

Even the example on line 9 in Table 8 stating What a queer man! does not appear to relate to 

the man’s sexual orientation. Obviously the word queer has not yet gained popularity during 

the 30s in colloquial use as a term for a homosexual person. Moving on a bit further in time, 

the corpus shows a few examples from the 60s indicating that queer is used to describe 

homosexuality but the word is still used mainly to describe anything unusual or strange. 
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During the 90s, according to the dictionary (askoxford.com), the gay community ‘claims’ the 

word by using it in a positive way to describe a homosexual person as shown in lines 5 and 6 

in the concordance examples in Table 9:  

Table 9. Concordance examples of the word queer. 1969-2004 
1 be seen by others and/or by himself as " queer. " Viewing homosexuality as a condition <1969 

2 homosexual nature. " You see, I was a quarter normal and three-quarters queer, <1978 

3 Mrs. Owens had watched it start, hearing what she called " a queer swishing noise  <1981 

4 a " queer nation. " There are ways in which this tribalistic view of human sexuality   <1993 

5 "It's the 1990s and it's hip to be queer and I'm a big dyke. " <1993 

6 a unique and prideful group identity: We're queer, and we're here! <1993 

7 Last week I sat down and watched a popular new television phenomenon. Queer Eye for the 

Straight Guy turned out to be a hilarious reality show <2003 

8 an apparent effort to atone for the years of homophobia, EMINEM out-Chered the Queer Eye guys 

at the MTV video awards < 2003 

9 One much discussed TV show has offered a stylized world in which a queer eye can be cast upon a 

straight guy and not end up blackened  <2003 

10 network shows including Will &; Grace, Queer Eye for the Straight Guy, Queer as Folk and The L 

Word, the first two of which are certifiable hits  < 2004 

 

 

In lines 5 and 6 the word queer is used as a proud statement: It’s the 1990s and it’s hip to be 

queer or We’re Queer, We’re here! The word seems to gain even more popularity during the 

2000s due to some popular TV-shows such as Queer eye for the straight guy (examples 7-10) 

where a group of gay men go to heterosexual households to restyle their homes. The word 

queer now gives the impression of being associated with homosexual people having better 

taste and a sense of style and through this it acquires new positive associations.  

 Initially, queer was not considered an offensive word as it was originally used to 

describe anything unusual or strange. However, when people began to use it to describe 

homosexuality, it could also be experienced as offensive and the level of usage decreased as 

people began to use it with more caution. Queer actually seems to follow the same semantic 

pattern as the word gay, which originally meant ‘to be happy’ but nowadays almost 

exclusively denotes a homosexual person. If a word’s meaning evolves from denoting a wide 

range of things to denote just a few or one special concept it is a case of semantic narrowing 

(Ljung, 2003:156, Allan & Burridge, 2006:44). Queer also appears to have gone through the 

semantic process of amelioration, since the word has acquired more positive associations 

(Katamba, 2005:176).    
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 Nevertheless, queer can still be used as an offensive word and due to the associations to 

people’s sexual orientation, it could be categorized under Ljung’s sexual motive (Ljung, 

2006:62). The word queer would in this case function as a word of abuse or an insult (Ljung, 

2006:60-61).  

 Hip-hop lyrics do not seem to have influenced the mainstream usage of the word queer 

as much as other media such as TV-shows and of course the gay community itself. Perhaps 

there are indications of the opposite direction, that is to say, the mainstream use may have 

influenced the use of the word queer in hip-hop culture, as the word is not very offensive 

anymore and hence not used as frequently as other derogatory and offensive words denoting 

gay people in hip-hop lyrics. 

 

4.3 Chick 

The following example shows how the hip-hop group Run DMC uses the word chick in their 

lyrics: 
  

 (6)She's a freaky chick believe me 

 She dances on the TV 

 Watch me, watch me, paparazzi 

 I'm, so, cute 

 
      Artist: RUN DMC 

       

 

Perhaps, one could discuss whether chick is an offensive word or not. Probably many women 

would prefer this word instead of other more offensive and derogatory words. The word chick 

almost sounds like a euphemism compared to the considerable number of pejorative words 

denoting women in hip-hop lyrics, for instance bitch or whore. However, if chick was to be 

categorized as a swearword, it could fall under the motive of animals (Ljung 2006:75), to be 

used in a similar way to stupid cow; for example dizzy chick. The Urbandictionary asserts that 

chick is the nicest way to refer to a woman: 

  

 chick - The nicest way to refer to any female. Used respectfully like this in  Australia. A 

 completely non-derogatory comment, that in general is non-offensive to women and 

 better than most alternative's.  

 

Another description from the Urbandictionary says: 
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 chick - A loose term used to describe a girl, usually a cute girl. Rarely ever used to 

 describe a baby chicken. A baby chicken is just... a baby chicken. So, chick = (cute) 

 girl. 

 

The Urbandictionary claims that chick is hardly ever used to describe a baby chicken. 

Nevertheless, since the word still denotes a baby chicken and there is no other word for this, 

the meaning of baby chicken remains. What can be concluded is that the word has become 

polysemous and nowadays also carries the meaning of a ‘young’ woman. According to 

AskOxford the word chick has the following meanings:  

  

 • noun 1 a young bird, especially one newly hatched. 2 informal a young woman.  

The frequency chart of the word chick from the Time corpus reveals that the level of 

usage has increased to 5.9 % during the 2000s as shown in Table 10. 

 

Table 10. Frequency chart of the word chick 

SECTION 1920s 1930s 1940s 1950s 1960s 1970s 1980s 1990s 2000s 

 

         
PER MIL 4.8 3.5 3.8 3.0 3.5 2.2 1.9 1.8 5.9 

SIZE (MW) 7.6 12.7 15.5 16.8 16.1 13.6 11.4 9.7 6.4 

FREQ  37 44 58 51 56 30 22 18 38 

 

 

By consulting the Time corpus the occurrences of the word chick to refer to a young bird or a 

young woman can be analysed and changes in time can be revealed. By viewing the 

concordance examples from different time periods one can analyse whether the higher 

frequency during the 2000s is due to the word having become polysemous. The corpus also 

allows us to see if chick is used in negative or positive contexts and what associations the 

word carries. Table 11 shows concordance examples from 1923-1969. 
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Table 11. Concordance examples of the word chick. 1923-1969. 

 
1 Charles (Chick) Evans, Jr., former amateur and open golf champion <1923 

2 centres of the baby chick industry, tons of eggs were gestating in incubators <1933 

3 In Vienna last week Chancellor Dollfuss, like a chick trying to round up a brood of flustered hens 

<1933 

4 Frau Albert Einstein manages her fuzzy-crowned husband much as a hen does a bewildered chick. 

<1933 

5 deciding which chick was a pullet and which a cockerel. <1942 

6 Naked as a new chick, he made his way through the shattered carrier to the flight deck.  <1944 

7 it's awful for Mums, seeing the last little chick fluttering away from the nest? <1949 

8 She prides herself on being a hip* chick who can deep-breathe on a stick of Tea (marijuana) or 

leave it alone  <1952 

9 and said he " wanted a young chick. "  Divorced. <1953 

10 Hey, this chick's not from Europe-she's from Brooklyn! " Big, blonde and bustling  <1956 

11 " Say, what's a slick chick like you doing in a nothin' town like this? " <1958 

12 what next? -a beautiful chick pops into the room. She is Brigid Bazlen, a cute, twitchy little <1961 

13 The balladeer-song-writer met his " very groovy chick " while performing in Los Angeles <1969 

 

The high number of concordance examples during the 1920s partly depends on the fact that 

chick seemed to be a popular name during this period as seen in line 1. In 1933, the word 

chick is used most frequently referring to a ‘young bird’ with common collocates such as 

eggs and hens, as shown in lines 2 and 3. Chick is also sometimes used as a metaphor for 

something new or vulnerable, for instance naked as a new chick, as exemplified in line 6.  

This trend appears to remain until the 1950s when several examples of chick denoting a 

young woman arise. Now chick collocates with words such as hip, young, slick, beautiful 

and groovy as seen in lines 8-13, and this usage of the word could be interpreted as positive. 

 However, bearing the word’s initial denotation in mind, it could also be slightly 

negative. When describing a young bird, chick is a neutral denotation. But viewing the 

context in which hens are trying to take care of confused chicks and the collocates are 

flustered and bewildered (lines 3 and 4), this can be interpreted as chicks having negative 

characteristics such as ‘stupid’ or ‘agitated’. With these characteristics in mind, perhaps 

women should not be too flattered when they are referred to as chicks. Moving on to the 

2000s, the concordance examples show a continuation of the new trend. 
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Table 12. Concordance examples of the word chick. 2002-2005 

 
1 Box-office results show that boys resolutely avoid chick flicks. " If you have a female lead in a movie 

<2002 

2 is a quick look at a hot chick. So the CIA has persuaded Alias star JENNIFER GARNER <2003 

3 a snotty rich kid, a nerd, a hot chick, a black homeless guy and the homeless guy's dog. <2004 

4 Do you like being the godmother of chick lit?  I like the idea that it was all my idea <2004 

5 When your daughter becomes the hot, new chick in town, and you are going through menopause 

<2005 

6 When you think you look good, you play better -- it's a chick thing. <2005 

7 " I'm a cute little chick. " In a culture that fetishizes slimness, the idea of being fat  <2005 

 

In the 2000s, the word chick seems to be used almost exclusively as a word for an attractive 

young woman and its frequent collocates are hot and cute which indicate positive 

associations. The positive associations however only concern the appearance of the women 

and are to be limited to their looks saying nothing about their intelligence or personal 

qualities. New compounds such as chick lit and chick flick are also now repeatedly found in 

the corpus as seen in lines 1 and 4. The Urbandictionary suggests these explanations to these 

words: 

 chick flick - A film that indulges in the hopes and dreams of women and/or girls. A 

 film that has a happy, fuzzy, ridiculously and unrealistic ending.   

 chick lit - Slang for a genre of literature geared towards female readers, which 

 deal with modern issues in women’s lives  

 

Of course, the explanations of these words in the Urbandictionary could be questioned but the 

essence still remains, chick flicks or chick lit are used to denote movies or literature intended 

for women. These examples also show the number of new contexts and words in which chick 

is used and this could be one reason to why the frequency has increased during the 2000s. 

 In hip-hop lyrics, the word chick is used quite frequently to denote a young woman. As 

noted above the Urbandictionary claims that this is “the nicest way to refer to any female” 

(urbandictionary.com) and this also appears to be the case in hip-hop culture. Nevertheless, 

chick is by far not as frequently used as other derogatory words in hip-hop lyrics like bitch or 

ho (whore) and this maybe indicates the mildness of the word, not being as striking or 

offensive as other words denoting women in these lyrics.  
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 The popularity of the word chick definitely has increased during the 2000s, as seen in 

Table 10, and this could depend on the word having become polysemous (Katamba, 

2005:122) and having gained popularity in the sense of a woman instead of only denoting a 

young bird. However, if the usage of the word in hip-hop lyrics has influenced mainstream 

usage is hard to tell since it could also be the other way around. Hip-hop culture is sensitive 

for new trends among young people and youths are quick to pick up trends from hip-hop 

lyrics.    

5 Summary & Conclusion 

This study was focused at the words pimp, queer and chick. Its aim was to investigate whether 

these words have undergone some kind of semantic change and whether the mainstream usage 

of these words has been influenced by hip-hop culture. The following is a short summary of 

the results of this study. 

 

Pimp - Used as an offensive word, pimp could be categorized under the prostitution-motive 

(Ljung, 2006:75). Since the beginning of the 21
st
 century, it has increased its popularity due to 

the new positive associations it has acquired such as money, well-tailored clothes or 

customized cars. These positive associations indicate that the word has acquired an 

ameliorated meaning (Aitchison, 2001:122) and this could also explain its increased 

frequency of usage. The mainstream use of this word appears to have been influenced by hip-

hop culture mainly through hip-hop lyrics and TV-shows such as Pimp my Ride and is 

nowadays used in both mainstream and commercial contexts.  

 

Queer - The word queer appears to have gone through a semantic change by initially 

describing anything strange or unusual into denoting a homosexual person. This almost 

follows the same pattern as the word gay which originally was used in the sense of ‘being 

happy’ but nowadays almost exclusively denotes a homosexual person (Ljung, 2003:156, 

Allan & Burridge, 2006:44) which makes it a case of semantic narrowing. This semantic 

change caused people to use the word with more caution which decreased the frequency of 

usage. Nevertheless, since the gay community themselves have started to use the word 

positively in an attempt to take away its negative power (askoxford.com) the level of usage 

has increased during the 2000s. In this case, hip-hop lyrics did not seem to have influenced 

mainstream usage as much TV-shows and the gay community itself. Unfortunately, other 

derogatory words denoting gay people seem to be used more frequently in hip-hop lyrics. 
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Chick - The word chick has become polysemous (Katamba, 2005:122) from initially denoting 

a young bird into frequently being used to describe a young, attractive woman. This clearly 

has had an effect on the level of usage of the word and its frequency has increased immensely 

during the 2000s. However, it is not possible to draw any conclusions if the usage of this word 

has influenced mainstream usage or vice versa. Hip-hop culture has an effect on youth 

language; likewise, young people are being influenced by hip-hop lyrics – a kind of give and 

take.  

 

Young people in general and hip-hop artists in particular often purposely use controversial or 

offensive words just to ‘rebel’ against grown-ups or society. But as the words are being used 

more frequently or go through some kind of semantic change, the words can also be deprived 

of their offensive power and become accepted enough to be used in mainstream or colloquial 

language.  

 The last analysis concerning the word chick could serve as a summarizing conclusion of 

this study. Hip-hop culture clearly has an influence on mainstream language above all among 

the youth, but on the other hand, hip-hop artists are also receptive to pick up new trends 

coming from young people. Nevertheless, AAVE seems to be attractive for young people with 

its colourful expressions and innovative language and this study has shown examples of 

AAVE making its way into standard American English mainly through music, such as hip-

hop.   

 The aim of this study was to analyse the semantic change on the words pimp, queer and 

chick and find out if there has been a parallel development between hip-hop lyrics and 

standard American English usage of these words. The method used was to study the 

frequency and use of these words in hip-hop lyrics and analyse if there was a similar use in a 

large diachronic newspaper corpus of American English. The material was found 

predominantly in The Original Hip-Hop Lyrics Archive (www.ohhla.com) and the Time 

Corpus (http://corpus.byu.edu). This turned out to be suitable sources of data collection which 

could give answers to the research questions and the aim could be reached.  

 The inclusion of another corpus could extend this study and this is a possible area of 

further research. Also, only an American English corpus was analysed in this study and there 

could also be the possibility to investigate if British English is equally influenced by hip-hop 

lyrics, using a British corpus.    

 Finally, the number of words analysed in this study was quite small and other or more 



 22 

words could have been included such as; bling, phat, bitch, grind or nigger which is a word 

that probably could form a whole study by itself.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 23 

References  

 

Online sources: 

AskOxford.com.2008. AskOxford: Free online dictionary resources from Oxford University

 Press. http://www.askoxford.com  Accessed 11 March 2008 

BBC News.2008. BBC NEWS. http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/entertainment/4165706.stm

 Accessed 14 May 2008.  

Bibeln.se. 2008. Sök I Bibeln. http://bibeln.se/framemaker.jsp?visakap=2+Mos+20&addit 

=true&markvers=2064  Accessed 11 March 2008 

Davies, Mark. 2007. Time Magazine Corpus (100 million words, 1920s-2000s).

 http://corpus.byu.edu/time Accessed 5 March 2008. 

Eminem.net 2004. Eminem: made by fans for fans. http://www.eminem.net                

 Accessed 14 May 2008 

 

Mndaily.com.2008. Minnesota Daily. http://www.mndaily.com/articles/2007/10/10/72163775

 Accessed 14 May 2008. 

Ohhla.com.2005. The original Hip-Hop lyrics archive. http://www.ohhla.com      

 Accessed 5 March 2008. 

Obietrice.com.2008. Obie Trice: News. http://www.obietrice.com Accessed 14 May 2008 

 

Rolling Stone.2008. Rolling Stone. http://www.rollingstone.com/artists/heltahskeltah

 Accessed 14 May 2008. 

 

Rundmcmusic.com.2008. RUN DMC. http://www.rundmcmusic.com 

 Accessed 14 May 2008 

 

Timbalandmusic.com.2008 Timbaland: Official Site http://www.timbalandmusic.com 

 Accessed 14 May 2008 

Urbandictionary.com.2005. Urban Dictionary. http://www.urbandictionary.com     

 Accessed 11 March 2008. 

50Cent.com.2008. 50 Cent. http://www.50cent.com Accessed 14 May 2008 

 

 

 

 



 24 

Printed sources: 

 

Aitchison, Jean. 2001. Language Change – Progress or Decay? Cambridge, University Press     

Allan, Keith & Burridge, Kate. 2006. Forbidden Words: Taboo and the censoring of 

 language. Cambridge, University Press     

Katamba, Francis. 2005. English words. London, Routledge 

Levin, Magnus. 2008. Forthcoming. Regular Irregulars - on the –ed/t varation in British and 

 American English. To appear in: Rohdenburg, Günter & Julia Schlüter (eds) 

 One language, two grammars: Morphosyntactic differences between British and 

 American English. Cambridge, CUP 

Ljung, Magnus. 2003. Making words in English. Lund, Studentlitteratur 

Ljung, Magnus. 2006. Svordomsboken. Uddevalla, Nordstedts Akademiska Förlag 

 


