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Introduction:
Language and society in cinematic discourse

JANNIS ANDROUTSOPOULOS

Based on a thematic panel at Sociolinguistics Symposium 18 in South-
ampton (2010), this double special issue of Multilingua explores cine-
matic discourse as an under-examined field of sociolinguistic inquiry.
Drawing on film and television data from various countries and lan-
guages, the seven articles that follow ask how cinematic discourse repre-
sents linguistic heterogeneity, what conceptual and analytical tools in
sociolinguistics are adequate to its study, and how this might challenge
and further sociolinguistic theory. It would be inaccurate to speak of a
neglect of media in current sociolinguistics. An increasing number of
scholars are turning to objects of study that are usually thought of as the
‘territory’ of disciplines such as literary, film and media studies. ‘Post-
variationist’ sociolinguistics, linguistic anthropology, social semiotics
and critical discourse studies all contribute to this turn, and media data
have been pivotal for the theorising of notions such as stylisation, lin-
guistic flows or performativity within the discipline (e.g. Coupland 2007;
Pennycook 2007; Alim et al. 2009). We think that cinematic discourse
ought to figure large at this intersection due to its popularity as a site of
sociolinguistic representation and its complexity as a multimodal semi-
otic artefact. However, we feel that film has not yet found due attention
as a sociolinguistic site of inquiry, though of course important predeces-
sors do exist.

The contributors to this issue are spread around the world in terms of
their academic homes and objects of study. They examine American
films (Bleichenbacher, Higgins & Furukawa, Petrucci) and television
series (Bednarek) as well as European productions from Cyprus, France
and Germany (Tsiplakou & Ioannidou, Planchenault, Androutso-
poulos). Ranging from comedy and drama to post-modern satire, these
films and series tell stories of everyday life and intercultural encounters
in urban or rural settings. They stage style-shifting and code-switching
between a number of dialects and languages, including varieties of Eng-
lish (Hawai’i English, African-American Vernacular English); French
(Parler banlieue and Patois), German (‘Interlanguage German’); Greek
(Cypriot-Greek dialect); Hawaiian and Hawai’i Creole; and Turkish. The
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140 Jannis Androutsopoulos

analyses offered are mostly qualitative, though with some instances of
quantification (Bednarek, Bleichenbacher). Together, these seven articles
offer snapshots of the diversity of sociolinguistic representations in con-
temporary audio-visual fiction, and by so doing, they reveal some com-
mon themes in theory, method and analysis, which I attempt to outline
in this introduction.

Setting the scene

A couple of conceptual clarifications on film, cinematic and telecin-
ematic discourse are in order before we proceed. ‘Cinematic discourse’
is a term in current usage, though apparently not a firmly established
academic concept. I do not use it here as a quasi-synonym to ‘language
in film’, but rather in order to delimit the site of inquiry in a more
inclusive way. Its difference to ‘film’ can be conceived along the lines of
discourse theory and Critical Discourse Analysis. Following the distinc-
tion between text and discourse practices (Fairclough 1995), I think of
cinematic discourse as the ensemble of film-as-text and processes of its
production and consumption. ‘Cinematic discourse’ pinpoints a conte-
xtualised approach to film as a site of sociolinguistic representation, in-
cluding its relations to production and/or reception and the sociolinguis-
tic knowledge that it articulates and presupposes. This is not trivial from
a language studies perspective, since film-as-text is already difficult to
handle analytically with regard to the role of language in a complex
system of audio-visual signifiers, which produce meaning in their interre-
lation.

The term ‘cinematic’ conceals the fact that two of the seven papers in
this issue (by Bednarek and Tsiplakou & Ioannidou) examine television
data, and therefore strictly speaking telecinematic discourse (Piazza et
al. 2011). However, ‘cinematic’ and ‘telecinematic’ primarily define a me-
dium-related distinction. Assuming clear-cut boundaries between the two
is in my view both empirically futile and theoretically unproductive in
the context of contemporary transmedia flows, where films are screened
on television, TV serial productions adopt film narratives and visual
aesthetics, and all of the above is increasingly transferred to the internet.
The joint focus of all contributions here is on audio-visual fictional nar-
rative, and key aspects of analysis, such as the relation of linguistic vari-
ability to characterisation, are common to both.

Though these seven articles generally focus on telecinematic texts,
their links to production and/or reception practices are reflected and in
part also examined. A number of articles draw on the ‘double frame-
work’ that shapes telecinematic (and other) fiction. In this variant of the
classic communication model that is common in literary studies, com-
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Language and society in cinematic discourse 141

munication in the fictional world is embedded into the communicative
relation between ‘author’ (or ‘producer’) and ‘reader’ (or ‘audience’).
This distinction is theoretically and analytically necessary if we are to
account for the fact that sociolinguistic choices at the fictional level are
constrained by audience design at the level of target audiences (see Bedn-
arek 2012, Richardson 2010). The papers by Bednarek, Higgins & Fur-
kawa, and Androutsopoulos suggest that characters and their speech are
designed so as to enable (imagined target) audiences to identify with or
sometimes distance themselves from them. Planchenault offers insights
into the production practices of the two films she examines, notably with
regard to their directors’ background and language-ideological inten-
tions. She discusses the directors’ stances to dominant language-ideologi-
cal discourses on non-standard varieties of French, and their aim to
challenge ‘common stereotypical views’. However, she also points out
that in so doing, these directors reproduce some of these views, notably
the association of non-standardness with unintelligibility. Furthermore,
three papers consider reception and audiences. Planchenault examines
expert and audience responses to the films she studies, thereby support-
ing her argument on the ‘flattening’ of indexical orders that takes place
at film reception. Bleichenbacher examines discussions on selected films
in public web forums, comparing these to the language-ideological posi-
tions articulated in the films themselves. Petrucci reports on findings of
an ‘informal audience response exercise’ by which he assesses the impact
of translation techniques, i.e. subtitling or dubbing, to audience inter-
pretations of two characters in a particular scene.

In addition to their own findings, these papers suggest that media
ethnography or audience research can be a useful part of the sociolin-
guistic analysis of audio-visual fiction. For example, taking film scripts
or dialect coaches into account can offer valuable insights into the proc-
esses by which sociolinguistic difference is scripted and performed (see
Bucholtz 2011; Kozloff 2000; Richardson 2010; Walshe 2009). At the
other end of the communication chain, working with audiences can help
us understand how active viewers negotiate responses to the staging of
sociolinguistic difference in film, which may well differ from both the
‘preferred’, hegemonic readings anchored in films themselves and the
interpretations offered by analysts.

Filling the gaps

This special issue is not the first attempt to examine film, and fictional
discourse more generally, through a sociolinguistic lens. Its antecedents
can be divided by chronology, subject matter or discipline. The represen-
tation of dialect and code-switching in written fiction has a tradition of
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142 Jannis Androutsopoulos

scholarship in literary theory and especially stylistics (cf. Bakhtin 1981;
Culpeper 2001; Hess 1996, and a theme issue of Language and Literature,
10(2), 2001). It has also been of interest to dialectologists and sociolingu-
ists (e.g. Haas 1983; Johnson 2005; Mesthrie 2005). As far as film is
concerned, most papers in this special issue look back to pioneering
research by Jane Hill (1995) and Rosina Lippi-Green (1997) whose stud-
ies of the representation of Mock Spanish and African-American Ver-
nacular English have not only demonstrated the relevance of popular
entertainment media to the reproduction of linguistic discrimination, but
also established conceptual and methodological pathways for their study.
Other relevant contributions are disparate and hardly ever synthesised.
These are three examples from my own experience: Rey (2000) studies
language and gender in Star Trek and draws on register variation analy-
sis to examine how changing language styles reflect changing social and
cultural attitudes to gender. Geeraerts (2001) focuses on morphosyntac-
tic variation analysis in Belgian soap operas and reveals patterns of so-
ciolinguistic stratification by character status. Georgakopoulou (2000)
examines heteroglossia in popular Greek cinema of the 1960s, and uses
Bakhtin to analyse conflicting relations among various sociolects stylised
in films. Thus quite some time before the current interest in the sociolin-
guistics of fictional performance (cf. Richardson 2010; Bell & Gibson
2011), linguistic variability in (tele-)cinematic discourse has received at-
tention by sociolinguists across countries, languages and frameworks.

However, as I argue below in more detail, some of this previous work
focuses on restrictions of linguistic variability in film and television
series. It asks where film stops short of reflecting the rich patterns of
sociolinguistic variation in ‘real life’ rather than asking what film actu-
ally does with the sociolinguistic contrasts it represents. The papers in
this special issue are an attempt to go beyond this perspective. They
draw on concepts and frameworks which prioritise a discourse- and ac-
tion-based analysis of linguistic variability, and therefore faciliate the
study of cinematic discourse as a site of social action in its own right;
and they bring into the discussion insights from other disciplines, notably
film, television and translation studies (see Petrucci, this issue).

While we certainly do not claim to have exhausted the limits of the
interdisciplinary exercise that an interest in film inevitably implies for
language scholars, it must be emphasised that interdisciplinarity by itself
does not fill any gaps. Just as audio-visual fiction is a neglected area
of language performance in sociolinguistics, sociolinguistic aspects of
language seem neglected in film studies, as suggested by the absence of
related entries and topics in glossaries, handbooks or textbooks (see,
e.g., Stam 2000; Eder et al. 2010). Hutchby (2006) argues that media
studies predominantly conceive of language as a ‘transparent’ medium,
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Language and society in cinematic discourse 143

a container for ‘content’, which is then subjected to narrative analysis or
other forms of scrutiny. Another reason may be the shift away from the
verbal and towards the visual mode of signification in audiovisual texts,
by which film/cinema studies ‘emancipated’ themselves from literary
studies. Together, these led to a marginalisation of indexical aspects of
language in the analysis of audio-visual fictional narratives and charac-
ters. This is not to say that no such analysis exists. Accent and dialect,
jargon and code-switching are well recognised as stylistic resources that
film dialogue can draw on (Kozloff 2000), but their treatment in film
studies does not seem go much further than a mere notice, even with
genres such as contemporary migrant cinema which often use non-stan-
dard varieties, migrant languages and code-switching (see Planchenault
and Androutsopoulos, this issue).

The benefit from engaging with film studies, then, will probably be
less in what it has to say on language and more in its insights into other
aspects of cinematic discourse that may have an impact on how film
producers and performers deal with sociolinguistic differentiation. Char-
acter and characterisation is one such aspect (discussed in detail below),
which could well provide an interdisciplinary interface at which linguists
could demonstrate beyond their own discipline the importance of lin-
guistic differentiation in audio-visual narrative. Culpeper & McIntyre
(2010) argue that how characters use language is in part what defines
their activity types in fiction. Extending their argument, suggest that
stylistic choices in character speech can be a resource for indexing emo-
tional and affective states or social types and styles. In this interdisciplin-
ary dialogue, linguists can counterbalance the erasure of indexical di-
mensions of language from film studies, but may also learn not to over-
estimate the role of language in the multimodal meaning-making system
of film.

Points of departure

None of the articles here presents in itself a comprehensive framework
for the sociolinguistic analysis of cinematic discourse, but our contribu-
tions converge around a number of common themes and perspectives,
which delimit what could become such a framework. In the remainder
of this Introduction, they are summarised in six interrelated points.

1. A site of sociolinguistic inquiry in its own right

We approach cinematic discourse not as a substitute to something else,
but as a legitimate area of sociolinguistic inquiry in its own right. This
might sound trivial, but it needs to be said in view of past and present
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144 Jannis Androutsopoulos

research that goes the opposite way, i.e. draws on audio-visual fiction as
evidence for everyday language. For example, Tagliamonte & Roberts
(2005: 280) study intensifiers in a US-American television series and dis-
cuss the ‘viability of media-based data as a surrogate to “real-world”
data in sociolinguistic research’. They examine the distribution of inten-
sifiers by season and sex of character as well as in comparison to corpora
of spoken English, and conclude that ‘media language actually does re-
flect what is going on in language’ (ibid.: 296). The articles here, how-
ever, demonstrate that language in audio-visual fiction is far too varied
to conform to this assertion. Moreover, they argue that what we can
learn from cinematic discourse may have more to do with a society’s
language ideologies (see point 5 below) rather than with patterns of ac-
tual language use in a speech community.

2. Selective views

Compared to how other disciplines study film, the research presented
here is selective. Unlike a thorough multimodal analysis of film that
aims at reconstructing ‘how films mean’ (cf. Bateman & Schmidt 2011),
the authors here are rather interested in how sociolinguistic difference
‘means’ in film. This entails restrictions in terms of what films to exam-
ine, and what portions within them to focus on. For one thing, not all
films seem equally suited to sociolinguistic scrutiny. This is not to suggest
that some audio-visual fiction would be ‘sociolinguistically neutral’ �
none is. But linguistic heterogeneity can be weaved into cinematic narra-
tives in different ways, and in the perspectives offered here, films that
use dialect as a defining feature rather than a requisite of ‘local colour’
(Mesthrie 2005), or films in which indexical and iconic dimensions of
language are a key aspect of the narrative (Planchenault, this issue) will
be the material of choice. Likewise, ‘characters whose development on
the screen is crucially linked to the linguistic variety they speak or react
to’ (Petrucci, this issue) will be more relevant than other characters. No
doubt a certain ‘vernacular bias’ exists in these analytic choices, but then
again this is what makes film relevant to a sociolinguistic examination
of, among other things, the language ideologies that underlie cinematic
representations of socio-cultural difference (see also Bucholtz 2011;
Bucholtz & Lopez 2011). In the same vein, a sociolinguistic view may
focus on earlier rather than later parts of a film, as stylistic differences
by character are usually established early on in the plot (see Petrucci and
Androutsopoulos); it may focus on one pivotal scene, or just one charac-
ter (Petrucci, Bednarek, this issue). The tripartite analytic framework of
repertoires, characters and scenes proposed by Androutsopoulos (this
issue) can serve as a grid in order to contextualise such selections with
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Language and society in cinematic discourse 145

respect to an entire film. Bednarek makes use of this grid, focusing on
one character and his dialogue.

This selectiveness of analytic approach extends to the multimodality
of film. All authors are aware of the integration of visual and linguistic
resources in cinematic meaning making. Most articles touch on this at
some point in their analysis, notably with reference to particular scenes
or dialogues. Bednarek also uses web image search to explore the visual
dimension of the social typification that she focuses on in linguistic
analysis. Higgins & Furukawa show that stylisations of ‘local’ Hawaiian
characters rely on visual cues, which contribute to the reproduction of
orientalist stereotypes. Tsiplakou & Ioannidou demonstrate that filmic,
generic and linguistic bricolage collaborate in shaping ‘the show’s
uniquely deconstructive identity’. These analyses make it plain that in
audio-visual fiction the ‘strategic inauthenticity’ highlighted in the socio-
linguistic study of stylisation (Coupland 2001) does not rely on language
alone. However, none offers a thorough multimodal analysis, and it is
fair to say we are still far from an integrated sociolinguistic/multimodal
approach to film, or perhaps even more importantly, from a full under-
standing of how far a language-focused analysis must go down this path.

3. Beyond ‘fidelity checks’

A third point of departure is the suggestion that a sociolinguistic view
of audio-visual fiction need not be reduced to the question whether the
fictional representation of linguistic variability is ‘in fact real’. This sort
of question seems to have preoccupied linguists and literary scholars
alike, and studies of how accurate historical novelists represent a given
dialect are common (e.g. McCafferty 2005). However, evidence suggests
that there is no uniform answer to this. A repeated finding is the reduc-
tion and suppression of variability in fiction (e.g. Haas 1983; Androutso-
poulos 2001; Mesthrie 2005; Bucholtz 2011). More specifically, the com-
plexity of a vernacular variety as spoken in a community can be reduced
in fictional representation by means of the overgeneralisation of some
features and absence of others, or in terms of the environments in which
certain features occur. At the level of individual character, stylistic varia-
tion is often suppressed in fictional representation, leading to ‘monostyl-
ism’ (Mesthrie 2005), i.e. an invariant style in character speech. These
are common features of stereotyping, by which reduced linguistic vari-
ability is tied to generalised social categories, producing crude and undif-
ferentiated images of how certain social types use language. The literary
link of dialect to the figure of the ‘peasant’ is perhaps the oldest and
most obvious example of such stereotyping (Haas 1983).
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146 Jannis Androutsopoulos

However, reduction of variability and stereotypisation of difference
cannot be generalised across all fictional representations of dialect.
Genre, authors, performers, market placement, target audience and
other aspects of the pragmatics of fiction constrain the quantity and
quality of sociolinguistic representations in complex ways. Some literary
representations of dialect have been assigned a high degree of accuracy
and detail (see, e.g., chapters in the collection by Taavitsainen & Mel-
chers 1999). Familiarity with the represented dialect is a relevant factor
here, as is the author’s or director’s representational strategy with its
orientation to realism, social-criticism, or deliberate exaggeration. Com-
edy treats linguistic diversity differently to drama or action films
(Bleichenbacher 2008; Mesthrie 2005). Actors who rely on dialect
coaches will perform dialect differently than those with first-hand experi-
ence of it, even though the latter may not be free from the pressure to
reproduce stereotypes of their own speech when performing (see
Planchenault, this issue).

In this special issue, the comparison of language in film in terms of its
‘fidelity’ or ‘accuracy’ to everyday conversational speech or academic
documentation of vernaculars is neither the sole nor the predominant
issue. A number of papers draw on such a comparison in establishing
stylisations or character-specific speech patterns (Tsiplakou & Ioanni-
dou, Higgins & Furukawa, Bednarek). However, they integrate this with
the analysis of characterisation and/or stylisation and their language-
ideological underpinnings. This way, they avoid what I have termed a
‘reflection fallacy’ (Androutsopoulos 2010), which in turn echoes a wider
‘reflective’ approach to representation (Hall 1997a). What this means is
an epistemological and methodological stance, a ‘lens’ through which
language scholars may decide to examine variation in fiction, thereby
focusing on its relation to assumed ‘authentic’ speech, only to eventually
conclude that such straightforward correspondence is not borne out by
cinematic facts.

The shortcomings of a ‘reflective’ approach are particularly obvious
in the discussion of hyper-dialectal stylisations. The ‘accented’ film ana-
lysed by Planchenault (this issue) stages working-class, migrant-back-
ground teenagers who code-switch between (scripted) urban vernacular,
classical literary French, and contemporary standard French, thereby
creating a hybrid combination of codes that produces language-ideologi-
cal messages by its difference to everyday usage and its opposition to
popular assumptions of linguistic ‘deficiency’ of such teenagers. The
Cypriot Greek series (Tsiplakou & Ioannidou) is likewise shaped by dis-
sonant stylistic choices, such as English slangy expressions co-occurring
with basilectal forms of Cypriot-Greek. The point of this linguistic brico-
lage is to stylise previous stylisations of the dialect rather than to repro-
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Language and society in cinematic discourse 147

duce it in any straightforward way. Its meaning emerges through its
intertextual relation to ‘well-established Cypriot comedy media genres’
which stylise ‘the language and the lifestyle of the “rural” part of the
speech community’. Appearing ‘larger than life and transparently inau-
thentic’ (Coupland 2001: 346) is a precondition on which stylised dialect
can expose stereotypes and raises reflexivity on difference. A ‘reflective’
approach also obscures the fact that for vast numbers of audiences
around the world, cinematic experience depends on translation which,
be it dubbed or subtitled, alters straightforward orality. Translating non-
standard varieties of language always raises the problem of constructing
social equivalents. Petrucci’s paper shows that subtitling and dubbing
affect the perception and evaluation of character in different ways. To-
gether with Queen (2004), he points out that sociolinguistic difference
can be ‘lost in translation’.

4. Characters and characterisation

Rather than just focusing on the language varieties used in film, the
papers in this issue develop character-based approaches to linguistic
heterogeneity in cinematic discourse, taking their cues from long-estab-
lished frameworks in literary studies, film studies and stylistics (see Cul-
peper 2001; Eder et al. 2010). For our purposes, a character-based ap-
proach assumes that linguistic choices in cinematic discourse become
meaningful through their assignment to particular characters and their
deployment in dialogic contrasts against the backdrop of (dominant)
language ideologies. Bednarek offers the most elaborate discussion of
characterisation in this issue, drawing on the rich opportunities offered
by television series for the development of fictional characters. Her
analysis combines corpus linguistics, dialogue analysis, impoliteness
theory, and web image searches. Petrucci discusses how character equiv-
alence is dealt with in film translation when vernacular speech is essential
in shaping a character conflict. In the article by Tsiplakou & Ioannidou,
character stereotypes such as the ‘village priest’ are important as back-
ground knowledge which the sitcom’s extreme bricolage dismantles. The
papers by Androutsopoulos, Bleichenbacher and Higgins & Furukawa
all show how particular types of characters are shaped by, and correlate
with, particular linguistic choices. Bleichenbacher (2008 and this issue)
elaborates on the dimensions of narrative evaluations and narrative im-
portance and relates these to the amount of dialogue in a language other
than English in mainstream English-language films. Higgins & Furu-
kawa show how staple types of characters contribute to the sociolinguis-
tic repertoires of Hawai’i films. Androutsopoulos examines the codes
assigned to characters with different narrative importance in a Turkish�
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148 Jannis Androutsopoulos

German comedy, focusing on the repertoires of protagonists and the
ways they are contrasted in scenes of conflict.

Characters are pivotal in the reconstruction of a film’s sociolinguistic
repertoire, defined as a set of relations between characters (typified by
genre) and linguistic choices. In the asymmetric organisation of charac-
ter repertoires, protagonists typically align to mainstream legitimate lan-
guage, and code-contrasts come to accentuate, and often iconise (Ir-
vine & Gal 2000), character contrasts. Returning to the previous point,
an analytic focus on characters complies with and contributes to the
theoretical shift from authenticity to authenticating, i.e. the process by
which claims of authenticity are discursively constructed and linguistic
features come to be positioned as ‘authentic’ with regard to a place or
group (Bucholtz 2003). In this vein, characters are authenticated by the
linguistic choices made for them by scriptwriters and performed by ac-
tors. And pre-empting the following point, a focus on fictional charac-
ters is entirely compatible with a language-ideological approach to film,
as language ideologies are mapped on character contrasts in the cine-
matic representation of social difference.

Again, this perspective is not entirely new. Culpeper’s (2001) model of
characterisation, a largely shared reference of the articles here, classifies
accent and dialect as ‘implicit textual cues’ to characterisation in drama
and prose. The relation of language varieties to (types of) characters has
been examined in some of the pioneering research referenced above. In
Lippi-Green’s (1997) study of Disney animated movies, the correlation
of dialect choice to character status (the latter determined by narrative
evaluation, narrative importance and fictional ‘socio-demographics’) is
the main evidence for the claim that the distribution of non-standard
speech to characters amounts to linguistic discrimination. Geeraerts
(2001) shows that morphosyntactic variation in Belgian soap operas re-
flects status differences in predictable ways, with lower-status characters
using more non-standard variants and vice-versa. Taavitsainen & Melch-
ers (1999: 13) offer this generalisation in a discussion of writing in non-
standard English:

In fiction non-standard forms are mostly found in dialogues and they
are used as a powerful tool to reveal character traits or social and
regional differences; that is what they ‘do’ in texts. Thus the function
of non-standard language in literature is to indicate the position and
status of the character, and often such features are used for comical
purposes to release laughter. It is mostly the low and the rural that
are presented as speakers of non-standard; humorous parts are attrib-
uted to minor characters and non-standard language to side episodes.
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Language and society in cinematic discourse 149

Some contributions to this special issue offer findings that basically con-
form to this scheme, for example the allocation of ‘Interlanguage Ger-
man’ to working-class minor characters in the comedy analysed by An-
droutsopoulos. However, others do not. A rigid correlation of fictional
dialect and character status would entirely miss the hyper-dialectal styli-
sations discussed by Tsiplakou & Ioannidou and Planchenault. It there-
fore seems important to allow for a degree of complexity in the language
style designed for fictional characters, and it could well be the case that
contemporary cinematic representations are becoming more complex in
this respect, not least due to the changing indexical values of vernaculars
in late modernity (Coupland 2009; Androutsopoulos 2010). Reduced in-
dexicals of local or social belonging are still there, but so too are strategic
uses of linguistic variation by characters who are designed with the ca-
pacity to stylise and strategically transcend their default speech style
(Petrucci and Androutsopoulos, this issue).

5. Cinematic language ideologies

As already alluded to, the contributions to this issue examine stylistic
choices in film dialogue in terms of their underlying linguistic ideologies.
The notion of language ideologies � broadly defined as sets of beliefs
and evaluations of language structure, language use and language/soci-
ety relations (Milani & Johnson 2010) � is used here as a bracket for a
range of concepts endorsed by the authors and applied in their articles.
Bleichenbacher draws on the notion of linguicism, Higgins & Furulawa
on orientalism, Planchenault draws on the notions of standard language
ideology and orders of indexicality and, together with Androutsopoulos,
on the language ideologies framework proposed by Irvine & Gal (2000).

What makes language ideology a powerful perspective for the study
of cinematic discourse is the way it permeates all its nodes and layers.
In a reflexive relationship, language in audio-visual fiction is both
shaped by (dominant) language ideologies and potentially shaping the
language ideologies of audiences. As argued by Planchenault, the film
directors’ stylistic choices interact with dominant language-ideological
discourses, endorsing, opposing or in some way negotiating them. This
echoes earlier suggestions such as that ‘dramatists can capitalise upon
the attitudes stereotypically associated with particular accents and dia-
lects’ (Culpeper 2001: 206), or that popular media represents ‘the lan-
guage scriptwriters imagine that [people] will produce’ (Rey 2001: 138).
As a consequence, film dialogue offers a window to ‘the ways in which
language affirms and reinforces, at best, mainstream and, at worst, ste-
reotypical beliefs and attitudes’ (Georgakopoulou 2000: 119). In such an
analysis, for example, changes in the language style and interactional
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conduct of female and male characters will be interpreted in terms of
how they index changes in popular stereotypes of gender and language
(Rey 2001).

The papers in this issue demonstrate a range of options for language-
ideological analysis (in the broadest sense of the term) of film and televi-
sion data. Androutsopoulos reconstructs the language-ideological un-
derpinnings of the representation of language and class, ethnicity, gender
and generation in Turkish�German comedy. Planchenault argues that
the language-ideological stance of the films she studies is not recognised
as such by reviewers and audiences, but ‘erased in favour of a pre-ideo-
logical or semiotic level’. Thus ‘second-order indexicality is often misin-
terpreted as first-order indexicality’ as viewers and reviewers fall back
on a ‘reflective’ (see point 3 above) reading of these films. Bleichenbacher
asks ‘to what extent the English-language cinematic mainstream embod-
ies the fictional counterpart of … linguicism’. His argument is in line
with interdisciplinary critique of mainstream US-American cinema as a
site of stereotyping and ‘othering’ of non-English speaking minority
groups (see, e.g., Stam 2000: 273�280). Drawing on a corpus of main-
stream Hollywood and European productions, Bleichenbacher examines
linguistic discrimination quantitatively and qualitatively. He suggests
that ‘a lot of non-English dialogue typically serves to make the respective
L1 speakers more negatively salient’, and that metalanguage in film dia-
logues contributes to multilingualism among L1-English speakers being
‘prominently highlighted, while the inverse is true for speakers of an-
other language’. His case study of audience discussions in a movie forum
suggests that there is no straightforward relation of the language ideolo-
gies encoded in film to their ‘decoding’ by viewers; rather, cinematic
stereotyping is negotiated by audience members. Higgins & Furukawa’s
approach resembles Bleichenbacher’s critical stance to Hollywood’s rep-
resentations of linguistic and cultural otherness. Drawing on the notion
of orientalism, they argue that the four movies they examine offer coarse,
if not discriminating stereotypes of ‘Locals’ against which the moral su-
periority of the white protagonists and their character development dur-
ing the narrative can stand out. Their findings echo Bucholtz’ (2011)
critique how ‘wigger’ stereotypes in Hollywood movies reinforce racial
boundaries. These Hawai’i movies nicely illustrate the linguistic iconisa-
tion of boundaries between locals, non-local protagonists, and the quasi-
local characters that mediate between the two.

6. Styling and stylisation

Our last point of departure is the suggestion that telecinematic data, not
least by virtue of their scriptedness and audio-visual richness, call for
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conceptual and analytic refinements in the sociolinguistic study of per-
formance and stylisation. Most authors in this issue find in dialect sty-
lisation as elaborated by Coupland (2001, 2007) a productive frame for
the analysis of performed character speech. Some aspects of stylisation
suit film well: stylisation evokes and enacts personae who represent well
recognisable social types. In this process, stylisation works with stereo-
types, thereby presupposing a knowing audience that shares a common
stock of cultural knowledge. Several articles in this issue illustrate how
stylisation departs from naturalistic usage and draws on exaggeration in
order to achieve a semiotic ‘condensation’ of social types (Higgins &
Furukawa, Tsiplakou & Ioannidou, Planchenault, Androutsopoulos).
However, other characteristics of stylisation do not seem to fit film equal-
ly well. Stylisation in spoken conversational data is typically studied as
a transient stage of on-going interaction, in which speakers temporarily
‘put on a voice’ and speak in persona, thereby breaking with contextual
expectations. However, film is entirely based on speaking ‘in character’,
a fact that makes a view of stylisation as a temporary stepping-out of
an established interaction frame less adequate.

In this spirit, Androutsopoulos and Higgins & Furukawa distinguish
between styling and stylising. Here styling is the concept with the
broader extension, understood as the design of character in terms of
language style, leaving stylisation to focus on more specific discourse
processes. Thus stylisation can focus on a particular mode of character
styling, which draws on overtly stereotyped and obviously exaggerated
realisations of dialect or language/dialect mixing (Tsiplakou & Ioanni-
dou). Stylisation can also focus on the tension between an actor’s ordi-
nary voice and their put-on voice in a film (Planchenault). Alternatively,
and closer to the term’s conventional usage, stylisation captures the cine-
matic moments when characters step out of their ordinary voice and into
adopting a different voice (Androutsopoulos). With this distinction, it is
possible to describe stylisation-within-styling as well as styling-by-sty-
lising, i.e. to locate instances of stylisation within the more regularly
patterned styling of cinematic speech, and to think of characterisation
as drawing on either styling and/or stylisation (Higgins & Furukawa).

Furthermore, these articles are instructive with regard to the political
implications of cinematic language stylisation. The two analyses of stylised
hyperdialectisms in particular demonstrate how stylisation in audio-
visual fiction can aim at challenging language stereotypes and reframing
local and stigmatised ways of speaking. Tsiplakou & Ioannidou argue
that beyond its comical effect, Aigia Fuchsia offers a ‘performative desta-
bilizing of dominant folk linguistic constructs’, whereby dialect stylisa-
tion is a key resource in deconstructing ‘usual’ representations of local ru-
ral communities in Cyprus. But again (as the authors also point out), this
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analysis cannot pre-empt the range of possible reading positions: not
everyone may read this deconstruction in the same way.

It is interesting to compare in this respect the analyses by Higgins &
Furukawa, on the one hand, to those by Planchenault and Tsiplakou &
Ioannidou on the other. In the first, the stylisation of Local/Hawaiian
characters bears disrespectful traits and perpetuates Orientalist dis-
courses, echoing the claim that Hollywood stylisations of ‘wigger’ char-
acters perpetuate racial divides (Bucholtz 2011). In the latter, stylisation
reframes the status of non-standard varieties and their speakers, and
subverts hegemonic modes of imagination by exposing their constructed-
ness. Now, it would probably be too simplistic to see here a ‘typical’
difference between ‘Hollywood’ and ‘European’ telecinematic traditions.
But the comparison does suggest that much can be gained by broadening
the scope of telecinematic data in sociolinguistic research. As Bell &
Gibson (2011: 536) point out, at this stage of research it is impossible to
say to what extent findings may be skewed by the dominance of English
language data in the available scholarship, for example as far as stereo-
typical representations of multilingualism or standard/dialect contrasts
are concerned. This special issue suggests that studying a range of lan-
guages, industries/markets and cinematic traditions is bound to contrib-
ute to a more complex and probably messier picture of language and
society in audio-visual fiction.

University of Hamburg
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Linguicism in Hollywood movies?
Representations of, and audience reactions to

multilingualism in mainstream movie dialogues

LUKAS BLEICHENBACHER

Abstract

Hollywood movies have been a prime site for the representation of intercul-
tural and multilingual encounters for decades. As such, they are not only
of interest to everyday cinemagoers or home viewers, but have increasingly
attracted the attention of scholars from various disciplines, including socio-
linguistics. A main focus of much previous work, such as Shohat & Stam
(1994), Lippi-Green (1997) and Berg (2002), has been on issues of mis-
representation and negative stereotyping of characters constructed as the
‘Other’, such as speakers of non-standard Englishes, or indeed languages
other than English. This has raised the question of the extent to which the
English-language cinematic mainstream embodies the fictional counterpart
of real-life linguistic discrimination, or linguicism. In this article, I present
and exemplify three different quantitative and qualitative approaches to the
study of mono- versus multilingualism in movie dialogues. These include an
account of language choice patterns in a corpus of multilingual Hollywood
movies, an analysis of metalinguistic content proffered by movie characters
in the dialogues, and the reactions of movie viewers to these phenomena in
an online message board. While the insights gained from the first two ap-
proaches do point towards patterns of linguicism, this is not generally the
case for the audience reactions, which tend to be more favourable towards a
rich and balanced depiction of multilingual phenomena in movie dialogues.

Keywords: multilingualism; movie dialogues; language ideology; lingui-
cism; metalinguistic discourse

1. Introduction: What is linguicism, and how can we pinpoint it in
movies?

The concept of linguicism, which has been in use in sociolinguistics for
more than two decades, was introduced in the critical work of Tove

Multilingua 31 (2012), 155�176 01678507/2012/031�0155
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Skutnabb-Kangas and Robert Phillipson in applied linguistics, specifi-
cally their analysis of language acquisition planning for English as a
second or foreign language in different contexts worldwide (Skutnabb-
Kangas 1988; Skutnabb-Kangas & Phillipson 1995). Linguicism is de-
fined by Phillipson (1992: 47) as ‘ideologies, structures and practices
which are used to legitimate, effectuate, and reproduce an unequal divi-
sion of power and resources (both material and immaterial) between
groups which are defined on the basis of language’. According to Phillip-
son, this takes place when certain languages, in particular languages
other than English, are characterised as ‘[l]ocalized’, ‘([i]ntra-) national’,
‘of narrower communication’, ‘[u]nhelpful’, ‘[i]ncomplete’, ‘[c]onfining’,
‘[c]losed’, and ‘[b]iased’ (1992: 282). Subsequent commentators have dis-
agreed with the two scholars’ research agenda for various reasons; in
particular, they have been criticised for overestimating the contribution
of the (mainly British and American) language planners to the worldwide
spread of English (see, for instance, Spolsky 2004: 86�88). The concept
of linguicism itself, however, has caused less controversy. In much criti-
cal sociolinguistic work, discourses that display bias against specific lan-
guage varieties are considered no less questionable than racist or sexist
ones, in that they result in unfair stereotyping against and exclusion of
people on the basis of their linguistic background (Bauman & Briggs
2003; Blackledge 2005). More generally, such discourses undermine, by
virtue of the monolingual ideologies they transport, any meaningful lan-
guage acquisition planning effort aimed at integrating pluriculturalism
and plurilingualism. For this reason, researchers have offered rich in-
sights into how these discourses (or their alternatives) inform language
ideological debates in political, educational or other contexts (see, for
instance, Lippi-Green 1997; Blommaert ed. 1999; Kroskrity 2000).

Phillipson has repeatedly characterised the Hollywood cinema as one
of many factors that contribute to the ‘linguistic imperialism’ that is
justified by linguicist discourse (Phillipson 2007: 83, 257) and has even
called for ‘[m]easures … to counteract Hollywood dominance on the
screen, so that cinemas and TV companies diversify culturally and lin-
guistically in ways that promote exposure to a range of European cul-
tures and languages’ (Phillipson 2003: 181). While Phillipson’s work is
mainly concerned with non-fictional contexts, both his overall frame-
work and his discourse-analytic approach are useful for a sociolinguistic
study of movie dialogues themselves for a number of reasons. First, film
dialogues can be considered, just like school curricula, as a result of a
language planning process, enacted by agents such as the production
company, the director and screenwriter, actors, dialogue coaches and
audiovisual translators. These agents’ decisions on questions such as the
storyline, setting, location of photography, casting of actors, or length
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of dialogue all influence the movie dialogue on the screen, and the char-
acterisation of monolingual or multilingual individuals that the viewer
gets as a result of production.

Secondly, movie dialogues are interesting and relevant texts for analy-
sis in their own right, in that they reflect and transport prevalent ideol-
ogies, including linguistic ones (see, for instance, Blommaert 1999: 10) �
much like the examples from literary texts, public statements and policy
documents discussed by Phillipson. If linguicism pervades the English-
language film industry, movie characters can be expected, for instance,
to comment negatively on the use of languages other than English, while
proffering their enthusiasm about the English language. Thirdly, rather
than being static end products of a clearly delimited artistic process,
movie dialogues are cultural texts that are watched, discussed, reinter-
preted and rewritten, in different forms, by members of the audience (see
Androutsopoulos 2007), most prominently so in internet platforms. If
successful movies perpetuate linguicist discourses, these are likely to be
reflected in audience reactions to the movies in question.

It is these three aspects (amongst others) that a sociolinguistic analysis
of movie dialogues should take into consideration. Accordingly, the fo-
cus in this paper is on possible sources of linguicist ideologies in three
areas, discussed in the following three sections: the movie’s portrayal of
multilingual language use, the metalinguistic content of movie dialogues,
and the metalinguistic discourse of members of the movie audience in
an online discussion forum. While a quantitative approach is used for
the first areas (section 2), content and discourse analysis inform the
mainly qualitative approach in the latter two areas. In the conclusion, I
discuss an opposition between both implicit and explicit linguicist pat-
terns in the movies themselves, and the more pluralist and heteroglossic
discourse that is apparent in the audience contributions.

2. Multilingual language use in the movies

In this section, I review and comment on the results of a study in which
I combined different quantitative and qualitative approaches towards
the representation of multilingualism in Hollywood dialogues (see
Bleichenbacher 2008). On the one hand, I set out to discuss to what
extent basic aspects of characterisation (e.g. narrative evaluation, or
whether somebody is a ‘good’ or ‘bad guy’) are related to the linguistic
repertoires of movie characters (speakers with English or different first
languages, who are depicted as monolinguals or as people who use more
than one language). In this domain, movies pervaded by linguicist ideol-
ogies can be expected to portray speakers of languages other than Eng-
lish as more negative, and also to downplay the use of languages other
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than English. A second focus was the depiction of language use itself, in
particular the amount of dialogue (counted in speaker turns) in lan-
guages other than English, and the representation of code-switching by
movie characters. Here, a linguicist representation would feature an ab-
solute limitation, if not erasure (Irvine & Gal 2000), of non-English dia-
logue altogether, as well a distorted representation of code-switching or
similar phenomena of multilingual discourse.

For the study, a corpus was compiled of 28 recent (1984�2003) Eng-
lish-language movies (listed in Appendix 1) that are widely known, com-
mercially successful and set in multilingual contexts. Most of the movies
can be assigned to the category of ‘Hollywood movies’ in a narrow sense,
and all, including the few mainly European productions, represent main-
stream English-language cinema. The movies feature reasonably realistic
storylines that ‘naturally’ result in situations of language contact of dif-
ferent kinds, in that people travel or migrate to different countries, for
instance as participants in an armed conflict, secret agents, work mi-
grants, or casual tourists. The settings are predominantly European and
North American, and the languages considered are, apart from English,
major European languages such as French, German, Spanish and Rus-
sian. In Phillipson’s (1992: 99) wording, ‘it is the big languages that
interest’ me, rather than endangered minority languages. Since these
other languages are all powerful pluricentric languages (see Clyne 1992),
they might be expected to escape linguicist discourses to begin with �
which, however, is far from the case.

The genres include historical dramas, World War II films, different
thrillers and action movies, and a number of comedies. Twelve of these
movies, which all feature the replacement of other languages with English
in scenes where English could not logically have been spoken, were ana-
lysed with qualitative discourse analytic methods. The remaining 16
movies all contain a certain amount of dialogue in languages other than
English. The latter movies were subjected to a quantitative analysis, in-
cluding an assessment of the amount of dialogue in different languages,
and the interrelation of movie characters’ linguistic profiles and aspects
of their characterisation. For this analysis, all 587 scenes from the 16
movies which contained dialogue in languages other than English, or
featured characters with a non-English background, were coded for a
number of narrative features (such as the setting, the activity, or the
mood of the scene), as well as linguistic ones, specifically the patterns of
language choice (English, another language, both, etc.). Furthermore,
every character with a speaking role in these scenes (516 in total) was
coded for demographic (e.g. sex, age, profession), linguistic (first lan-
guage, other languages spoken) and narrative features (role in movie,
positive or negative character, etc.). Several results of the quantitative
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analysis can indeed be interpreted as instances of linguicism in Holly-
wood movies, a first point in case being the relationship between charac-
terisation and linguistic repertoires. Table 1 shows the interrelation of
positive, negative, mixed and unclear (neutral/very minor) characters
with the characters’ English or non-English first language:

Table 1. Positive, negative and mixed characters by L1.

Positive Negative Mixed Unclear

English L1 61 31 33 268
Other L1 35 58 31 132

Total 96 99 64 134

These results largely accord with those of Lippi-Green’s (1997) seminal
study on the accents of Disney characters. One of Lippi-Green’s central
findings is that while speakers of mainstream accents are predominantly
characters with a positive evaluation, the negative characters are the
largest group among those who speak English with a foreign (L2) accent,
even though the overall majority of all negative characters in the corpus
are speakers of mainstream English. In the corpus of multilingual movies
(Bleichenbacher 2008), there are also significantly more negative charac-
ters among the L1 speakers of languages other than English than charac-
ters with a positive or mixed evaluation (58 as opposed to 35 and 31).
Unlike in Lippi-Green’s corpus, though, these speakers also form a ma-
jority (58 out of 99) among the total number of negative characters.

This is clearly an indication of negative stereotyping, which can partly
be explained with the predominance of the action genre in the corpus; if
the comedies are considered alone, there are significantly fewer negative
characters and more positive ones. Interestingly, there is an interrelation
between individual multilingualism � knowing a further language � and
positive characterisation, but only among characters with English as a
first language. Every sixth monolingual speaker of English as a first
language is a positive character, but among those who speak at least one
other language, two thirds are ‘good guys’. Among speakers with a non-
English first language, the same effect is not attested: knowing other
languages does not turn these characters into better people.

The second example relates to the amount of English as opposed to
other languages, which is very low overall despite the fact that the
movies were chosen precisely because their setting and narrative are po-
tentially multilingual. The following table lists a total of 7,216 turns spo-
ken by characters in 16 movies, according to the language chosen: Eng-
lish, another language and mixed (with an intra-turn code-switch be-
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tween English and another language). The rows break the language
choice up into the first language of the characters who spoke the turns,
either English or another language:

Table 2. Speaker turns by L1 of speakers and language(s) used.

Language of character’s English Other Mixed Total
speaker turn language (English and
Character’s first language other language)

English L1 3,977 101 52 4,130
Other L1 1,858 1,085 143 3,086
Total 5,835 1,186 195 7,216

The figures indicate that even in specifically ‘multilingual’ movies, there
are almost five times as many turns that are in monolingual English
(5,835) than there are turns in another language (1,186), and only very
few turns feature code-switching. In addition, the comparison of the
speakers’ first language is telling, in that the characters whose first lan-
guage is English get to speak significantly more (4,130 as opposed to
3,086) than those with a non-English first language. This fact can be
partly be explained by the narrative patterns which often feature pro-
tagonists who are L1 speakers of English, whereas characters with other
first languages have comparatively minor roles, or speak less even if they
are protagonists. A similar picture arises when entire scenes, rather than
individual speaker turns, are contrasted. Of a total of 587 movie scenes
analysed, there are almost as many scenes that are completely monolin-
gual in English (238) as there are scenes with at least one word spoken
in another language (241), and in only 108 scenes is the English language
completely absent.

The marginalisation of non-English languages can also be pinpointed
when other categories of analysis are taken into account. A comparison
of language choice and the settings, moods and main activities of scenes
shows that scenes where other languages are used typically take place in
less prestigious settings, convey a darker mood, and feature conflictual
rather than everyday activities. For instance, scenes that contain mono-
lingual dialogue in a non-English language differ from scenes with Eng-
lish dialogue in that they typically take place outside buildings, rather
than at movie characters’ homes or workplaces, where English is more
dominant. Likewise, monolingual non-English dialogue prominently ac-
companies activities linked to criminal, military or political contexts, but
only rarely contexts of friendship, love or even business � these seem to
require dialogue that is either partly or wholly in English.
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While many of these results support the case for linguicism in Holly-
wood movies, a number of open questions remain. Firstly, the results
vary a lot across individual but apparently similar movies, nor can clear
patterns be discerned with regard to the year of production, the different
languages portrayed, or in many cases even to genre. Moreover, a com-
parison of the two main axes of analysis mentioned yields results that
come somewhat as a surprise. Movies with many prominent negative
characters who are also L1 speakers of another language also often con-
tain more dialogue in languages other than English. In contrast, the
amount of non-English dialogue is reduced in most movies where nega-
tive stereotyping against the speakers of these languages is less promi-
nent. This means that the price for a small degree of intercultural stereo-
typing is a minimisation of non-English dialogue, whereas a lot of non-
English dialogue typically serves to make the respective L1 speakers
more saliently negative, rather than to contribute to their more balanced
portrayal. From the point of view of methodology, the result implies
that it is tricky to base an assessment on one axis of analysis (characteri-
sation or language choice) only. In part, these findings may explain why
in the majority of linguistic studies of movie dialogues, researchers have
chosen approaches which are predominantly qualitative, and with a fo-
cus on a specific linguistic or cultural context; some recent examples
include McGregor (2008), Warren (2008), Planchenault (2008), Petrucci
(2008), Walshe (2009), as well as the other contributions to this special
issue. In the following section, this approach is illustrated with a focus
on the content of specific movie dialogue excerpts, those where charac-
ters talk about multilingual phenomena themselves.

3. Metalinguistic content of movie dialogues

Explicit value judgments about languages, either English or another lan-
guage, are relatively rare in the movies analysed, but there is no shortage
of metalinguistic (typically metapragmatic) comments that are a rich
source of (often implicit) language ideological discourse, which reflects
some of the results discussed in the previous section (for an assessment
of the importance of the analysis of metalinguistic discourse in critical
sociolinguistics, see Coupland & Jaworski 2004: 36�40). A first promi-
nent area is instances of characters commenting on their own or other
characters’ language competence. In the corpus movies, there are an
almost equal number of speakers with English as a first language (257)
and speakers of other first languages (258). However, only 43 of the
former are depicted as speakers of another language (of whatever degree
of fluency), while 131 (i.e. more than half) of the non-English speakers
speak at least one other language � in most cases English, with a high
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degree of fluency. Still, it is the English L1 speakers’ individual multilin-
gualism that is highlighted especially in a number of dialogues. My first
example is William Wallace, the medieval Scottish freedom fighter and
protagonist of Braveheart, whose multilingual education is pitted against
that of Murron, his first wife. In a scene early in the movie, Wallace tries
to impress Murron by speaking to her in French, and also promises to
teach her literacy:

(1) (Braveheart)
Murron: You’re gonna teach me to read?
William: Aye, if you like.
Murron: Aye.
William: In what language?
Murron: (chuckles) You’re showing off now.

Much later, when Wallace has already established his reputation as a
serious military threat, his English enemies invite him to participate in
peace negotiations. The English-born members of the royal family, who
are all unequivocally depicted as negative characters, send the French-
born Princess of Wales, Isabelle, to meet Wallace. At the meeting, Wal-
lace impresses Isabelle by displaying his knowledge of two foreign lan-
guages, Latin and French:

(2) (Braveheart)
Wallace: Ego nunquam pronunciare mendacium, sed ego sum

homo indomitus. Ou en français, si vous préférez? You
ask your king, to his face. Ask him. And you see if his
eyes can convince you of the truth.
(‘I never lie, but I am a savage man. Or in French if you
prefer?’)

Wallace’s multilingual performance indexes him as a bona fide member
of the aristocracy, superior in many ways to his English opponents (who,
with some degree of historical inaccuracy, are never shown using the
French language at all); eventually, Isabelle even falls in love with him
and supports him behind the back of the English rulers.

A contrasting case is the movie Frantic, where the protagonist’s lack
of foreign language competence repeatedly hinders his actions, even
though he makes the best possible use of the few communication strate-
gies that are available to him. The movie starts with the American
cardiologist Richard Walker and his wife Sondra arriving in Paris and
checking into their hotel to relax after the long flight from San Fran-
cisco. Both have been to Paris before, but only Sondra displays an im-
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perfect but functional knowledge of French as a foreign language. When
Sondra gets kidnapped by terrorists shortly after this, Richard is left on
his own with virtually no knowledge of French. This fact becomes obvi-
ous in his numerous encounters with French persons while looking for
Sondra, but it is also explicitly highlighted several times throughout the
movie: by Sondra, by Richard himself (when he leaves a message on an
answer phone in English, and adds ‘Je parle non français’ (‘I don’t speak
French’), or when Michelle, a young French woman whose help he relies
on, doubts his ability to have understood somebody’s message (‘you
don’t speak French’), which he counters with ‘I had it translated’.

In contrast to the English L1 speakers’ knowledge of foreign lan-
guages, in general the movie characters’ knowledge of English as a for-
eign language is barely commented on at all, as if taken for granted, or
is even presented in a negative light. While the former is the case for
Michelle in Frantic, the latter can be pinpointed the historical drama
Elizabeth, a British movie which depicts the life of the young Renais-
sance Queen of England struggling hard to keep her country free from
any foreign (French, Spanish, Catholic) influence. Elizabeth repeatedly
uses her sound L2 knowledge of French to achieve her aims, while the
foreign characters often accommodate to English. Their respective profi-
ciency is commented on twice in the movie. In one ballroom scene, the
words ‘speak up, he is French’ can be heard, highlighting a potential
comprehension problem. In another scene, the Spanish ambassador Alv-
aro’s English proficiency is called into question by the queen in public,
when her lover, Dudley, half-seriously asks Alvaro (whose agenda it is
to get Elizabeth to marry the King of Spain) whether he would marry
Elizabeth and him:

(3) (Elizabeth)
Dudley: Monseñor Alvaro! Monseñor Alvaro! Monseñor Alvaro

tell me, as well as ambassador, are you not also a bishop?
Alvaro: I am, my Lord.
Dudley: Then you can marry us.
Elizabeth: (laughs)
Alvaro: Marry you?
Elizabeth: Oh, perhaps he does not know enough English to per-

form the ceremony!
Alvaro: Alas, madam, in this matter I can be of no help to you.

Alvaro never actually speaks Spanish in the movie, and while he does
have a Spanish accent, there are no interlanguage phenomena whatso-
ever in his English. Moreover, in spite of the multiple and serious face
threats, his English remains adequately polite and formal. Still, Eliza-
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beth’s insulting comment serves to mark him linguistically as a for-
eigner � both within the reality of the story, and for the benefit of the
audience. This reflects the overall very negative depiction of foreigners
in the movie; seconds after the dialogue above, Elizabeth is almost assas-
sinated by a sniper’s arrow, and the next scene shows a scheming Alvaro
trying to persuade Dudley to convert to Catholicism.

Similar examples of characters whose use of English as a second lan-
guage is negatively portrayed are easy to come across. In Sabrina, a
Hispanic American character is corrected by an impatient colleague sim-
ply because she says ‘Mr Linus is not a gay’, rather than ‘gay’ without
the indefinite article, and in French Kiss, a Parisian concierge feels in-
sulted when an American tourist asks him whether he speaks English,
and answers: ‘Of course madame, this is the George Cinq, not some
backpacker’s hovel’. A final example appears in the action thriller The
Peacemaker. US Army Colonel Devoe is shown on a difficult mission
tracking stolen nuclear arms in the Caucasus, where he encounters and
arrests a corrupt scientist who has been collaborating with a group of
terrorists:

(4) (The Peacemaker)
US soldier: We got a live one Colonel.
Devoe: Do you speak English?
Taraki: Yes I I went to Harvard. Go, Crimson! Help me up

please.
(…)

Ken: Colonel the guy you caught is Dr Amir Taraki. Paki-
stani, PhD in astrophysics, educated at Harvard.

Devoe: That’s right. We educated half the world’s terrorists.

The Peacemaker is a movie which, in comparison with many other action
thrillers involving Eastern European and Near Eastern settings, relies on
relatively little negative stereotyping against non-Americans, and also
contains a fair amount of dialogue in different languages. Still, the brief
and minor episode just quoted shows that even in such a movie, in-
stances of linguicism can be pinpointed. A foreign student at Harvard
University turns out to be a terrorist, whose chanting of the Harvard
sports motto (‘Go, Crimson’) appears as a sorry attempt at a positive
politeness strategy, as Devoe charges him at gunpoint. Moreover, from
the point of view of sociolinguistic realism, it remains questionable why
a citizen from a classic country where English is a second language (ESL)
would need to have learnt English at Harvard University to begin with.
In sum, the metalinguistic statements are in line with the results of the
quantitative analysis discussed in the previous section: individual multi-
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lingualism among characters with English as a first language is rare but
prominently highlighted, while the inverse is true for speakers of another
language. Linguicism operates not just against the mere use of other
languages by any speakers, but also and specifically against those char-
acters who represent the worldwide majority of users of English for
whom it is a foreign language. Unsurprisingly, it also holds true for the
small category of characters from an ESL context. In the next section, I
discuss a small number of texts written by members of the movie audi-
ence in response to scenes such as the ones quoted above. Multilingual
language use and issues of (socio)linguistic realism serve as discussion
topics, where linguicist patterns are occasionally defended, but more
often exposed and countered.

4. Metalinguistic debates on an internet message board

In this section, my focus is on the reaction of the audience to some of
the characteristics of multilingual movie dialogues discussed so far. The
data are taken from the ‘message boards’ available online at The Internet
Movie Database (IMDb), a long-standing website containing informa-
tion on a wide range of movies from all over the world and throughout
film history. Any internet user who has signed up to the site can read
and contribute to these message boards. The boards function as asyn-
chronous chat forums where users can either respond to an existing topic
with nested posts, or start a new discussion. As is often the case, the
contributions are screened by the website moderators who may intervene
in the case of inappropriate entries, typically by deleting them (rather
than intervening in the discussion themselves). The contributors com-
ment on the movies’ cinematography, the story, the acting, and any other
aspect that is in some way related to the movie; threads usually start
either with some kind of observation and judgment that other contrib-
utors then react to, or with an information or interpretation question
for other contributors to answer. English is the default language of the
message board; as often, it is used with varying degrees of stylistic li-
cense, and also proficiency in the case of contributors for whom it is not
a first language. The tone of the interactions between different message
authors (who are unlikely to know each other in real life, and typically
use pseudonyms) is overall friendly and cooperative, though debates can
also assume an aggressive key, in particular when a debate about a movie
is informed by fundamental ideological (or other) disagreements between
contributors. While some of the board users display a more profound or
even professional knowledge of the movies, many are likely to be mem-
bers of the audience in Richardson’s more general sense of ‘interested
ordinary viewers’ (2010: 98); even though the topic of the discussion is
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often quite specific, the registers used are reminiscent of entertainment
journalism or other relatively relaxed and clearly non-academic genres.

For this study, all message board entries for the 32 corpus movies (see
section 2 above) that were available online in August 2010 were manually
checked for all discussion topics that are related, in some way or other,
to multilingualism. This resulted in a corpus of 19 ‘folklinguistic’ (see
Planchenault in this special issue) threads (linked to 13 movies), contain-
ing a total of 179 messages, or about 9 per thread (see Appendix 2).
Obviously, these threads represent only a very small part of the message
boards as such, as any single message board of one movie often contains
dozens of threads. A broad content analysis of the metalinguistic com-
ments in the IMdB message boards analysed reveals that these comments
fall into three major categories. First, patterns of replacement (see above)
result in intensive debates about the legitimacy of this strategy in general,
or about how it is used in specific movies. Secondly, the non-English
dialogues in other movies engender requests for translation whenever the
movies in question fail to offer any possibility of rendering this dialogue
comprehensible. A third and minor area of viewers’ interest are com-
ments on the actors’ performances in a specific variety or language, for
instance when an English-speaking actor impersonates a character with
a different first language, or imitates � with more or less success, de-
pending on the viewer’s judgment � a certain native or non-native ac-
cent. In what follows, the first two areas are discussed and illustrated,
and in a final section, one specific debate is analysed in some more detail.

4.1 Message board threads about replacement

Replacement strategies are common in the case in which movies are
largely or entirely set in non-English speaking contexts, though their use
is seldom taken for granted in the threads pertaining to the movies in
question. A first example is the movie The Pianist, set in World War II
Warsaw and depicting Polish and German characters. While in one
thread, contributors debate why, in the movie’s spoken dialogue, it is
only the Polish language that is replaced by English (but not German),
another thread begins with an ironic rejection of the replacement strat-
egy. The thread is entitled ‘no Polish in a movie about Polish People,
how nice’, and the initiator expresses his disappointment, which is
fuelled by the fact that he shares the director Roman Polanski’s Polish
background: ‘Ok did this just bother me? Really Roman? No Polish?’
Other message writers respond by justifying Polanski’s choice with more
pragmatic arguments, that it is a common strategy, for instance, in Bibli-
cal movies; that English has many more speakers than Polish, and that
many people dislike reading subtitles. Then, in a statement that is remi-
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niscent of the ideology of ‘one nation�one language’, one contributor
questions the validity of Polish outside the country itself: ‘Want to watch
a movie in Polish? Watch a Polish movie’. What this seemingly common-
sense argument obfuscates is that The Pianist is to a large extent a Polish
movie, in terms of setting as well as production location. At this stage,
two other contributors join the debate to agree with the initiator’s opin-
ion, both describing how their linguistic biography affects their experi-
ence of the movie. One contributor states that they are leaving the US
to spend a year in Poland and would have liked to hear some Polish in
preparation because ‘you don’t hear much Polish in the US’, and a sec-
ond person describes their disappointment when watching movies where
English replaces their first language Dutch, and states that an Anne
Frank movie (set in the Netherlands, but with English speaking charac-
ters) ‘annoyed me to no end and I eventually turned it off because I just
couldn’t stand it’. These statements show that replacement strategies,
however often they have been used throughout movie history, are far
from being generally welcomed or even accepted at least by some mem-
bers of the audience � especially if their linguistic biography prompts
them to contest what they consider a disappointingly unrealistic reflec-
tion of sociolinguistic realities.

4.2 Requests for translation

In a number of cases, people make use of the message boards to obtain
an English translation of non-English dialogue, or to ask for an exact
transcription of dialogue in a foreign language. For instance, a key scene
in the romantic comedy Fools Rush In shows the Mexican American
protagonist Isabel talking in Spanish with her great grandmother in
Mexico, who encourages Isabel to commit herself to her lover by saying
the Spanish equivalent of ‘you will never know love unless you surrender
to it’. A contributor starts a thread asking for the exact Spanish wording,
and three other contributors react, each one offering the version spoken
in the movie. There are similar threads asking about a short piece of
Russian dialogue in The Hunt for Red October, and French in French
Kiss; accurate translations and transcripts are offered in both cases. In
the latter examples, the content of the turns is largely irrelevant for an
appreciation of the narrative, which may explain why the filmmakers
did not subtitle them in the first place, unlike in other scenes in the same
movie (see Bleichenbacher 2008: 181�183).

Requests for translation are especially prominent in the case of the
war movie Saving Private Ryan, which shows American soldiers during
the D-Day Invasion of Normandy interacting with speakers of French,
German and (in one scene) Czech. In Saving Private Ryan, there are no
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interlingual subtitles by default, and dialogue in other languages is only
occasionally interpreted into English by a character. In the message
board entries relating to specific scenes in the movie, accurate transla-
tions are usually offered, though some contributors are also prompted
to offering less-than-serious suggestions. One scene shows a soldier in a
German army uniform shouting, in Czech, ‘Don’t shoot, I’m Czech, I
didn’t kill anyone’. The line remains incomprehensible to any viewer
unacquainted with Czech, and large parts of the audience may fail to
realise that the language is Czech (rather than German) in the first place.
The same is true, within the story, for the American soldiers who shoot
the Czech character because he has been fighting for their German ene-
mies. In the thread, while the accurate translation is offered by one help-
ful contributor, there is a first series of messages containing obviously
incorrect and humorous mistranslations. These include ‘Er, Micky
Mouse, Micky Mouse!!! Shoot Micky Mouse!!!’, ‘Can you tell us where
the bus stop is?’, ‘Y..M..C…A’, ‘quick, maken for ze sun loungers vile ze
dirty britisher pig dogs are at ze bar’, and, tellingly, ‘Look, I vashed
for supper!’, a mock translation spoken in the movie scene by a Czech
soldier’s killer.

The contributors to this thread take obvious pleasure in displaying
their knowledge of catch phrases that are often linked to the relationship
between German and English speakers in different contexts, such as, in
the examples above, the movie itself (‘Mickey Mouse’ refers to ‘Steam-
boat Willie’, the name assigned to a major German character in Saving
Private Ryan), World War II in general, or even the more recent ‘towel
wars’ between German and British tourists on Mediterranean beaches.
The parodies often display a use of Mock German (see Higgins & Furu-
kawa, in this special issue, on Mock Hawai’ian), with imitations of pho-
nological phenomena (such as <zis> for this, to imitate th-fronting) or
morphological license (the replacement of ‘my’ with mine in ‘mine bum’,
to imitate the German possessive article mein). One motivation for the
contributors’ reactions is likely to lie in the fact that the questions have
been asked and answered before in other parts of the website; the mis-
translations thus figure as a creative punishment for the initiator not to
have first sought the information elsewhere. In line with Sebba’s findings
on the social meanings of orthographic variation (Sebba 2007: 56�57),
the Mock German in these messages serves the message writers to estab-
lish their identity as authorities on the movie in question, who mark
their group boundary against other contributors who are considered less
competent due to their lack of familiarity with board etiquette, having
asked redundant questions. Since in these contributions the language
ideological discourse operates in a largely implicit way and is also inter-
woven with other, not primarily language-related topics, linguicism is
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less easy for the analyst either to pinpoint or to rule out. What the
examples share with the more explicit message board entries, discussed
in the next section, is their reliance on humour and irony, despite the
serious nature of the movie discussed. In fact, the instances of ortho-
graphic creativity can well be seen as ‘showing an oppositional stance
with respect to the mainstream’ (Sebba 2007: 56), perhaps even an enjoy-
ment of ‘not being politically correct’, in that they both highlight and
ridicule depictions of serious conflict situations, including, in these two
examples, a war crime � the shooting of an enemy who has capitu-
lated � and the killing, in combat, of a Jewish American by a German
soldier.

4.3 Explicit language ideologies: From the screen to the thread

While language ideologies underlie many of the message board debates
discussed so far, the most explicit language ideological debate (Blom-
maert 1999) in the corpus analysed is related to a scene in the romantic
comedy Just Married. Tom and Sarah, two American honeymooners in
Europe, check into what is presented to them (and the audience) as a
stereotypically traditional hotel in the French Alps, and soon trigger a
fire alarm after tampering with the dated electric equipment. This infuri-
ates Henri, the French hotel owner, and a heated argument ensues:

(5) (Just Married)
Henri: My grandparents installed the wiring in the hotel before

World War First. It worked fine until you young kids had
to bring out your toys and ignore the sign.
A small monolingual sign on the wall is shown in close-up:
DEFENSE D’UTILISER DES APPAREILS ELECTRI-
QUES (Do not use electric equipment)

Tom: The � that is the the that’s in French for Christ’s sakes.
Henri: That’s because we’re in France.
Sarah: Is there anything we could do?
Henri: Pay the damages.
Tom: (chuckles) Hold on there Jacques.
Henri: (slowly and clearly) Je m’appelle Henri Margeaux.
Tom: Whatever. Look, this hotel gets guests from all over the

world. It’s your responsibility to put some American on
your signs.

Sarah: He means English.
Tom: Sarah, (whispers) I’m trying to negotiate.
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As can be expected, the negotiation goes wrong: after a further heated
exchange of francophobic and anti-American slurs, the Americans are
expelled from the hotel. On a macro level, the scene reflects and comi-
cally exploits the long-standing conflict (reheated at the moment of pro-
duction due to disagreements over Iraq) between the USA as a de facto
global power, and France as a country with dwindling global influence.
Then, the scene is interesting from a sociolinguistic view in that the dia-
logue explicitly refers to the status of English and French as world lan-
guages in a concrete context, the linguistic landscape in a tourist environ-
ment. On the one hand, the fact that an important security message is
presented in monolingual French can be interpreted as a comment on
the rather strict and purist language policies against the use of other
languages (particularly English) in public space (and elsewhere) that the
French state is known for. On the other hand, the French monolingual
ideology, vigorously defended by Henri, the eminently inhospitable hotel
owner, is contrasted with its American counterpart, when Tom calls his
language ‘American’ and implies that the use of the national language
on the sign is absurd, even though his wife actually knows French. In
Lippi-Green’s (1997) terms, Tom expects the ‘communicative burden’
(that is, the burden to accommodate to one’s interlocutor) to be assumed
completely by his French interlocutors; Henri actually does so by using
English, but with a highly exaggerated reluctance. On a theoretical level,
the problem portrayed is not so much a clash between an ideology of
English-only triumphalism, on the one hand, and one of multicultur-
alism, where the benefits of mutual language learning for cross-cultural
communication are highlighted (Demont-Heinrich 2010), on the other.
Rather, the communicative breakdown is caused by the clash of two
opposing triumphalist viewpoints � which Sarah, who represents the
idea of (elite) multilingualism and pluriculturalism, fails to prevent.

The IMdB message board thread concerned with this scene is entitled
‘french outlet plot hole’ and starts with the argument that the choice of
French for the sign makes no sense because the sign should indeed be
addressed to foreign visitors. This is in line with Tom’s viewpoint, but is
interpreted as a shortcoming of the movie’s authors: ‘So either the direc-
tors made a mistake here or French people really are that pompous.
Hmm, on second thought …’ A second contributor reacts by pointing
out that for foreign visitors, other languages than English would be sen-
sible as well (German, Japanese, Russian): ‘I hate to say it, but this
attitude that the whole world must cater for English-speakers is what is
pompous, not the fact that a French hotel owner in France dares to put
up a sign in his native language’. The interaction between the various
message authors then gets more animated as they debate the exact mean-
ing of the text on the sign: ‘No offense, but when I read this kind of
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replies it makes me think that the stereotypical “dumb American” is
more than based on reality. Also, knowing the basics of a few foreign
languages wouldn’t hurt you …’, which is met with the following reac-
tion, where the adjective ‘pompous’ used by the initiator is repeated yet
again: ‘You don’t know the nationality of anyone in this thread, so to
just assume because that they don’t agree with you they must be dumb
Americans is fairly pompous as well’. Finally, some contributors high-
light the fictional and narrative rather than realistic interest of the
French sign: ‘lol � in the movie, the joke is that Ashton Kutcher is dumb
enough to ask the same question’, and ‘they put the sign in french on
purpose. So that Ashtons character could get angry over the sign and
how stupid it was’. The debate shows how a seemingly innocuous scene
in a movie which offers a rather basic kind of entertainment results in
an intensive argument where the contributors express genuine concern
about issues such as cultural and linguistic hegemony � precisely the
kind of phenomena that the Hollywood industry has been charged with
perpetuating.

These examples illustrate a phenomenon that is common to many of
the IMdB message board threads, namely the extent to which movie
viewers recognise issues of linguistic ideology when they are prominently
presented, even in mainstream movies and when they are comically dis-
torted, and debate them on a number of different levels. They draw on
their everyday or specialist knowledge of linguistic facts, relate what they
see to be their own experiences, negotiate differences between fiction and
reality, comment on possible narrative functions of different kinds of
dialogue and are eager to contest, in a sometimes perhaps surprisingly
emotional way, both cinematic representations and other viewers’ reac-
tions. In the language of the messages, there are different correlates of
this eagerness to debate. These include expressions of disagreement and
terms of insult, but also the use of a certain linguistic terminology. A
final indication of the movie viewers’ active role is that cases of inconsis-
tency or even mistakes in the representation of sociolinguistic realities,
whether they have occurred in a movie or in someone else’s message, are
typically corrected and commented on both fast and in detail: the audi-
ence does not just absorb, it talks back.

5. Conclusion

In this brief overview of different sociolinguistic approaches to movie
dialogues, it has become clear that Hollywood’s depiction of multilin-
gualism is, to a large degree, stereotypical. Linguicism directed at lan-
guages other than English may not appear as obviously explicit as, say,
in the triumphalist and anglophile statements that are frequently quoted
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in Phillipson’s work (1992, 2009). Still, it arises as a main result from the
quantitative study of multilingualism in Hollywood movies, and also
from an analysis of metalinguistic content in the same movies’ dialogue.
With respect to the reaction of the audience, the picture becomes less
straightforward. The analysis of message board content on The Internet
Movie Database website confirms a fact that has gained increasing ac-
ceptance in film studies (see, for instance, Staiger 2000), namely that
audience reactions are as diverse as audiences themselves. For a critical
sociolinguistic approach, this means that, however narrowly stereotypi-
cal Hollywood representations of sociolinguistic realities may be, they
are consistently questioned and debated by members of the audience. A
wide variety of viewpoints can be pinpointed, and while some contrib-
utors do justify aspects of the linguicist representations discussed above,
there is a general acceptance of, and even a frequent enthusiasm about
instances of multilingual diversity in the movies, including the use of
languages other than English (rather than their replacement), and a high
degree of fidelity when it comes to the actors’ performance in a specific
variety, or specific details regarding the sociolinguistic context in which
a movie is set.

Thus, even if linguicism and English-only triumphalism are the domi-
nant discourses produced by the mainstream movies as the result of a
top-down language planning process, other discourses prevail among the
relatively unplanned and heterogeneous audience reactions, even those
from a popular and mainstream website such as the Internet Movie Da-
tabase, rather than some obscure underground source. Indeed, hege-
monic discourses appear much less monolithic than in the early days of
research on linguicism, which is in line with a general ‘change in perspec-
tive towards the value’ of multilingualism (Franceschini 2009: 30). One
major agenda for future research, then, is to trace whether this shift has
begun to affect the industry as well.

University of Teacher Education, St. Gallen, Switzerland

Appendix 1: Corpus films

Amadeus (1984), dir. Milos Forman, screenplay by Peter Shaffer (The Saul Zaentz
Company).

Behind Enemy Lines (2001), dir. John Moore, screenplay by David Veloz and Zak
Penn (Davis Entertainment).

The Bourne Identity (2002), dir. Doug Liman, screenplay by Tony Gilroy and W. Blake
Herron (Hypnotic et al.).

Braveheart (1995), dir. Mel Gibson, screenplay by Randall Wallace (Icon Productions).
Clear and Present Danger (1994), dir. Phillip Noyce, screenplay by Donald Stewart et

al. (Paramount Pictures).
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Elizabeth (1998), dir. Shekhar Kapur screenplay by Michael Hirst (Channel Four
Films et al.).

Fools Rush In (1997), dir. Andy Tennant, screenplay by Katherine Reback (Colum-
bia Pictures).

Frantic (1988), dir. Roman Polanski, screenplay by Roman Polanski and Gérard Brach
(Mount and Warner Bros.).

French Kiss (1995), dir. Lawrence Kasdan, screenplay by Adam Brooks (20th Century
Fox et al.).

Goldeneye (1995), dir. Michael Campbell, screenplay by Jeffrey Caine and Bruce
Feirstein (United Artists).

Green Card (1990), dir. Peter Weir, screenplay by Peter Weir (Touchstone Pictures
et al.).

Hannibal (2001), dir. Ridley Scott, screenplay by David Mamet and Steven Zaillian
(Dino de Laurentiis Productions et al.).

The Hunt for Red October (1990), dir. John McTiernan, screenplay by Larry Ferguson
and Donald Stewart (Nina Saxon Film Design and Paramount Pictures).

The Jackal (1997), dir. Michael Caton-Jones, screenplay by Chuck Pfarrer (Alphaville
Films et al.).

Just Married (2003), dir. Shawn Levy, screenplay by Sam Harper (20th Century Fox
et al.).

Licence to Kill (1989), dir. John Glen, screenplay by Michael G. Wilson and Richard
Maibaum (United Artists et al.).

The Living Daylights (1987), dir. John Glen, screenplay by Richard Maibaum and
Michael G. Wilson (United Artists et al.).

The Peacemaker (1997), dir. Mimi Leder, screenplay by Michael Schiffer (Dream-
Works SKG).

The Pianist (2002), dir. Roman Polanski, screenplay by Ronald Harwood (Studio Ca-
nal � et al.).

Red Heat (1988), dir. Walter Hill, screenplay by Harry Kleiner et al. (Carolco Pictures
et al.).

Sabrina (1995), dir. Sidney Pollack, screenplay by Barbara Benedek and David Rayfiel
(Paramount Pictures et al.).

Saving Private Ryan (1998), dir. Steven Spielberg, screenplay by Robert Rodat (Am-
blin Entertainment et al.).

Schindler’s List (1993), dir. Steven Spielberg, screenplay by Steven Zaillian (Amblin
Entertainment et al.).

The Sum of All Fears (2002), dir. Phil Alden Robinson, screenplay by Paul Attanasio
and Daniel Pyne (Paramount Pictures).

Tomorrow Never Dies (1997), dir. Roger Spottiswoode, screenplay by Bruce Feirstein
(United Artists et al.).

Traffic (2000), dir. Steven Soderbergh, screenplay by Stephen Gaghan (Initial Enter-
tainment Group et al.).

A View to a Kill (1985), dir. John Glen, screenplay by Richard Maibaum and Michael
G. Wilson (United Artists et al.).

The World Is Not Enough (1999), dir. Michael Apted, screenplay by Neil Purvis et al.
(United Artists et al.).

Appendix 2: IMDB Board Threads Cited

n.a. 2008. “IMDb Boards: Fools Rush In. How to write a quote in spanish … help.”
http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0119141/board/nest/121780459. Accessed 12 Aug 2010.
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n.a. 2006. “IMDb Boards: French Kiss. What does the flight attendant say in French?”
http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0113117/board/nest/41670635. Accessed 12 Aug 2010.

n.a. 2010. “IMDb Boards: The Hunt for Red October. what does Ryan say to the cook
in Russian?” http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0099810/board/nest/156957716 Accessed
12 Aug 2010.

n.a. 2005. “IMDb Boards: Just Married. french outlet plot hole.” http://www.imdb.
com/title/tt0305711/board/nest/24871076. Accessed 12 Aug 2010.

n.a. 2009. “IMDb Boards: The Pianist. What is the primary language of this film?”
http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0253474/board/nest/153800805. Accessed 12 Aug 2010.

n.a. 2009. “IMDb Boards: The Pianist. No Polish in a movie about Polish People,
how nice.” http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0253474/board/nest/156221332. Accessed
12 Aug 2010.

n.a. 2010. “IMDb Boards: Saving Private Ryan. Any Deutsche speakers out there?
I need your help!” http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0120815/board/nest/156337610.
Accessed 12 Aug 2010.

n.a. 2010. “IMDb Boards: Saving Private Ryan. what were the surrendering germans
on omaha saying?” http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0120815/board/nest/164536692.
Accessed 12 Aug 2010.
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Styling Hawai‘i in Haole wood: White protagonists
on a voyage of self discovery

CHRISTINA HIGGINS and GAVIN FURUKAWA

Abstract

This article analyzes four Hollywood films set in Hawai‘i to shed light on
how particular languages and language varieties style (Auer 2007; Coup-
land 2007) Local/Hawaiian and mainland U.S. characters as certain kinds
of people. Through an analysis of films featuring haole (‘white, outsider’)
male protagonists who are on various journeys in Hawai‘i, we analyze how
cultural difference is constructed through divergent language choice, mock
languages, and acts of linguistic bridging by quasi-Local characters. We
draw upon Communication Accommodation Theory (Giles & Coupland
1991) to explain how linguistic divergence establishes dichotomous charac-
terizations through language choice and other non-accommodating behav-
iors. As our analysis shows, Hollywood styling perpetuates Orientalist dis-
courses (Said 1978) about ‘whiteness’ and ‘nativeness’ by dichotomizing
Local and Hawaiian people, and by characterizing Local characters as
largely antagonistic toward outsiders. At the same time, the films attempt
to avoid too close a linkage to colonialist discourses by establishing quasi-
Local haole characters as linguistic ‘buffers’ who act as conduits for Ha-
waiian worldviews and Local knowledge, and who are styled linguistically
as partially Local through their knowledge of Hawai‘i Creole and Ha-
waiian.

Keywords: style, characterization, whiteness, non-accommodation, Ha-
wai‘i Creole, Hawaiian, film, divergence, mock language

1. Introduction

Films can offer meaningful insights into contemporary relations between
former and/or present colonizers and former and/or present colonized
populations.1 Through constructing characters as likeable, humorous,
wise, enviable, despicable, and so on, films establish narratives which

Multilingua 31 (2012), 177�198 01678507/2012/031�0177
DOI 10.1515/multi-2012-0009 � Walter de Gruyter
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178 Christina Higgins and Gavin Furukawa

perpetuate particular worldviews about ways of interpreting the world
that colonial relations have wrought. Writers, directors, and actors con-
tribute to these ‘truth effects’ (Foucault 1980) through making decisions
about characters’ behaviors, including how they speak. Audiences who
watch these films are thus exposed to the ideologies bound up in these
characterizations, whether they are true-to-life or not:

Watching a movie is the experience of sharing � or sometimes, of
resisting � the way of seeing, the ideology, and the values of the film-
makers, their gaze, and their imagination. Through its technology and
its language, films implement ways of looking at class, gender, and
race differences. Filmmakers can make us see these differences, but
they can also hide them from our sight by creating pleasing fictions.
This way of seeing carries the individual and social biases of the film-
makers but also the biases and standpoints of the culture of the people
for which films are produced, the culture to which the film belongs.

(Vera & Gordon 2003: 3)

To assess the portrayal of socio-political relations between Hawai‘i and
the mainland United States, and to unpack the ideologies about cultural
difference that audiences are exposed to, we examine four films set in
Hawai‘i to understand how language choice and non-accommodation
style characters as certain kinds of people, not only through the lan-
guages they speak, but also through other identity indexes such as facial
expressions, dress, and gesture (Auer 2007; Coupland 2004, 2007; Eckert
2001). Across the films, non-overlapping linguistic repertoires for Local/
Hawaiian characters and protagonists produce stark ‘systems of distinc-
tion’ (Irvine 2001) that encourage audiences to associate certain ethno-
cultural identities with personality types and good or bad character
types. Since films often resort to stereotypes to create stock characters,
we also address how mock language is used to stylize characters, thereby
creating inauthentic, ‘designed personas’ (Coupland 2007: 150) that ex-
aggerate cultural and linguistic difference among Local/Hawaiian and
mainland haole ([hawli] ‘white/foreigner’) characters. In sociolinguistic
literature, the term stylization usually refers to the use of a voice other
than one’s own, ‘displayed and framed for Local, creative, sociolinguistic
effect’ (Coupland 2004: 249). We find that stylization is an apt term for
describing these characters’ highly performative, over-the-top ways of
talking since the voices that the characters use are not reflective of Ha-
wai’i’s linguistic landscape, but instead are acts of audience design (Bell
1984) by Hollywood writers and actors. Through designing Local and
Hawaiian characters as distinctly opposite to the protagonists in every
way, the films can achieve their larger narrative goals of establishing
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stories in which the hero faces adversity, struggles, but eventually over-
comes it.

As our analysis of cinematic dialogue shows, the shared meta-narra-
tive across the films analyzed presents rather stark colonialist depictions
of self and other, as each film privileges the perspective of a haole male
character who sets off on a journey to find out various truths � about
his career, romantic relationship, and more generally, his place in the
world. In effect, and largely through the use of linguistic divergence, the
films continue an Orientalist grand narrative (Said 1978) about ‘white-
ness’ and ‘nativeness’ that is reminiscent of much classic colonial litera-
ture (e.g., Conrad 1902; Defoe 1719; Melville 1846). As Said (1978) ex-
plains, western scholars and writers have collectively created the idea of
an Orient by forming a shared set of discourses about non-western lands
in their writing, often after having acquired relatively shallow knowledge
of the peoples and cultures they were writing about. Their depictions of
the Orient are clearly framed within western points of view, but this is
not acknowledged in the discourses. Importantly, the discursive forma-
tion of the Orient in literature and written historical accounts developed
as westerners pursued the occupation of colonial territory. The political
occupation of the Kingdom of Hawai‘i by American businessmen in the
late nineteenth century is just one of many examples of this (cf. Trask
1993). Hence, as Said (1978: 3) argues, Orientalism is ultimately ‘a West-
ern style for dominating, restructuring, and having authority over the
Orient’. Key features of Orientalist texts that reflect such authority in-
volve dichotomous characterizations of ‘the savage and the civilized’ as
white protagonists voyage to ‘exotic’ locations and reflect on their expe-
riences, thereby creating west-based visions of the enlightened self and
the inscrutable other.

A key departure from the colonialist literature of the past, and per-
haps a sign of progress, is that the haole characters in the films analyzed
here do not transform by ‘going native’ � whether linguistically or cul-
turally.3 Though they all interact with Locals and Hawaiians, their en-
counters with these characters are always wrought with antagonism.
Hence, each haole character must resort to finding guidance from a
quasi-Local haole character who can help him to resolve his various
problems. These helpful characters are long-time residents of Hawai‘i
who have acquired linguistic and cultural knowledge about Hawai‘i, and
who act as social and linguistic ‘buffers’ between the mainland protago-
nists and the hostile Locals and Hawaiians.

Given the post-colonial context of Hawai‘i, it is revealing to see how
Local and Hawaiian characters treat haole mainlanders in films, and
what consequences there could be for mainstream U.S. audience mem-
bers’ appreciation of these characters. Since the films are geared to a
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mostly mainland U.S. market, we focus on the portrayal of Local/Ha-
waiian characters for that viewing audience. However, we also find it
important to consider how Local/Hawaiian audiences might also receive
the films.

2. Characterization through (non)accommodation

We draw on Culpeper’s (1998, 2001) framework to analyze how charac-
terization is achieved through language and other semiotic means. Ac-
cording to Culpeper (1998), systems of contrast often contribute to con-
structing character, and linguistic deviation in particular invites audi-
ences to attribute deviant behavior to one’s character. In applying this
idea to Hollywood-produced films set in Hawai‘i, one pattern that
emerges is that Local and Hawaiian characters are typically portrayed
as linguistically ‘deviant’ for failing to accommodate linguistically to the
haole protagonists. In terms of Communication Accommodation Theory
(CAT) (Giles & Coupland 1991; Giles 2009), they express divergence
since Locals and Hawaiians are characterized by and large through their
consistent use of Hawai‘i Creole or Hawaiian, even when it is clear that
the English-speaking haole protagonists fail to comprehend them. More-
over, they antagonize the haole characters through harassment, rudeness,
and violence. Across the films, then, characterization is achieved by
building systems of contrast, and this distinction is achieved by stylizing
Locals and Hawaiians as ‘über’-Local, unaccommodating polar oppo-
sites to the haole protagonists. This characterization is a reflection of
audience design, for the haole protagonists are portrayed sympathetically
while Local/Hawaiian characters are generally depicted as despicable.

The language of the quasi-Local haole buffer characters can also be
analyzed with reference to CAT since their sociolinguistic style is neither
fully appropriated to the Hawaiian context, nor fully lacking in localized
inflections and at least quasi-Local understandings. As a result of their
in-between degree of language accommodation and group affiliations,
the quasi-Local haoles are characterized as perfectly poised to guide the
haole newcomers as they encounter cultural difference and ultimately,
self-transformation in Hawai‘i. They also act as ‘translators’ for film
audiences as they help to bridge linguistic and cultural gaps.

3. Language in Hawai‘i

The majority of island residents are bilingual in Hawai‘i English and
Hawai‘i Creole, with many people dominant in the latter. Though there
are some residents who claim not to speak Hawai‘i Creole, these individ-
uals typically do have at least receptive competence in the language.
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3.1 Hawaiian

Hawaiian has about 8,000 speakers, 1,000 of whom speak it as their first
language (ethnologue). Speakers of Hawaiian are typically trilinguals
who also speak Hawai‘i English and Hawai‘i Creole. Since the time of
first contact with Europeans in 1778, disease and changes in the overall
social and economic structure of Hawai‘i led to the increasing influence
of English (Day 1985: 166). After a haole oligarchy overthrew the Ha-
waiian monarchy in 1893, the language nearly died out. A cultural and
political Hawaiian Renaissance in the early 1970s changed this state of
affairs and led to the establishment of Hawaiian as an official language
of the state in 1978. This paved the way for the current revitalization
process, in part through the establishment of Hawaiian immersion
schools.

3.2 Hawai‘i Creole (Pidgin)

The establishment of sugar plantations in Hawai‘i during the nineteenth
century helped to promote the birth of a new language across the islands.
During the latter half of that century, a Hawaiian based pidgin language
emerged, and then later a Hawai‘i Pidgin English (HPE) developed as a
lingua franca among plantation workers (Day 1985; Sato 1993). By the
1920s, Hawai‘i Creole had developed as a result of children of HPE
speakers using this language as their key mode of communication. Ha-
wai‘i Creole (still referred to as Pidgin by most Locals) has traditionally
been seen as a marker of both working-class and non-white identity in
Hawai‘i. This has led to an overall stigmatization and perception that it
limits its speakers’ socio-economic mobility (Eades et al. 2006), views
which persist to this day despite evidence that the language is widely
used across many domains, including business meetings, formal educa-
tion, advertising, and in casual conversation (Marlow & Giles 2008).

3.3 Hawai‘i English

The English used in Hawai‘i is distinct from mainland varieties and is
influenced by Hawai‘i Creole. The features that Sato (1993: 135) lists
for standard Hawai‘i English are: full vowels in places where mainland
U.S. varieties will often used reduced forms such as /t/ and /d/ instead
of /Î/ and /θ/ (e.g. [da] ‘the’ and [t=nk] ‘think’), monophthongs such as
/o/ instead of /ow/, where mainland U.S. varieties will often use diph-
thongs (e.g., [bowt] ‘boat’), and dropping of post-vocalic /r/ (e.g., [fada]
‘father’). Another key feature is the use of rising-falling intonation in
questions in sentence-final position (marked in the transcripts with AB
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symbols). Hawai‘i English is spoken by the majority of Locally born,
educated professionals in a wide variety of domains, and many blend
Hawai‘i English with Hawai‘i Creole in everyday speech.

We transcribe Hawai‘i Creole in italics utilizing eye dialect, and we
point out the features of Hawai‘i English in the transcripts and in the
surrounding discussion of the examples. Hawaiian and Mock Hawaiian
appear in Arial font in italics. Non-verbal interaction is described in
((double parentheses)), CAPS indicate loud volume, underlining indi-
cates emphasis, and (.) marks short pauses.

4. The four films

We chose films produced by major Hollywood studios since these would
be best suited to examining how people in Hawai‘i are envisioned by
mainland U.S. film producers, actors, and audiences. The following syn-
opses provide general plotlines for each of the films.

4.1 North Shore (1987, directed by William Phelps)

North Shore tells the story of Rick Kane (played by Matt Adler), a young
haole man from Arizona who has just won a surfing contest in an amuse-
ment park wave pool. Rick uses his winnings to travel to the North
Shore of O’ahu, one of the premiere surfing destinations in the world,
before entering art school the next fall. He is unfamiliar with the islands,
and because he is so ignorant and gullible, he lands in trouble when all
of his belongings are stolen by Local men. Through his new acquaint-
ance Turtle, a quasi-Local haole, he manages to get work and lodging in
the house of Chandler, a kama’aina (long-term resident) haole who
makes surfboards by hand and who is himself an expert surfer. Chandler
eventually apprentices Rick into the art of surfing. Rick’s self-develop-
ment is prompted by his interactions with the Hui o He’e Nalu (‘wave
sliding club’), a Local group of predominantly Hawai‘i Creole speaking
surfers who constantly challenge his legitimacy, and a burgeoning ro-
mance with Kiani, a Hawaiian woman whose cousin is the leader of
the Hui. Rick overcomes his antagonistic relationship with the Hui, by
becoming a ‘soul surfer,’ that is, an expert surfer who possesses deep
appreciation of the ocean and leaves Kiani behind when he returns to
the mainland to pursue his future as an art student.

4.2 Honeymoon in Vegas (1992, directed by Andrew Bergman)

Honeymoon in Vegas is a comedic film about a New York private detec-
tive named Jack (played by Nicholas Cage), who, in spite of a promise
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to his dying mother to never get married, finally submits to marrying
his girlfriend Betsy in Las Vegas. At the hotel, however, Betsy is spotted
by Tommy Korman, a professional gambler with mob ties, who instantly
falls in love with her due to her strong resemblance to his late wife. As
a result of a poker debt that Jack accrues, Tommy convinces the couple
to let him spend a platonic weekend with Betsy. Unbeknownst to Jack,
Tommy then takes Betsy to his home on the island of Kaua’i, where he
tries to win her affections. Jack immediately flies to Kaua’i to find Betsy,
but he is misled by Mahi, a Local cab driver who is working for Korman.
Tommy takes Betsy back to Las Vegas, where he is able to cancel all the
incoming commercial flights to further thwart Jack. Jack’s only recourse
is to take a chartered flight with skydiving Elvis impersonators and land
by parachute. Betsy decides to run away from Tommy after he threatens
her, and while in disguise as a Vegas showgirl, she sees Jack as he lands.
The film ends with the two getting married.

4.3 50 First Dates (2004, directed by Peter Segal)

This is a romantic comedy about Henry (played by Adam Sandler), a
womanizing veterinarian who avoids long-term relationships for fear
that they will prevent him from living his dream of traveling to Alaska
to study walruses. While eating breakfast at a café on O’ahu, Henry
meets a Local haole art teacher named Lucy. Returning to the café the
next day, he starts talking to Lucy, and they find themselves attracted to
each other. They agree to meet the next morning, but she has no memory
of meeting him. This is because Lucy has a type of amnesia that causes
her to forget what happens each day after she sleeps, effectively causing
her to live the same day each day. Despite this apparent obstacle, Henry
begins to court Lucy in an effort to get her to fall in love with him.
Eventually, he creates a video for her that explains her amnesia with the
help of three Local characters. Henry and Lucy’s relationship progresses
until they decide to get married. Unfortunately, Lucy learns that Henry
plans to give up his dream of traveling to Alaska to stay with her, so she
destroys the video to ensure that she will forget about him after going
to sleep. The couple are eventually reunited, and the film ends with a
scene set in the future showing Lucy on a yacht in Alaska with Henry,
their daughter, and Lucy’s father.

4.4 Forgetting Sarah Marshall (2008, directed by Nicholas Stoller)

This film stars Jason Segel as Peter Bretter, a musician who has recently
been dumped by his television-star girlfriend, Sarah Marshall. To con-
sole himself, he vacations at a resort on the island of O’ahu, where he
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discovers that Sarah is also on vacation. Though he is seriously de-
pressed over the recent break-up, he spends time with Rachel, the front
desk clerk. Unlike Sarah, Rachel also admires Peter’s creative side,
which includes a dream to compose a vampire puppet opera. As the plot
unfolds, Peter distracts himself with surfing and other excursions on his
vacation, but he repeatedly encounters Sarah at the hotel, where she and
her new boyfriend are staying. He struggles with his feelings for Sarah,
but as Peter spends more time with Rachel and other quasi-Local char-
acters, he transforms into a man who believes in himself due to their
encouragement to pursue his happiness, both in love and in his career.
At the end of the film, Peter returns to the mainland U.S., where he
begins earnest work on his vampire opera, eventually performing the
show at the end of the film. Rachel attends the opening night, and it
appears that their relationship and Peter’s career are headed for success.

5. Styling Hawai‘i through establishing haole, Local, and quasi-Local
characters

In terms of characterization, linguistic divergence is used in the films to
construct a landscape that fits with the grand narrative of finding one-
self. The main characters are ‘lost’ individuals in search of deeper mean-
ings in life, and their wayward characterizations are established through
contrasts. This is achieved primarily through the use of the moke, a
stereotyped and antagonistic character that is the foil to the haole pro-
tagonist in each film. A moke is a Hawai‘i Creole word used to refer to
a tough Local man who spends a lot of time in outdoor pursuits (hunt-
ing, fishing, surfing), who drinks heavily, and who (stereotypically) en-
joys getting into physical fights. While the moke is usually portrayed as
a monolingual speaker of Hawai‘i Creole (cf. Meyerhoff 2004), the haole
characters employ what Lippi-Green (1997) refers to as mainstream vari-
eties of American English (MUSE).

5.1 Characterizations of the haole self and Local/Hawaiian other
through linguistic divergence

Throughout the films, the main characters repeatedly encounter Locals
and Hawaiians who speak (sometimes unintelligible) Hawai‘i Creole,
and who choose not to accommodate them linguistically or socially. A
clear illustration of this characterization is in an early scene in North
Shore, when Rick goes surfing for the first time on the famous North
Shore of O’ahu. Rocky, a moke character who is a member of the Local
surf club, the Hui, paddles up to Rick and, in Hawai‘i Creole, gets his
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attention with the vocative phrase ‘Eh haole,’ which Rick interprets as a
greeting. In combination with Rocky’s message about claiming surf terri-
tory, this marks Rick as a clueless outsider, which Rocky declares quite
straightforwardly:

(1) Rocky: Eh haole.
(‘Hey whitey’)

Rick: Hi! Haole to you too.
Rocky: ((glaring)) He so haole he doesn’t even know he’s haole. Beat

it haole buddy, this is awa ave.
(‘He’s so white/foreign he doesn’t even know it. Get out of
here white buddy, this is our surf spot’)

Rick: Oh yeah? I don’t see your name on it.
Rocky: ((glares at Rick))
Rick: Fine. ((starts to paddle away))
Rocky: Bye haole.

(‘Bye whitey’)

While both Rocky’s verbal and non-verbal behaviors can be taken as
highly antagonistic, akin to marking territory, Rick’s response is quite
civil, and he defers to Rocky’s wishes to leave the surf area. Linguistic
divergence is marked here not only through the non-accommodation by
Rocky toward Rick, but also through maintaining (and even highlight-
ing) the outsider’s lack of understanding.

In Forgetting Sarah Marshall, linguistic divergence is clear in a scene
that clearly marks a turning point for the main character, Peter, who
decides to risk injury by removing a nude photo of his new love interest,
Rachel, from the men’s room in a Local bar. Earlier in the film, it is
established that Keoki, the owner of the bar, has declared that he will
kill anyone who removes the photo. Keoki’s moke qualities set the stage
for Peter to transform himself later in the movie. After he confesses to
Rachel that he has had a brief romantic encounter with his ex-girlfriend
Sarah, he attempts to prove his loyalty to her. He returns to Keoki’s bar
and removes her picture, thus marking a rite of passage for himself.
Unfortunately, he is discovered removing the picture by Hawai‘i Creole-
speaking Keoki, who proceeds to beat him up. Keoki’s divergent lan-
guage use aligns with an antagonistic attitude toward Peter’s romantic
interest in Rachel, and Keoki’s reference to the photo of Rachel as ‘my
art’ indicates a sort of possessiveness over Rachel herself. By enduring
the physical beating from Keoki, Peter shows that he is willing to face
adversity in spite of the consequences:
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(2) Keoki: Brah wot you doing? You stealing my awt? Why don’t you put
em back right now.
(‘Pal, what are you doing? Are you stealing my art? Why
don’t you put it back right now’)
Put em back brah.
(‘Put it back pal’)
((Peter begins throwing toilet paper from a stock area at
Keoki in self-defense)).

Keoki: You trowing doo-doo pepah? You trowing do-doo pepah? Give
me da picha.
(‘Now you’re throwing toilet paper? You’re throwing toilet
paper? Give me the picture’)
Don’t be stupid braddah, jus give me da picha.
(‘Don’t be stupid pal, just give me the picture’)

Peter: You can hit me as many times as you want. I’m not giving
you the photo back.

Keoki: AOh Byeah? ((proceeds to punch Peter multiple times in the
face)).

In Honeymoon in Vegas, Jack’s mainland language use and lack of
knowledge of the islands is juxtaposed with a Local character, Mahi, a
Hawai‘i Creole-dominant taxi driver. Mahi’s cartoonish name, Mahi
Mahi (the name of an ocean fish), is amplified by the fact that his father’s
occupation was a fisherman. (While many Local people do earn a living
by fishing, the choice of Mahi Mahi as a name for a person in Hawai‘i
is beyond outlandish.) Though arguably less of a stereotypical moke than
the Hawai‘i Creole speaking characters in the other films, Mahi’s consis-
tent use of the language alongside his depiction as an all-knowing insider
helps to establish a major character difference that drives the plot. Since
Mahi is really working for Tommy Korman, who is Jack’s nemesis, the
viewing audience knows that his apparent friendliness is actually quite
insincere. As Mahi takes Jack around the island, he leads Jack astray at
every turn, providing the necessary obstacles for Jack to eventually over-
come:

(3) Mahi: Eh braddah!
(‘Hey pal’)

Jack: ((Looks startled and somewhat confused))
Mahi: You Alike Bride?

(‘Would you like a ride?’)
Jack: Yeah, yeah, I need I ride, but I don’t know where yet.
Mahi: I take your bags.

(‘I will take your luggage’)
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Jack: Thanks.
Mahi: My name Mahi. Mahi Mahi.

(‘My name is Mahi. Mahi Mahi’)
Jack: ((pulls sunglasses down to look at Mahi)) Like the fish?
Mahi: Yeah. My fadda was a fishaman.

(‘Yeah. My father was a fisherman’)
Jack: My father left home when I was five. That’s why I’m named

Jack, as in Jack tell your mother I’m going out. I’ve got to
make a couple of calls.

Mahi: Eh Jack, Jack! Whea you like go? Jus tell me. I take you
anywhere.
(Hey Jack, Jack! Where do you want to go? Just tell me. I’ll
take you anywhere’)

Jack: You have any idea where a guy named Tommy Korman
lives?

Mahi: Shua, everybody know dat.
(‘Sure, everybody knows that’)

Jack: You’re kidding!
Mahi: Nah, dis a small island.

(‘No, this is a small island’)

The moke character in 50 First Dates is Ula, a comedic figure who is
generally quite friendly toward the haole protagonist Henry. Ula is por-
trayed as a Hawaiian (played by Rob Schneider, an actor of Filipino,
Jewish, and Caucasian descent), and often espouses what are meant to
be understood as Hawaiian points of view. In the scene below, Ula is
arguably acting as a stereotypical moke, rather than just being himself,
as he is helping his friend Henry to win the affections of Lucy, who has
no short-term memory. Here, Ula assists Henry to stage a mugging sce-
nario along Lucy’s daily route in an attempt to ‘introduce’ himself to
her. While doing so, Ula gives a diatribe in Hawai‘i Creole and Hawai‘i
English which is meant to be heard as a series of Hawaiian complaints
against haole visitors and colonists. Even though the scene is comedic,
the actions are meant to portray a ‘typical’ Hawaiian:

(4) Ula: ((approaches Henry)) Give me your wallet! Okay haole,
what you think? You can come to this island, eat our pineap-
ple, ((Ula hits Henry))

Henry: Help me! Ow, not so hard. Take it easy.
Ula: ((Hitting Henry)) Try to bang our women. Makin’ my sister

clean your hotel room,
Henry: Okay. What does that have to do with this? Relax. Hey!

Hey! Help me please!
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Ula: Stupid haole.
((Lucy hits Ula in an attempt to defend Henry))

Ula: Ow!

The depiction of Locals/Hawaiians as moke characters who are untrust-
worthy, hostile, and even violent establishes a clear good guy/bad guy
motif across the films. In terms of the larger storyline, this characteriza-
tion arguably encourages the audience to sympathize with the haole pro-
tagonists as they face adversity and to root for them as they find ways
to overcome it. As we see next, however, their efforts to succeed are
further thwarted through encounters with Local/Hawaiian characters
who continue to sidetrack them. This is marked through mock language
in several of the films we analyzed.

5.2 Stylizing Locals and Hawaiians through mock language

Mock language (cf. Hill 1998; Callahan 2010) is inherently exaggerated
and performative since it does not linguistically qualify as an authentic
code, but instead relies on familiar linguistic patterns that non-natives
might know, which index stereotypes about specific ethnolinguistic
groups. As Hill (1998) argues, mock language is racist since it highlights
features that support negative stereotypes associated with the speakers
of the language being mocked. While Hill’s work focuses on white speak-
ers of Mock Spanish, our analysis here examines supposedly Local/Ha-
waiian characters’ use of Mock Hawaiian. Similar to Mock Spanish,
Mock Hawaiian indirectly indexes its speakers with negative attributes,
including vulgarity, laziness, and a lack of intelligence. Consequently,
Hollywood scripts engender the primacy of ‘white public space’ among
mostly white audiences by constructing negative visions of the other, and
by using such depictions to cast white characters as the sympathetic he-
roes.

The use of Mock Hawaiian characterizes Local/Hawaiian figures as
divergent from the haole protagonists by casting them as nature-ori-
ented, visceral natives, a characterization that recalls the colonialist noble
savage archetype, an idealized individual who is ‘noble’ since he or she
lacks exposure to western civilization and its corrupting influences, yet
who is also ‘savage’ due to unfamiliarity with western modes of civility
(Said 1978). The stereotype is clearest in the use of Mock Hawaiian
and the maintenance of (pseudo)traditional culture, as represented in
Honeymoon in Vegas. After Jack arrives in Kaua’i in search of Betsy,
Mahi takes him to Chief Orman’s home (rather than Mr. Korman’s
home) in an effort to keep him from locating his fiancée. Chief Orman
is played by Peter Boyle, a haole actor, and he alienates Jack by engaging
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him in a lengthy and opaque ‘traditional’ toast (only partially shown
here), speaking (Mock) Hawaiian (which has no translation). Viewers
who are only slightly acquainted with Hawaiian might recognize that
mock words like kabluna sound ‘wrong’, as it violates Hawaiian’s conso-
nant inventory (it has no /b/) and phonological rules, which do not allow
consonant clusters. Still, Orman is portrayed as an authentic Hawaiian
chief:

(5) Orman: Mahaleowakalea.
Mahi: Mahaleowakalea. ((laughs)) Mahaleowakalea.
Orman: Kabluna!
Jack: Kabluna! Listen Mahi, I DON’T HAVE TIME FOR THIS

HORSESHIT!

Sexual comments further help to characterize Locals and Hawaiians as
noble savages through scripts which index them directly with these attri-
butes. This is another divergent form of characterization, for as Wood
(2009) argues, sexualizing the ‘natives’ in films provides filmmakers with
a context in which white characters can have more sophisticated interac-
tions, and transformations, in comparison to their more ‘crude’ co-stars.
This is clear in many of the dialogues in 50 First Dates between Ula and
Henry. In (6), Ula employs Mock Hawaiian when he refers to Henry
as ‘da kahuna,’ skewing its meaning of ‘priest’ toward something like
‘important, and sexually desirable man,’ and when he refers to a sex act
as ‘the Waikikiki sneaky between the cheeky,’ using what Hill (1998: 114)
calls the ‘hyperanglicization of language’ for comic effect. As Hill (1995)
argues in the case of Mock Spanish, hyperanglicizations are clearly ab-
surd mispronunciations used to produce vulgar puns (e.g., Fleas Navi-
dad, < Span. Feliz Navidad):

(6) Ula: By the way cuz (‘pal’), I met this sexy, blond tax attorney
at Starbucks today.

Henry: Uh huh.
Ula: I told her you da kahuna (‘big man’, lit. ‘priest’ in Hawaiian)

she wanna have fun (‘she wants to have fun, i.e., sex with’)
on this island.

Henry: Uh huh.
Ula: You want her numba?
Henry: You pimping tourists for me again, Ula?
Ula: Yes, I live vicariously through you, rememba? My life sucks.

Come on, give ha the Waikikiki sneaky between the cheeky.
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Since Ula’s use of ‘Waikikiki’ converts a place name, Waikiki (a popular
tourist area on O’ahu) to a sexual act, the use of Mock Hawaiian here
creates an indirect indexicality between hypersexuality, the Hawaiian
language, and Hawaiian people, and as such, is an example of ‘covert
racist discourse’ (Hill 1998).

A similar example comes later in the film, when Ula uses the place
name Hanalei as a novel vocative expression to refer to Henry. In (7),
he also uses the made-up word poi poi to refer to a penis, a Mock Hawai-
ian word that features the reduplication of the commonly known Hawai-
ian word, poi, or pounded steamed taro root, which is a Hawaiian staple.
In addition to the negative indexicalities attributed to a Hawaiian char-
acter, the use of Mock Hawaiian in these examples suggests that Hawai-
ian vocabulary can easily be borrowed from existing words or invented
on the spot through the simple act of repetition:

(7) Ula: Hey, Hanalei (‘place name’). How’s that hot wahine
(‘woman’) nympho from Ohio, huh?

Henry: She’s great. I dropped her off at the airport this morning.
Ula: Come on, I need some details. You get some booby, some

assy, a pull on your poi poi? Come on.

A similar attitude about sex is found in Honeymoon in Vegas when Mahi
tells Jack about the possible sexual encounters he could have on the
islands minutes after meeting him. Since Mahi knows that Jack is on
Kaua’i to find his fiancée, Betsy, his points about the sexual opportu-
nities are at best frivolous, and at worst, painful reminders that Betsy
might be persuaded to be unfaithful to Jack while on the island. Here,
Mahi uses the reduplicated Mock Hawai‘i Creole freaky-freaky to refer
to the casual sex that non-Local women desire when on vacation:

(8) Mahi: You like this Jack. Beautiful ae? So romantic. Boy, the women
when they come hea, ho they go crazy! They like freaky-
freaky all night long.
(‘You will like it here Jack. Beautiful, right? So romantic.
Boy, when the women come here, they go crazy! They like
sex all night long’)

Jack: Yeah, that’s really great news. Are we almost there?

Since the protagonists’ encounters with mokes are always frustrating,
and because their experiences with Locals/Hawaiians leave them discour-
aged or confused, it is only with the help of quasi-Local haoles that they
can find their way through their sense of alienation and confusion.
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5.3 The quasi-Local haole as teacher

In contrast to the characterization of Local/Hawaiian characters, the
quasi-Local haole is depicted as intelligent, civil, and caring toward the
protagonist � a characterization which lends support to the interrelation
that Bleichenbacher (this issue) found between multilingualism and posi-
tive characterization in Hollywood films, but only among characters
with English as a first language. Across the four films analyzed here, the
quasi-Local haoles speak English as a first language, but they are en-
dowed with multilingual abilities and deep understandings of Local/Ha-
waiian cultures.

When the quasi-Local haole characters help the protagonists to make
sense of their experiences, the consequence is that Hawai‘i is ultimately
represented and interpreted by haoles for haole main characters as well
as mostly haole audiences alike. Quasi-Locals are given the duty of ex-
plaining the indigenous culture, an act that has been subject to much
critique as an act of cultural imperialism (Sumida 1991). In truth, the
choice of characterizing the quasi-Local haoles may be seen as an act
of audience design (Bell 1991; also see Androutsopoulos, this issue) by
filmmakers since these characters are necessary go-betweens to help
manage linguistic and cultural gaps for mainland U.S. and non-U.S. au-
diences. However, for those who live in Hawai‘i and speak Hawai‘i Cre-
ole and/or Hawaiian, these characters are not seen as the most knowl-
edgeable representatives of Hawai‘i.

In North Shore, Rick’s first apprenticeship to Hawai‘i is through Tur-
tle, a haole surfer who has clearly spent a long time on the island. Turtle’s
quasi-Local status is styled through his mix of Hawai‘i Creole and 1980s-
era California surfer/skater male language (Kiesling 2004). When Rick
asks Turtle for advice about how to report belongings that were stolen
by the Hui, Turtle teaches him some valuable points about Local lan-
guage and social categories:

(9) Turtle: Hey. They’re the Hui (‘group’). Nobody messes with the Hui.
Stay loose haole ((smiles)).
(‘keep it relaxed whitey’)

Rick: Hey wait a second, what’s a haole anyway?
Turtle: The Local word for tourist like you from da mainland.
Rick: I’m not a tourist.
Turtle: Woteva barney.

(‘whatever newbie’)
Rick: Then what’s a barney?
Turtle: It’s like a barn-o, barnyard, like a haole to da max, a kuk in

an out of da wada, yeah?
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(‘It’s like an ultimate whitey, a totally lame person, in or out
of the ocean’)

That Turtle explains haole and barney with reference to Hawai‘i Creole
labels here might be read as an act of resistance to truly helping Rick
understand Local culture and to somehow fit in. Turtle is himself still
an outsider in many ways, which is made clear from his own deference
to the Hui ’s surf territory and his own continued apprenticeship in the
art of shaping surfboards, which he learns from Chandler, a transplanted
quasi-Local haole surfboard shaper and expert surfer who is married to
a Hawaiian woman.

Chandler eventually grows fond of Rick, and chooses to instruct him
about the ocean, teaching him Hawaiian terms along the way. His com-
parison of Hawaiian’s words for waves with the number of Eskimo
words for snow4 helps to style him as having access to indigenous points
of view:

(10) Chandler: What do you see?
((pause))

Rick: Uh:, waves.
Chandler: What else?
Rick: Waves seem to break right there in the same place.

There.
Chandler: There’s a reef right there. See, a wave breaks in water

that’s half as deep as the wave is tall. You’ve probably
heard that the Eskimos have several hundred words for
snow, right? Well the Hawaiians have just as many
words to describe waves and ocean conditions. It’s ebb-
ing sea, decreasing sea. Pretty soon it’s going to be kai
malo’oo, low tide, when the reef gets exposed.

The quasi-Local who guides Jack toward self-discovery is Tommy.
Through vying for Betsy’s affections, Tommy inspires Jack to overcome
his reluctance to get married. Tommy is styled as quasi-Local through
his acceptance as an insider by Locals and Hawaiians, and by his use of
Hawaiian. Watching the sun set on the horizon, he displays this knowl-
edge to Betsy:

(11) Betsy: It’s so beautiful!
Tommy: Yeah (.) You know, we have a uh- name for this time of

the day here.
Betsy: Wakawaka? Hehe.
Tommy: It’s close. Manawa o okalakapua.5 Time of enchantment.
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Betsy shows her understanding of Hawaiian as Mock Hawaiian by using
a nonsense reduplicated word (a feature of Mock Hawaiian seen in (7)
and (8) as well), and Tommy takes on the role of Hawaiian language
expert to impress her with his Local knowledge. The scene is one of
many in which he captures her affections; eventually, she agrees to marry
him instead of Jack, which sets Jack on a frantic course of action to
change their fate.

In Forgetting Sarah Marshall, Peter is also invited to appreciate Ha-
wai’i by quasi-Local haole characters, though in comparison to the other
films, they have the most superficial degree of Local/Hawaiian knowl-
edge. Their apprenticeship of Peter sometimes involves Mock Hawaiian
and so adds to the comical aspect of the film, as in the case of Kunu
(‘Chuck’), a haole surf instructor who works at the resort where Peter is
staying. In an early scene, Peter signs up for surfing lessons and asks
Kunu what his ‘Hawaiian’ name means:

(12) Kunu: It means Chuck. I plugged it into a database. There’s a
thing you can go on on the internet you just type in your
name. And it just says it. What’s your name?

Peter: Peter.
Kunu: Peter! I’m going to give you a Hawaiian name.
Peter: Oh Agreat.
Kunu: Piopi.
Peter: (pause) BGreat.

Similar to Ula’s simplistic creation of ‘Hawaiian’ words and expressions
in (6) and (7), Kunu portrays authentic Hawaiianness as easy to achieve
and directly accessible to non-Hawaiians. Viewers familiar with the lin-
guistic landscape of Hawai‘i would know, however, that the Hawaiian
pronunciation of Peter is actually Pika.

5.4 Self-discovery

In all of the films, the haole protagonist is clearly being put on a path
of self-discovery in which his experiences in Hawai‘i are meant to show
him his own way, but are not meant to give him deep understandings of
Local or Hawaiian ways. All of the main characters were constantly
othered, even while learning about Local and Hawaiian practices, and
this othering helped to refocus their attention on their own trajectory,
and their lives outside of Hawai‘i. The final scenes of the films show that
each character still finds Local and Hawaiian ways challenging, and that
each has decided to carry on his self-transformation by leaving Hawai‘i.

In North Shore, the final scene depicts Rick returning to the mainland
to attend art school. His transformation is marked at the end of the film,
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when he is escorted to the airport by Turtle, who calls him braddah (‘pal,
brother’) rather than haole for the first time.

Similarly, in Honeymoon in Vegas, Jack is given his farewell at the
airport by Mahi, who also calls him braddah. He sends Jack on his way
with warm wishes in Hawaiian. Though the sentiment is offered in a
friendly manner, for Jack, it is only enigmatic:

(13) Mahi: Hey, always rememba. E ho’opoka i na olelo maika’i wale
no mai ha o waha o. It means always have the good words
come out of yo mouth braddah.

Jack: That just doesn’t help me at all but I appreciate the
thought. ((shrugs in confusion))

Mahi: So long. Aloha braddah!

Nevertheless, at the end of the film, Jack transforms and overcomes his
greatest fears, and when he reunites with Betsy in Las Vegas, he marries
her immediately.

Similarly, in 50 First Dates, Henry has clearly found his way by the
end of the film, for he is literally on the journey of his life to Alaska. He
is now a complete man with his career and family intact. In a farewell
scene with Ula, however, the use of (Mock) Hawaiian portrays him as
unfamiliar with Hawaiian language and culture:

(14) Ula: Hanalei, anuai kahana oe no hainani.
(‘Place-name hello place-name you emphatic nonsense-
word’)

Henry: Thank you buddy. What does that mean again?
Ula: Bring me back a t-shirt.

Ula’s Mock Hawaiian sentence is said with great depth, leading Henry
to assume that it is a saying used at times of parting or sadness. It is
comedic, however, since Ula provides the translation, thus revealing a
lack of profound meaning. Audiences familiar with Hawai‘i and Hawai-
ian would recognize that Ula’s language is actually Mock Hawaiian, and
as such, is quite disrespectful. That the expression is translated as a re-
quest for a cheap souvenir adds insult to injury in representing Ha-
waiian.

6. Conclusion: Styling, stylization, and characterization

In this article, we have attempted to show how the use of sociolinguistic
style in modern Hollywood movies set in Hawai‘i is drawn upon as a
resource to construct and perpetuate Orientalist discourses similar to

Bereitgestellt von | Universitaetsbibliothek Freiburg (Universitaetsbibliothek Freiburg)
Angemeldet | 172.16.1.226

Heruntergeladen am | 06.06.12 16:25



Styling Hawai‘i in Haolewood 195

older colonial narratives of the civilized haole and the noble savage
other. As a result of his journey to the ‘primitive’ islands, the white
visitor is given a profound life lesson that can only be experienced
through encounters with the inscrutable other. While the existence of
quasi-Local characters in these movies lessens the formation of overtly
colonial undertones, the language styles often reinforce the role of the
white protagonist as a modern, civilized man leaving the native Hawai-
ian and Local characters to be cast as other. Haolewood’s image of Ha-
wai‘i and its residents still reflects the observations of James Cook when
he first landed in 1778 (Wood 1999: 103) as a place of great depth and
beauty yet exotically strange and alienating.

Across the films, Locals and Hawaiians are characterized collectively
as strange, aggressive, and intimidating people, while haoles are por-
trayed as unwitting heroes who are ultimately incapable of fully under-
standing or appreciating Local/Hawaiian points of view. It is significant
that Local’s and Hawaiian’s characterization is frequently accomplished
through stylization, rather than styling, for their portrayals involve over-
the-top exaggerations of Local and Hawaiian behaviors, including Mock
Hawaiian, cartoonish names, and exaggerated interest in sex and vio-
lence. The likely effect of this stylization for audiences who are unfamil-
iar with Hawai‘i is that they will be seen as less human, and humane,
compared to the haole protagonists. Since stylization relies on and repro-
duces stereotypes, it also allows for simplistic, and often racist carica-
tures of people, rather than complex portrayals of cultural difference.
As Androutsopoulos (this issue) points out, films are full of language-
ideological statements which construct essentialist ethnic identities
through binary approaches to language and culture. Locals/Hawaiians
are stereotyped in negative ways, and they lack competence in the code
that the majority of audience goers are expected to be familiar with �
i.e., mainland U.S. English. It is logical, then, from an Orientalist point
of view, that multilingual quasi-Local haole buffer characters are de-
picted as more complex characters who have developed enough intercul-
tural competence to not only fit in with Locals and Hawaiians, but to
be able to share it with newcomer haoles � and haole audiences � in
ways they can appreciate.

University of Hawai‘i at Manoa

Notes
1. Many would argue that Hawai‘i is an illegally occupied territory of the United

States due to the circumstances under which annexation occurred in 1898, after
Queen Lili’uokalani was deposed in a coup d’etat by white landowners from the
U.S. (e.g., Fujikane & Okamura 2008; Trask 1993).
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2. The capitalized term ‘Local’ refers to a person who is typically born and raised in
Hawai‘i. Most Locals are descendants of sugar and pineapple plantation workers
who came from China, Portugal, Japan, Okinawa, and the Philippines in the late
19th and early 20th centuries. Native Hawaiians may also claim the identity of Lo-
cal, but non-Hawaiian Locals do not refer to themselves as ‘Hawaiian’. For a fuller
discussion of these terms, see Sumida (1991: Preface).

3. Writers such as Jack London (1911) became intrigued with indigenous activities
like surfing in Hawai‘i, even though the sport had been all but banished by mission-
aries by the time he traveled there in the early 1900s. In his travelogue, The Cruise
of the Snark, his prose is full of admiration that recalls ‘noble savage’ stereotypes.

4. Chandler’s reference to Eskimo words for snow should be seen as ‘mock indigenous
knowledge’ since this myth has been debunked many times over (e.g., Martin 1986;
Pullum 1991). The number of words for types of waves and ocean conditions is
similar in nature to this myth and simply serves to exoticize the Hawaiian language.

5. The correct pronunciation is manawa o ho‘okalakapua.
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Constructing ‘nerdiness’:
Characterisation in The Big Bang Theory

MONIKA BEDNAREK

Abstract

This paper analyses the linguistic construction of the televisual character
Sheldon � the ‘main nerd’ in the sitcom The Big Bang Theory (CBS,
2007�), approaching this construction of character through both computeri-
sed and ‘manual’ linguistic analysis. More specifically, a computer analysis
of dialogue (using concordances and keyword analysis) in series 1 of The
Big Bang Theory provides insights into how Sheldon is constructed through
both explicit and implicit cues in his own and others’ dialogue, drawing on
shared stereotypes of ‘nerdiness’. This corpus linguistic analysis is comple-
mented through manual, ‘scene-based analysis’ of implicit cues in dialogue
between Sheldon and Penny, drawing on (im)politeness theory. Previous
analyses of film and TV dialogue have shown how linguistic deviance, e.g.
in terms of politeness, can construct characters as somehow ‘anti-social’,
‘abnormal’, ‘rude’ or ‘not quite human’. The analysis of Sheldon’s repertoire
provides insights into how and when linguistic deviance constructs nerdiness
in contrast to other social identities. This allows us to consider which factors
lead to viewers’ perception of characters as threateningly abnormal or fun-
nily abnormal or somehow non-human or indeed as other social identities.
The analyses also show how dialogue projects a particular social identity
drawing on stereotypes and shared knowledge with the audience.

Keywords: characterisation, television series, The Big Bang Theory, cor-
pus linguistics, Impoliteness Theory

1. The significance of televisual characters

This article offers a linguistic study of characterisation � defined here as
the way characters are constructed through linguistic and other re-
sources � in the television sitcom The Big Bang Theory (CBS, 2007�
present). While research into televisual characterisation seems to be an

Multilingua 31 (2012), 199�229 01678507/2012/031�0199
DOI 10.1515/multi-2012-0010 � Walter de Gruyter
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200 Monika Bednarek

Figure 1. A screen shot of a ‘news’ bulletin on Channel Seven (Australia, 3rd Novem-
ber 2010).

emerging area of interest for linguists in various sub-disciplines (e.g. Baker
2005 on gender/sexuality in Will and Grace; Bubel 2006 on friendship
relations in Sex and the City; Bubel & Spitz 2006 on humour in Ally
McBeal; Mandala 2007 on friendship relations in Buffy the Vampire
Slayer; Mandala 2008 on code-switching in Firefly; Wodak 2009 on actant
roles and ideology in The West Wing; Bednarek 2010, 2011a on expressiv-
ity and ideology in Gilmore Girls; Richardson 2010 on impoliteness in
House; Mandala 2011 on impoliteness in Star Trek: Voyager), much more
research has been undertaken into characterisation in other narratives, for
example novels, drama or film (see contributions to this issue). What,
then, are the arguments for studying televisual characters in particular?

Arguably, one very good reason lies in the fact that audiences are
interested in the ‘lives’ of televisual characters and engage with them
emotionally and otherwise. A good example of this is a story aired by
the Australian television channel Channel Seven in their Morning News
bulletin on 3rd November 2010. While the rolling news ticker at the bot-
tom of the screen informed viewers of current news events, the back-
ground graphics � an image of a woman superimposed over an image
of a ‘family’ snap � carried the headline Shock Death (figure 1).

However, rather than this story being about a real woman’s death, as
suggested by the news ticker, this was in fact a ‘news’ item about a
televisual character’s death, beginning as follows: ‘More than 2.3 million
Australians tuned in to Packed to the Rafters [an Australian comedy-
drama] last night … The shock story line saw Melissa Rafter die unex-
pectedly in a car crash’. While this is undoubtedly a case of self-promo-
tion disguised as news and shows the intrusion of entertainment into
news discourse (Bednarek & Caple in press), the example also illustrates
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Characterisation in The Big Bang Theory 201

that television channels believe their viewers are interested in receiving
such ‘news’ about televisual characters.

In fact, not only are audiences interested in televisual characters; they
also engage with them interpersonally. As Roman suggests, ‘[t]elevision
programs and characters have a unique ability to become an intimate
part of a household and family’ (Roman 2005: 130). Indeed, media
psychology has identified a range of ways in which viewers can form
social and interpersonal connections with media figures such as televi-
sual characters, including parasocial interaction, (wishful) identification,
or affinity/liking (Cohen 1999; Giles 2002). Because of their cumulative
nature (multiple seasons and episodes, often broadcast over several
years), television series ‘can capture an audience’s involvement in a way
equalled by few contemporary media’ (Creeber 2004: 4). In other words,
viewers build up a particularly close and intimate relationship with char-
acters in TV fiction, perhaps knowing more about them than they do
about many people in the ‘real’ world (Wickham 2007: 91, 93).

Television series also produce fans who may be very active in their
engagement with the series, with audiences as consumers, fans, cultists
or enthusiasts (de Kloet & van Zoonen 2007, citing Abercrombie &
Longhurst 1998), and audience members produce genres such as threads,
blogs, review columns and fan fiction about television series as well as
taking up certain catchphrases (Richardson 2010: 89�92, 100�103), per-
sonalising and speculating about events and interpreting characters
(Baym 2000, in Briggs 2010: 81�83).

A final point to do with audience engagement and television charac-
ters lies in the important role of the characters in terms of how audiences
engage with televisual narratives (see Bednarek 2010, 2011a; Richardson
2010: 63�84). As one researcher puts it,

[t]he point of connection between ourselves and the text is, after all,
primarily about the people we see on screen. We want to be like them,
or we desire them or are amused or frightened by them: it is frequently
character that dictates the drama, that makes things happen, things
we are interested in precisely because we know and have gradually
aligned ourselves with their character. The history of television fiction
resonates with audiences because great characters made it so …

(Wickham 2007: 91)

One such ‘great character’, I argue, is the character of Sheldon in the
US American television sitcom The Big Bang Theory (introduced below),
on whose construction my analysis focuses. In this analysis � as in the
other contributions to this special issue � the focus is not on how ‘real’
or ‘authentic’ the analysed scripted dialogue is, but rather on how char-
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acters are established as stylised representations of particular social iden-
tities and on how narrative personae are constructed with recourse to
stereotypes shared by audiences.

2. The Big Bang Theory

The Big Bang Theory is a contemporary US American sitcom (on fea-
tures of this genre see Brock 2011; Baker 2005: 93�130; Mills 2005)
about two young physicists, Sheldon and Leonard, their scientist friends
Howard Wolowitz and Raj Koothrappali, and their new neighbour
Penny, a pretty blonde who wants to be an actress but works as a wait-
ress. A main source of humour is the contrast between these very dif-
ferent characters. The sitcom has been highly successful both in terms of
industry awards and audience figures (http://www.cbspressexpress.com/
div.php/cbs_entertainment/release?id�22817, accessed 17 February
2011). The actor Jim Parsons, who plays Sheldon, has been particularly
successful in winning both an Emmy and a Golden Globe. Sheldon is
also considered by many as the most noteworthy and popular character
in the show (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/ Sheldon_Cooper).

I approach the analysis of Sheldon in this article from various perspec-
tives, including both computerised and ‘manual’ linguistic analysis.
Firstly, I offer a ‘character-based analysis’ (Androutsopoulos 2010) that
makes use of computerised concordance and keyword analysis (Scott &
Tribble 2006). Secondly, I offer a manual ‘scene-based analysis’ (An-
droutsopoulos 2010) of dialogue between Sheldon and Penny, drawing
on (im)politeness theory (e.g. Bousfield 2008b; Bousfield & Locher 2008;
Garcés-Conejos Blitvich 2010a). I also make use of Culpeper’s (2001)
categorisation of textual cues that give rise to audiences forming particu-
lar impressions of characters. I will introduce these methodologies and
frameworks in more detail where relevant below.

3. Nerd stereotypes/schemas

As one of the concerns in this article relates to the way in which charac-
ters are constructed in televisual dialogue with recourse to stereotypes
shared by audiences, a brief discussion of the relation between televisual
text and audience as well as of stereotypes may be useful. Firstly, like
other mediated texts, there is a ‘double articulation’ (e.g. Lorenzo-Dus
2009: 161), that is, an interaction between the on-screen televisual char-
acters on the one hand, and an interaction between the characters and
the audience on the other � see figure 2.

In other words, televisual dialogue is designed for the audience or the
‘overhearers’ (Bubel 2006), who are ratified and intended to be there
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Figure 2. The double articulation of television discourse.

(Lorenzo-Dus 2009: 162). The dialogue is designed with this target audi-
ence in mind, aiming for common ground (Bubel 2006: 57; Bednarek
2010: 14�17). There are several ways in which this double-articulation
or overhearer design will be taken up later in this article: in connection
with the above-mentioned relationships that viewers can form with tele-
visual characters (e.g. identification, affinity); in relation to how viewers
might interpret dialogue in terms of identity; and with respect to stereo-
types or schemas (mental representations or knowledge structures). Ste-
reotypes or schemas are part of the relevant common ground that script-
writers aim for. This includes schemas about social identities (e.g. Cul-
peper 2001). In The Big Bang Theory, the most relevant social identity
at stake seems to be that of the nerd or geek.

But what stereotypes or schemas do audience members have or know
of for geeks/nerds? There are several ways in which we can find out
about potential features of such stereotypes, including dictionary defini-
tions (Culpeper 2001: 16). I drew on a combination of dictionary entries
from the Oxford English Dictionary, collocates in the ‘Corpus of contem-
porary American English’ (http://corpus.byu.edu/coca/), wikipedia en-
tries, google images and related websites as well as academic literature.
These resources suggest that Western audiences (and media) stereotypi-
cally associate geeks and nerds with the following traits:

� intelligent, studious;
� an interest in, obsession with, or knowledge of, all things technologi-

cal or scientific, especially as relating to computers;
� an interest in sci-fi and fantasy and related activities;
� socially inept/awkward, loners/outsiders, reclusive, unsociable, having

only online friends, often socially isolated or ridiculed, no conversa-
tional skills;

� unattractive, e.g. in terms of weight (either very skinny or over-
weight), with glasses, weird clothing;

� frequently white males (note the specific term nerd girls to describe
female nerds and see Bucholtz 1999 and Inness 2007a, b for further
discussion of nerds/geeks and gender);

� physically awkward or unfit, uninterested in sports;
� sexually inactive/virgins.
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Nerds are also frequently shown as young (e.g. in the high-school
context), and they can be linked to obsessive-compulsive or Asperger-like
behaviour. It must be pointed out that, while geeks/nerds are frequently
negatively evaluated, the term can be reclaimed by speakers, and geeks/
nerds are also associated with ‘economic fame and fortune’ (Inness 2007:
4). Bucholtz argues that nerds ‘are not socially isolated misfits, but com-
petent members of a distinctive and oppositionally defined community
of practice’ (Bucholtz 1999: 211). However, we need to make a distinc-
tion between the identity category of ‘nerd’ as claimed by real-life parti-
cipants, and the stereotypical category of the ‘nerd’ as constructed in the
media. What we are dealing with here is not a set of resources that is
available to participants as a style that can be used to claim membership
in a particular oppositional community; rather, we are dealing with
scripted identities that are offered to viewers as a particular construction
of identity. This article does not aim to say anything about ‘real-life’
nerds but is squarely focused on the mediated representation of identity
in a highly successful popular television show.

By way of illustrating some of the above stereotypical aspects, com-
pare figure 3 and figure 4 below � the first images to come up when
using google images to search for ‘geek’ and ‘nerd’ (search undertaken
16 February 2011).

Figure 3. Google images for ‘geek’.

Figure 4. Google images for ‘nerd’.
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I will draw on these stereotypical associations with nerds when discuss-
ing my analyses of Sheldon below but will first briefly introduce my
analytical framework.

4. Framework

4.1 Character- and scene-based analyses

Androutsopoulos (2010) talks about character-based analyses as focus-
ing on how (movie) characters are attributed particular ways of speak-
ing, in contrast to scene-based analyses that concern choices of different
codes in a scene. I use the terms character-based and scene-based more
broadly here: the character-based analysis concerns analysing in a sum-
mative way instances across a series that make a character distinctive,
whereas the scene-based analysis focuses on the character’s behaviour in
a particular scene, interacting with one or more other characters. In both
types of analyses attention is paid to characterisation � how characters
are constructed through linguistic (and other) devices. A useful method-
ology for character-based analysis is corpus linguistics � the computeri-
sed analysis of large amounts of texts, as this allows a summative analy-
sis of a character across episodes. For the character-based analysis of
Sheldon, I hence make use of software and the following three
electronic corpora:1

� BBT: a 53,127 word corpus of transcripts for all 17 episodes in season
1 of The Big Bang Theory (transcribed by the same fan transcriber
and downloaded from http://bigbangtrans.wordpress.com/, including
descriptions of settings, character actions and gestures, etc.);2

� SHELDON: a 14,896 word corpus of Sheldon’s dialogue only, ex-
tracted from the corpus above (excluding his name, no scene descrip-
tions, etc.);

� OTHERS: a 32,643 word corpus of dialogue by all other speakers,
extracted from the corpus above and including speaker names but no
scene descriptions, etc.

These three corpora allow me to compare Sheldon’s dialogue with
dialogue from all the other characters while also permitting the analysis
of features in the series as a whole. To do so, I will use both a concor-
dance and a keyword analysis � two corpus linguistic methodologies
that I will now describe briefly. (For ease of reading, I will postpone my
introduction to the framework used for the scene-based analysis to sec-
tion 5.3 below.)
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206 Monika Bednarek

4.2 Concordances and keywords: A brief introduction

One way in which a computerised character-based analysis can be under-
taken is through the analysis of concordances for linguistic expressions.
Concordances are produced using corpus linguistic software, here Word-
smith (Scott 2004). Wordsmith’s Concord programme produces lists of
all instances of a search term in the corpus, including its co-text (words
occurring to the right or to the left of it). Baker (2006) gives a very
accessible overview of using concordances in discourse analysis. By way
of exemplification figure 5 below shows concordances for work* (*
stands for any number of characters) in SHELDON, displayed in the
KWIC format where the search term is presented with its immediate co-
text to the right and to the left:

Figure 5. Concordances for work* in SHELDON.

Concordances allow us to examine all instances of particular linguistic
expressions across the series. Each instance can also be looked at in its
wider co-text when clicking on the relevant concordance line.

Moving on to the second corpus linguistic methodology applied in this
article, keyword analysis concerns the automatic identification by corpus
software (here Wordsmith Keywords, Scott 2004) of word forms (e.g.
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Characterisation in The Big Bang Theory 207

his, her, him) or word clusters (e.g. you know) that are statistically speak-
ing more or less significant in a node corpus (i.e. the corpus that is of
interest) when compared to a reference corpus (i.e. the corpus that works
as a standard of comparison, baseline or norm) (Scott & Tribble 2006).
Word clusters can range from two (you know) to more words (if you
will, I hardly think so) and are not necessarily complete syntactic units.
Keywords belong to Culpeper’s implicit cues to characterisation (Cul-
peper 2001: 199�202), and the methodology has been applied to both
televisual and literary characterisation (e.g. Culpeper 2001, 2002; Bed-
narek 2010, 2011b), at times making use of word sense tagging (e.g.
Baker 2005: 93�130; McIntyre & Archer 2010).

5. Analyses

5.1 Character-based analysis: Concordances, keywords and
characterisation

Concordance analysis was applied both to SHELDON and to OTHERS
in order to explore particular textual cues that characterise Sheldon. The
term textual cues originates in Culpeper’s (2001) model of characterisa-
tion, which combines insights from literary theory, cognitive theory and
sociolinguistics. In this model, representations of characters are con-
structed in the mind (e.g. via inference) through explicit and implicit
‘textual cues that give rise to information about character’ (Culpeper
2001: 163). Explicit cues include self- and other-presentation where char-
acters provide information about themselves or other characters (Cul-
peper 2001: 167). Examples for such explicit cues from my data are: I’m
a genius (self-presentation in Sheldon’s dialogue) and Sheldon is batcrap
crazy (other-presentation in Leonard’s dialogue). In contrast, implicit
cues convey ‘character information which has to be derived by inference’
(Culpeper 2001: 172), for example, conversational structure, lexical and
syntactic features in character speech, accent and dialect, paralinguistic
features, visual features, etc. Such implicit cues only occur in the respec-
tive character’s dialogue (i.e. in SHELDON). An example for such an
implicit cue from my data is the utterance Actually, I don’t need a team,
I could easily defeat you single-handedly, which points implicitly to Shel-
don’s belief in his own superiority (in terms of conversational behaviour,
face work or impoliteness).3

In order to investigate the construction of Sheldon’s character in Shel-
don’s own dialogue, concordances for I and I’m in SHELDON were
produced and explored for the information they provide into Sheldon’s
character. While such analysis does not produce a full picture of the
character, it does show a considerable amount of character traits, as
table 1 demonstrates:
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208 Monika Bednarek

Table 1. Character information in SHELDON.

Character trait Example dialogue

believes in his They call me a genius because I’m a genius.
own intellectual

You see, I’m a superior genetic mutation, an improvement onsuperiority
the existing mediocre stock.

Actually, I don’t need a team, I could easily defeat you single-
handedly.

As I have explained repeatedly, unlike you, I don’t need
validation from lesser minds.

I have a masters and two PhD’s, I should not have to do this.

Alright, but if we’re going to use flight metaphors I’m much
more suited to being the guy from the FAA, analysing
wreckage.

You tell people I’m a rocket scientist? I’m a theoretical
physicist.4

Penny, I have an IQ of 187, don’t you imagine that if there
were a way for me to have had soup at home I would have
thought of it?

Don’t be ridiculous. I have no peers. [Preceded by Leonard:
No, no. You gave me an explanation, it’s reasonableness will be
determined by a jury of your peers.]

I don’t guess. As a scientist I reach conclusions based on
observation and experimentation.

I’m taking a sabbatical, because I won’t kow-tow to mediocre
minds.

was a child Yes, in fact I am the youngest person ever to win it [the
prodigy Stephenson award].

No, it’s true, I did a series of experiments when I was twelve …

Before that I was in college, and before that, I was in the fifth
grade.

Not bad, I myself started graduate school at fourteen.

struggles with What would we talk about? We’ve no overlapping areas of
social skills interest I’m aware of, and you know I don’t care for chit-chat.

[Preceded by: Sheldon: Hello Penny. Leonard just left. Penny: I
know. I want to talk to you.]

Oh! I don’t usually pick up on those things [people being upset].

Hunger? Indigestion, I’m sorry I’m really not very good at this
[knowing what feeling Leonard is getting].
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Characterisation in The Big Bang Theory 209

Table 1. (continued)

Character trait Example dialogue

is different I think a birthday party is a terrible idea. I envy Leonard for
growing up without that anguish.
Year after year, I had to endure wearing conical hats while
being forced into the crowded sweaty hell of bouncy castles,
not to mention being blindfolded and spun towards a grotesque
tailless donkey as the other children mocked my disorientation.

Have I pointed out that I am extremely uncomfortable with
dancing, loud music and most other forms of alcohol induced
frivolity?

It’s about an Indian princess who befriends a monkey, who was
mocked by all the other monkeys because he was different. For
some reason I related to it quite strongly.

is health obsessed / Anyway, the local cuisine was a little more sausage-based than
has food issues I’m used to, and the result was an internal blitzkrieg with my

lower intestine playing the part of Czechoslovakia.

I need to measure my fluid intake and output to make sure my
kidneys aren’t shutting down.

I shower twice a day and wash my hands as often as I can.

Penny, I just want you to know that, you don’t have to live like
this. I’m here for you. [to clean her place]

When I was a little boy and got sick, which was most of the
time …

has an affinity for I know, and I do yearn for faster downloads …
and knowledge of I have a very wide circle. I have 212 friends on myspace.
computer-related

I know everything about this stuff [computers].activities

Good idea, I need my wrist brace, all this button pushing is
aggravating my old Nintendo injury.

does not like I like the hamburgers where we usually have hamburgers, you
change can’t make the assumption that I’ll like the hamburgers here.

No, I sit there. [in response to Penny sitting on ‘his’ seat on the
sofa � a recurring topic is that Sheldon always has to sit in the
same spot]

It [the honorary Justice League of America membership card]’s
been in every wallet I’ve owned since I was five.

does not drive Ah, because it’s in Long Beach, and I don’t drive.

I don’t drive, and the only things available within walking
distance are a Thai restaurant and a gas station.
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210 Monika Bednarek

According to information gained from Sheldon’s dialogue, then, he is
highly intelligent (a child prodigy) and believes in his own intellectual
superiority, showing arrogance, and is different from others in terms of
not driving and/or enjoying social activities as well as struggling with
social skills. He is also slightly health obsessed and has issues with food/
general health. We can also see that he likes computer-related activities
and is an expert in the area. In fact, utterances that indicate Sheldon’s
expertise concerning computers and gaming show that while he may
struggle with social skills as far as interactions with ‘non-nerds’ (espe-
cially Penny) are concerned, he is clearly positioned as someone who has
certain skills in the ‘nerd’ community. At other times, however, he also
struggles in his interactions with his ‘nerdy’ friends (Leonard, Raj,
Howard).

As we can see, these character traits are partial instantiations of the
nerd stereotype, in terms of Sheldon’s intelligence, interest in technology,
lack of social skills/difference and physical unfitness. Sheldon’s dislike
for change can be linked to obsessive-compulsive behaviour and his ar-
rogance may be tied to his lack of social skills, since this type of behav-
iour is conventionally frowned upon. His difficulty with reading others’
emotions can be associated with Asperger’s. As suggested above, at least
sections of the audiences would have these associations, considering the
traits that Western audiences and media stereotypically associate with
geeks and nerds. Other character attributes are perhaps less easily tied
to ‘nerd’ stereotypes, for instance, that Sheldon does not drive.

Through further concordancing we can investigate how far this char-
acterisation is supported by the dialogue of other characters. Through
exploring concordances for Sheldon* in OTHERS, it becomes apparent
that while not all 190 occurrences provide information on Sheldon’s
character, and even though there are only few examples where Sheldon’s
character is explicitly described by others (i.e. Sheldon is …), the above
characterisation of Sheldon is further confirmed. According to the other
characters, Sheldon

� is highly intelligent (a child prodigy): ‘So anyway, we’re eight years
old, and Sheldon converts my easy-bake oven to some kind of high-
powered furnace’. (Missy, Sheldon’s sister);

� believes in his own intellectual superiority: ‘Hang on. Sheldon, is
proving that you are single-handedly smarter than everyone else so
important that you would rather lose by yourself than win as part of
a team’. (Leonard);

� struggles with social skills: ‘Sheldon, you have to let somebody else
answer’. (Leonard);

� is ‘different’: ‘Not to mention, Sheldon is batcrap crazy’. (Leonard);
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Characterisation in The Big Bang Theory 211

� is health obsessed/ has food issues: ‘Penny, you’ll have to excuse Shel-
don, he’s a bit of a germophobe’. (Leonard)

Other traits include being familiar with the sci-fi series Star Trek (Shel-
don, what, do I need to quote Spock’s dying words to you. � Leonard)
while we can also glean social relationships, i.e. his being Leonard’s and
the others’ friend (Guys, let’s remember that Sheldon is still our friend and
my room mate. � Leonard). Interestingly, a lot of dialogue concerns
other characters explaining social conventions to Sheldon:

(1) For God’s sake, Sheldon, do I have to hold up a sarcasm sign every
time I open my mouth. (Leonard)
Sheldon, do you understand the concept of blackmail? (Penny)
You left with his date. Friends don’t do that to each other. (Leonard)
Sheldon, are you going to introduce us? (Leonard)
Sheldon you just can’t dictate … (Leonard)
You know, Sheldon, you don’t have so many friends that you can
afford to start insulting them. (Howard)
Sheldon, you can’t be selfish, we all paid for it, so it belongs to all
of us. (Leonard)

And � a fact that will become important later � Sheldon is shown as
willing to learn such unfamiliar conventions:

(2) Penny: Uh, Sheldon, I didn’t see your present.
Sheldon: That’s because I didn’t bring one.
Penny: Well why not?
Howard: Don’t ask.
Sheldon: The entire institution of gift giving makes no sense.
Howard: Too late.
Sheldon: Let’s say that I go out and I spend fifty dollars on you,

it’s a laborious activity, because I have to imagine what
you need, whereas you know what you need. Now I can
simplify things, just give you the fifty dollars directly and,
you could give me fifty dollars on my birthday, and so on
until one of us dies leaving the other one old and fifty
dollars richer. And I ask you, is it worth it?

Howard: Told you not to ask.
Penny: Well, Sheldon, you’re his friend. Friends give each other

presents.
Sheldon: I accept your premise, I reject your conclusion.
Howard: Try telling him it’s a non-optional social convention.
Penny: What?
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212 Monika Bednarek

Howard: Just do it.
Penny: It’s a non-optional social convention.
Sheldon: Oh. Fair enough.

(The Big Bang Theory, season 1, episode 16, The Peanut
Reaction)

We can see that concordance analyses are useful in showing us how
features of televisual characters are established through their own and
others’ dialogue, demonstrating what Bal (1997: 126) calls accumulation
(of character traits). The characterising effect of these textual cues is
strengthened through narrative repetition (Lothe 2000: 84), as they are
reinforced through self- and other-presentation. It has also become ap-
parent that the televisual dialogue draws on mainstream nerd stereotypes
and thereby constructs shared common ground with the audience.

5.2 Character-based analysis: Keywords and characterisation

Concordance analysis has proved to be a useful tool for character-based
analysis; this section will now briefly explore keyword analysis. A key-
word analysis, using SHELDON as a node corpus and OTHERS as a
reference corpus, can determine what word clusters Sheldon uses more
frequently than other characters, which can provide further insights into
his character.5 To do full justice to the results generated is not possible
within the scope of this article. Instead, I will limit my observations to
pointing out some particularly relevant results. Sheldon’s key clusters do
indeed point to similar character traits as those already observed
through concordance analysis (the numbers in brackets below refer to
the number of different episodes that a cluster occurs in, i.e. their disper-
sion rather than their raw frequency). For example, there are expressions
that relate to science (a nobel prize [3], my research [3]) and/or seem to
show him speaking in words that we may associate with formal academic
writing rather than casual or informal spoken language:

(3) number of (2), a series of (2), the fact that (4), lack of (4), the result
(4), the possibility/possibility that (3), your premise (3), in addition (2)

Table 2 below shows frequencies for these clusters in the ‘Corpus of contem-
porary American English’ (more than 425 million words of American Eng-
lish, evenly divided between spoken, fiction, popular magazines, newspa-
pers and academic journals � see http://corpus.byu.edu/coca/).

As this table shows, with the exception of the fact that and your prem-
ise, all these clusters are most frequent in academic journals and there-
fore clearly associated with academic discourse. Even the fact that is
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Table 2. Frequencies in the ‘Corpus of contemporary American English’.

Word/Cluster spoken fiction magazine newspaper academic

number of 17663 4147 19794 19150 41402
a series of 2744 2401 4984 4280 6177
the fact that 16124 4861 7658 6438 12276
lack of 3543 2659 5997 6408 14762
the result 2029 1045 5012 3320 6025
the possibility 3078 1357 2413 2455 5780
possibility that 1300 475 863 772 1738
your premise 31 5 2 1 3
premise 741 118 673 656 1519
in addition 2939 1057 7937 6699 21517

highly frequent in academic journals, more so than in any other written
variety, and the word premise itself is clearly associated with academic
discourse. In fact, your premise is so infrequent in unscripted American
English (raw frequency � 31; relative frequency � 0.034 per 10.000
words) that its occurrence in Sheldon’s dialogue is highly marked (raw
frequency � 3; relative frequency � 2.02 per 10.000 words). Interest-
ingly, ‘real-life’ nerds have also been shown to use formal vocabulary
(Bucholtz 2011a: 144), as part of using what Bucholtz (2011a: 151) calls
superstandard English. This positions them as intelligent (Bucholtz 2011a:
153). The same can be said for Sheldon, although such clusters position
him specifically as a scientist as well.

We can also find clusters that seem to point to a tendency for Sheldon
to define things, for example this is a (6) in figure 6.

Figure 6. Concordances for this is a in SHELDON.

Similarly, the key clusters this is not a (3) and if you will (3) can be
related to defining or labelling things. All of the above are associated
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Table 3. Clusters indicating arrogance in SHELDON.

reference to own I hardly think so (3)
opinion

it occurs to me (2)

tendency to give going to have to (2): You’re going to have to call her; I can see
advice or show we’re going to have to spell out everything for this girl; And if
superior water is involved we’re going to have to ground the crap out of
knowledge/ the thing.
capacity

you might want to (2): And that’s probably just a sinus infection,
but it could be sleep apnoea, you might want to see an
otolaryngologist. It’s a throat doctor; You might want to speak in
a lower register.; Leonard, I’m not expert here but I believe in the
context of a luncheon invitation, you might want to skip the
reference to bowel movements.

to point (4): I was wrong to point it out; I do feel obligated to
point out to you; I’ve hesitated to point this out

luckily for you (3)

of course (12)/well of course (4)

once again (3)

remind you (3): let me remind you; need I remind you; I must
now remind you

with the stereotypical nerd’s interest in science and Sheldon’s identity as
an (intelligent) ‘scientist’-nerd. Other clusters seem to point to character
traits that are related to Sheldon’s belief in his own superiority (his arro-
gance), as table 3 illustrates.

A further key cluster is an interesting (2) (an interesting turn of events,
an interesting development, an interesting thing about), a cluster which
might link Sheldon intertextually to characters such as the android Data
and the human/Vulcan Spock in Star Trek who are emotionally stunted,
but tend to find events fascinating or interesting (Martin & White 2005:
50, for examples see http://www.youtube.com/watch?v�cFods1KSWsQ
&feature�related). In fact, out of 14 occurrences of interesting in season
1, 50 percent are produced by Sheldon alone, the rest being split between
Penny (3), Leonard (2), Howard (1) and Lesley (1). In The Big Bang
Theory, this adjective is therefore more strongly associated with Sheldon
than any of the other characters, who may at times also use it.

Some clusters (e.g. Leonard Leonard Leonard [2]) also show Sheldon’s
use of too much repetition in getting other characters’ attention and
indicate impatience or unawareness of social conventions (figure 7):
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Figure 7. Concordances for Leonard Leonard Leonard in SHELDON.

Indeed, one of Sheldon’s trademark obsessive-compulsive actions that
becomes cemented in later seasons is his tendency to repeatedly knock
and, without pausing, say people’s names three times (e.g. knock knock
knock Penny knock knock knock Penny knock knock knock Penny).

While I have not been able to do justice to a full-blown keyword
analysis (which would also necessitate further concordancing), it has be-
come apparent that such analysis can be very useful for uncovering sta-
tistically significant implicit cues to characterisation, and that, again, the
traits revealed can easily be linked to stereotypes about nerds. However,
such an analysis has its limitations. For instance, it is unclear whether
or not it would show Sheldon’s inability to understand sarcasm and
irony, and his difficulty with non-literal phrases and expressions � some-
thing which can again be associated with Asperger’s and has come up in
the concordance analysis (For God’s sake, Sheldon, do I have to hold up
a sarcasm sign every time I open my mouth) while also being apparent in
the dialogue between Penny and Sheldon which will be analysed in more
detail below:

(4) Sheldon: This is great. Look at me, out in the real world of ordi-
nary people, just living their ordinary, colourless, worka-
day lives.

Penny: Thank you. [ironically]
Sheldon: No, thank you. [genuinely; emphasis on you]

…
Penny: … you know I always say, when one door closes, another

one opens.
Sheldon: No it doesn’t. Not unless the two doors are connected by

relays, or there are motion sensors involved.

To conclude, a corpus-based analysis is highly useful in demonstrating
repeated patterns of behaviour and may give us an impetus to further
investigate particular features in more detail � this is the purpose of the
next section.
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5.3 Scene-based analyses: Face-aggravating behaviour

The above character-based analyses have paid specific attention to a
synoptic summary of how instances across a series establish a character
(Sheldon). This will now be complemented by a scene-based analysis that
investigates dialogue between two characters and hence takes interac-
tional aspects into consideration in drawing on (im)politeness theory
(e.g. Culpeper 2001; Richardson 2010).

While linguistic research has been dominated by investigations of po-
liteness rather than impoliteness phenomena, with a focus on communi-
cation that is ‘cooperative’ (Locher & Bousfield 2008: 1�2), more re-
cently researchers have argued that non-cooperative behaviour (impo-
liteness, rudeness, etc.) also deserves systematic attention (see contribu-
tions to Bousfield & Locher 2008; Garcés-Conejos Blitvich 2010a). This
kind of research ‘is still in its infancy’ (Garcés-Conejos Blitvich 2010b:
535), and one of the current disagreements concerns the role of intention.
For example, Bousfield (2008a) and Culpeper (2008) only count inten-
tional face-aggravating behaviour as impoliteness, whereas Terkourafi
(2008) sees impoliteness as unintentional, in contrast to (intentional)
rudeness (which Culpeper sees as non-intentional). To avoid such termi-
nological obstacles, I will not specifically talk about impoliteness or
rudeness, but examine an interaction between Sheldon and Penny with
a focus on non-cooperative behaviour on Sheldon’s part, more specifi-
cally his ‘face-aggravating behaviour’ (Locher & Bousfield 2008: 3). An-
other cover term for this could be ‘inappropriate verbal behaviour’
(Garcés-Conejos Blitvich 2010b: 550). From this perspective, face-aggra-
vating behaviour concerns the omission of appropriate or the addition
of inappropriate moves (Terkourafi 2008: 60).

To analyse Sheldon’s face-aggravating behaviour many different ana-
lytical approaches can be adopted (see the state-of-the art overview in
Garcés-Conejos Blitvich 2010b). One key distinction is that between
first- and second-order approaches (Locher & Bousfield 2008). The for-
mer focus on participant assessments of what is face-aggravating; the
latter focus on analysts’ assessments of what is face-aggravating (based,
for example, on pragmatic theory). I use a combination of both: on the
one hand, I draw on Bousfield’s (2008b) categorisation of impoliteness
realisations to analyse the scene (second-order approach). On the other
hand, I also take into account how Penny takes up Sheldon’s behaviour
(her reactions) in order to help determine whether or not Sheldon’s be-
haviour is face-aggravating. This includes her (emotional) reactions as
well as her own increasingly face-aggravating behaviour (first-order ap-
proach). Concerning the second-order approach, I have classified Shel-
don’s contributions according to the impoliteness realisations in Bous-
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field (2008b: 99�143, based on Culpeper 1996). Such realisations include
condescending, scorning or ridiculing the hearer, using obscure or secre-
tive language (e.g. jargon), hindering/blocking the speaker (e.g. in-
terrupting), or invading the other’s space (e.g. speaking about informa-
tion that is too intimate).6 Although originally intended to cover only
intentional face-aggravating behaviour, this classification has proved to
be useful for investigating other types of face-aggravating behaviour as
well (Archer 2008).

In the context of characterisation, like keywords, such face-aggravat-
ing behaviour constitutes implicit cues to characterisation (Culpeper
2001). Its importance for characterisation has been noted by many re-
searchers (e.g. Culpeper 2001: 247, 251), as has been the significance of
character interaction (Pearson 2007: 45). With respect to The Big Bang
Theory, analysing interactions where only Sheldon and Penny interact
was seen as particularly illuminating, since Penny is the main ‘non-nerdy’
character that is contrasted with Sheldon and his friends. Such interac-
tions occur only in seven episodes in the first season, of which the very
first scene (in episode 4) was chosen, because early episodes are especially
significant in establishing characters (Bubel 2006: 63; Pearson 2007: 42).
The scene takes place after Sheldon has been fired from his position as
theoretical physicist and in his spare time, has decided to run experi-
ments to produce perfect eggs:

(5) (Sheldon takes his eggs and sits down. Takes a photograph of them.
Writes in his notebook, then takes a forkful. Writes in notebook
again.)

01 Sheldon: Use new eggs. (There is a knock on the door).
02 Penny (popping her head round): Hi, hey. I’m running out to the

market, do you guys need anything?
03 Sheldon: Oh, well this would be one of those circumstances that peo-

ple unfamiliar with the law of large numbers would call a
coincidence.

04 Penny: I’m sorry?
05 Sheldon: I need eggs. Four dozen should suffice.
06 Penny: Four dozen?
07 Sheldon: Yes, and evenly distributed amongst brown, white, free

range, large, extra-large and jumbo.
08 Penny: Okay, one more time?
09 Sheldon: Never mind, you won’t get it right, I’d better come with

you.
10 Penny: Oh, yay!

Scene: Penny’s car
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11 Penny: How come you didn’t go into work today.
12 Sheldon: I’m taking a sabbatical, because I won’t kow-tow to medi-

ocre minds.
13 Penny: So you got canned, huh?
14 Sheldon: Theoretical physicists do not get canned. But yeah.
15 Penny: Well, maybe it’s all for the best, you know I always say,

when one door closes, another one opens.
16 Sheldon: No it doesn’t. Not unless the two doors are connected by

relays, or there are motion sensors involved.
17 Penny: No, no, I meant …
18 Sheldon: Or the first door closing causes a change of air pressure

that acts upon the second door.
19 Penny: Never mind.
20 Sheldon: Slow down. Slow down, please slow down.
21 Penny: We’re fine.
22 Sheldon: Look, you’re not leaving yourself enough space between

cars.
23 Penny: Oh, sure I am.
24 Sheldon: No, no. Let me do the math for you, this car weighs let’s

say 4,000lb, now add say 140 for me, 120 for you.
25 Penny: 120?
26 Sheldon: Oh, I’m sorry, did I insult you? Is your body mass some-

how tied into your self worth?
27 Penny: Well, yeah.
28 Sheldon: Interesting. Anyway, that gives us a total weight of, let’s

say, 4,400lb.
29 Penny: Let’s say 4,390.
30 Sheldon: Fine. We’re travelling forward at, good Lord, 51 miles an

hour. Now let’s assume that your brakes are new and the
callipers are aligned, still, by the time we come to a stop,
we’ll be occupying the same space as that Buick in front
of us, an impossibility that nature will quickly resolve into
death, mutilation and … oh look, they built a new put-
put course.

Scene: The supermarket.

31 Sheldon: This is great. Look at me, out in the real world of ordinary
people, just living their ordinary, colourless, workaday lives.

32 Penny: Thank you.
33 Sheldon: No, thank you. And thank you, ordinary person. Hey,

you want to hear an interesting thing about tomatoes.
34 Penny: Uh, no, no not really. Listen, didn’t you say you needed

some eggs.
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35 Sheldon: Uh, yes, but anyone who knows anything about the dy-
namics of bacterial growth knows to pick up their refriger-
ated foods on the way out of the supermarket.

36 Penny: Oh, okay, well maybe you should start heading on out
then.

37 Sheldon: No, this is fun. Oh, the thing about tomatoes, and I think
you’ll really enjoy this, is, they’re shelved with the vegeta-
bles, but they’re technically a fruit.

38 Penny: Interesting.
39 Sheldon: Isn’t it?
40 Penny: No, I mean what you find enjoyable.
41 Sheldon (as Penny selects vitamin supplements): Oh boy.
42 Penny: What now?
43 Sheldon: Well, there’s some value to taking a multivitamin, but the

human body can only absorb so much, what you’re buy-
ing here are the ingredients for very expensive urine.

44 Penny: Well, maybe that’s what I was going for.
45 Sheldon: Well then you’ll want some manganese.

Scene: On the stairwell of the apartment building.

45 Sheldon: That was fun. Maybe tomorrow we can go to one of those
big warehouse stores.

46 Penny: Oh, I don’t know Sheldon, it’s going to take me a while
to recover from all the fun I had today.

47 Sheldon: Are you sure. There are a lot of advantages to buying in
bulk. For example, I noticed that you purchase your tam-
pons one month’s supply at a time.

48 Penny: What?
49 Sheldon: Well think about it, it’s a product that doesn’t spoil, and

you’re going to be needing them for at least the next thirty
years.

50 Penny: You want me to buy thirty years worth of tampons?
51 Sheldon: Well, thirty, thirty five, hey, when did your mother go into

menopause?
52 Penny: Okay, I’m not talking about this with you.
53 Sheldon: Oh, Penny, this is a natural human process, and we’re talk-

ing about statistically significant savings. Now, if you as-
sume 15 tampons per cycle and a 28 day cycle, are you
fairly regular? (Penny shuts door in his face.) Okay, no
warehouse store, but we’re still on for put-put golf, right?

(The Big Bang Theory, season 1, episode 4,
The Luminous Fish Effect)
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As becomes readily apparent, Sheldon’s interactional contributions in
this scene show many instances of face-aggravating behaviour. I have
identified seven of Bousfield’s (2008b) realisations, sometimes needing to
double-classify the same utterance because it falls into more than one
realisation. As indicated through bold face in the transcript above,
Sheldon:

� uses obscure language (turn 3);
� condescends (turns 3, 14, 24, 31, 35);
� criticises/dispraises Penny or her actions, including criticisms of her

intellect, her linguistic choices, her driving, her life, her behaviour
(turns 9, 14, 20, 22, 31, 41);

� disassociates from Penny (turn 14 denies common ground with people
other than theoretical physicists, including Penny; turn 31 implies
that he is not one of the ‘ordinary’ people to whom Penny belongs);

� disagrees with Penny (turns 15�16, turns 23�24, turns 36�37)
� interrupts Penny (turns 17�18);
� invades Penny’s space (talks about topics that are too intimate, such

as Penny’s weight in turn 24, tampons/periods � a gender-related
taboo topic � in turns 47�53).

While Bousfield’s classification provides a theoretical basis or justifica-
tion for analysing these instances as face-aggravating, Penny’s own be-
haviour also does. For example, her behaviour shows that she does not
understand Sheldon’s obscure way of phrasing things (I’m sorry) and her
emotional reactions (e.g. sarcastic Oh, yay and Thank you; exasperated
What now?) point to her negative evaluation of Sheldon and his behav-
iour. Much of this is expressed through tone of voice, facial expression,
etc. and would only become fully apparent through a multimodal analy-
sis. Further, her own behaviour becomes increasingly face-aggravating,
especially towards the end of the scene, where she explicitly disassociates
from Sheldon (I’m not talking about this with you) and shuts the door in
his face.

It must be noted that Sheldon’s behaviour is not exclusively face-
aggravating throughout the scene. For instance, he does adhere to some
conversational norms, giving a clarification to Penny’s I’m sorry (I need
eggs), expressing (eventual) agreements (Penny: So you got canned, huh?
Sheldon: Theoretical physicists do not get canned. But yeah. Penny: Let’s
say 4,390. Sheldon: Fine.), and apologising (Oh, I’m sorry, did I insult
you?). Thus, while his dialogue shows face-aggravation as outlined
above, the fact that this does not occur throughout the dialogue might
indicate that it is not intentional.7 This is further confirmed by Sheldon’s
apparent lack of understanding of social norms, for instance when he
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finds out that it may be insulting to guess a woman’s body weight (Turns
24�26: Sheldon: … now add say 140 for me, 120 for you. Penny: 120?
Sheldon: Oh, I’m sorry, did I insult you? Is your body mass somehow tied
into your self worth? … Interesting). These features indicate to viewers
(even those previously unfamiliar with Sheldon) the unintentionality of
his face-aggravating behaviour. This is also confirmed by the exchange
between Leonard and Sheldon following the scene:

(6) Leonard (entering): Hey, I just ran into Penny, she seemed upset
about something.

Sheldon: I think it’s her time of the month. I marked the calendar
for future reference.

This clearly shows Sheldon’s lack of awareness (and hence unintentional-
ity) of the face-damage he has caused Penny. It arguably distinguishes
him from other filmic or televisual characters that are constructed as
intentionally damaging or threatening others’ face, such as House in
House (Richardson 2010), Chigurgh in No Country for Old Men (Piazza
et al. 2011a) or the Colonel in Scent of a Woman (Culpeper 2001). At
the same time, it brings him closer to characters such as Seven of Nine
in Star Trek: Voyager (Mandala 2011) or Data and Spock in other Star
Trek series, characters who appear to damage others’ face unintention-
ally because of their partial ‘alienness’ and seem willing to learn more
about ‘normal’ human conventions.

The ‘virtual’ (Richardson 2010: 184) un/intentionality of face-aggra-
vating behaviour, then, may give rise to different characters and charac-
ter types. For certain characters, linguistically deviant behaviour is ‘a
matter of relational mismanagement’ (Culpeper 2008: 31) rather than a
result of intentional face-aggravation. However, un/intentionality is not
enough to determine character, as there are clear differences between
characters such as House and Chigurgh (intentionally face-aggravating),
or Sheldon and Seven of Nine (unintentionally face-aggravating). Audi-
ences would at least take into account potential causes for both inten-
tional and unintentional face-aggravating behaviour, for instance, physi-
cal pain in the case of House, assimilation into an alien race in the case
of Seven of Nine � in other words, the character’s biography. Uninten-
tionality has also been associated with other causes (Terkourafi 2008:
52, 62, 64; Bousfield 2008a: 133). In all characterisation, the audience as
ratified overhearers have a number of clues to draw on that help them
interpret the face-aggravating behaviour of characters. For example, au-
dience members familiar with The Big Bang Theory are likely to link
Sheldon’s face-aggravating behaviour to his lack of social skills, his
Asperger-like personality and mainstream stereotypes about nerds � fea-
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tures that the corpus-based analyses have revealed and that are rein-
forced throughout the series. As Wickham (2007) notes, ‘[s]itcoms …
rely on recognition to be funny � recognition of what a character we
have come to know is likely to do in a given situation’ (Wickham 2007:
102�103). In other words, Sheldon’s behaviour in this scene may be
attributed to particular expectations that are related to Sheldon and his
behaviour. It has been pointed out that it is important to consider par-
ticipant expectations about a particular discursive practice, i.e. the norms
of courtroom discourse differ from those of other types of discourse
(Locher & Bousfield 2008: 7�8). Culpeper (2008: 30) mentions four
types of norms:

� Personal norms based on the totality of X’s social experiences.
� Cultural norms based on the totality of X’s experiences of a particu-

lar culture.
� Situational norms based on the totality of X’s experience of a particu-

lar situation in a particular culture.
� Co-textual norms based on the totality of X’s experience of a particu-

lar interaction in a particular situation in a particular culture.

To these norms we can perhaps add a fifth, individual norms, based on
the totality of X’s experiences of Y’s behaviour. In other words, as we
repeatedly interact with specific others, we build up expectations or
norms relating to how they typically behave, associated with their per-
sonality, or identity. Factors that may also be influential in how audi-
ences construct characters include whether or not the characters take
pleasure from face-damage, the specific kinds of face-aggravating behav-
iour engaged in (how ‘damaging’ is it, how ‘witty’ is it, how ‘dangerous’
is it, is it physical as well as communicative, etc.), stereotypical behaviour
associated with characters’ professions (cf. Richardson 2010: 178 on the
rude doctor schema), etc.

To sum up this section, the audience’s interpretation of a character’s
face-aggravating behaviour interacts with factors such as unintentional-
ity, character biography, character personality/identity and social stereo-
types in complex ways. Textual cues ‘influence one another through the
ways in which they are combined’ (Lothe 2000: 84) and allow us to
construct characters as threateningly abnormal, or funnily abnormal, or
somehow non-human, or indeed as instantiations of particular social
identities. Using terminology from sociocultural linguistics (e.g.
Bucholtz 2011a), we could also say that scriptwriters construct styles for
characters using a cluster of semiotic resources that index or point to
particular identities.
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6. Nerdiness and Sheldon

It can be seen from the above that Sheldon’s semiotic practices, his style,
indexes his identity as a full-blown nerd/geek, or in Culpeper’s terms,
‘instantiates’ a nerd/geek schema. In fact, all four main ‘nerd’ characters
in The Big Bang Theory instantiate the schema to a certain extent: they
are rather unattractive males (mostly white, though one Asian), either
physicists or engineers with MAs/PhDs, they like sci-fi, comic books, do
role plays, do not have girlfriends (at least at the beginning of the series),
are youngish (in their twenties), and so on. Clearly, Sheldon and the
others form part of a subculture of nerds. The Big Bang Theory plainly
has recourse to mainstream and media stereotypes (compare also Penny
as an instance of the ‘dumb blonde’ [Inness 2007] in popular media) and
like other media texts it thus both shapes audience stereotypes and is
shaped by mainstream stereotypes in a reflexive relationship (Androutso-
poulos 2010). However, even while the characters may all be nerds, they
have their own individuality and clear differences: there are degrees of
nerdiness in The Big Bang Theory. Thus, while playing along with stereo-
typical associations of nerdiness, to some degree the sitcom also shows
the uniqueness of personalities. To give just one example, Leonard seems
to have the least difficulty in engaging with members of the opposite sex,
while Raj is unable to even speak to them unless he is drunk. Howard is
a failed womaniser, while Sheldon is more or less asexual. Full investiga-
tion of these issues would necessitate analysing the other major and mi-
nor nerd characters (Leonard, Raj, Howard, Leslie, Leonard’s mother,
etc.) in as much detail as I have analysed Sheldon in this article. How-
ever, Sheldon is apparently styled as someone who fulfils all the stereo-
typical character traits of a nerd/geek as well as some others that are
shared with particular psychological conditions. His arrogance, obses-
sive-compulsive and Asperger-like behaviour distinguishes him from the
other nerds in The Big Bang Theory and contributes to his being evalu-
ated, even by the other ‘nerds’, as batcrap crazy. This does not necessar-
ily mean that viewers evaluate Sheldon negatively � the reading of media
texts clearly depends on the position taken by the viewer (e.g. Bednarek
2010: 214�222). For instance, Sheldon’s rejection of social skills/conven-
tions such as small talk or taboo topics might be evaluated by some
viewers positively, as unmasking meaningless conventions and practices
that have been naturalised and conventionalised and typically remain
unquestioned. In this way, Sheldon might be evaluated as someone who
is not simply a nerd, but a ‘wise fool’.8

In analysing televisual characterisation, it has also become clear that
Sheldon’s character traits are reinforced in multiple ways: they are rein-
forced through self- and other-representation throughout the series, they
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draw on commonly held stereotypes and audience knowledge, and they
are instantiated in individual scenes. A full multimodal analysis would
show further reinforcement through features such as visual appearance,
the character’s clothing, facial expression, paralinguistic behaviour (e.g.
Sheldon’s distinctive ‘laughter’ � see http://www.youtube.com/
watch?v�TGggsvdWoJs), typical character actions (e.g. visits to the
comic book store), etc. Identities such as nerdiness are constructed
through semiotic practices that include more than language but may also
encompass hairstyles, clothes and accessories, activities, musical prefer-
ences and other values (Bucholtz 2011a). Full analysis of Sheldon’s semio-
tic practices would show how these work together in the construction of
his particular ‘nerd’ identity. Sheldon also accumulates further character-
istics in later seasons (e.g. his bazinga catchphrase, which he uses to mark
his attempts at jokes/humour). This multiple reinforcement and accumula-
tion may be an effective way of drawing an audience into a series, multiply-
ing the ways in which they can quickly build up an impression of a particu-
lar character, thus making them ‘care’.

In terms of the interaction between members of the audience and the
media figure Sheldon and drawing on media psychology (cf section 1),
audience members can in general interact with him as if they know him
personally (parasocial interaction), hence humanising the character. If
they share some of Sheldon’s characteristics, they may at least partially
identify with him (note the success of The Big Bang Theory with self-
described nerds and the appearance of the cast at ‘nerdy’ events such as
the Comic-Con 2009). Finally, members of the audience may simply like
the character (affinity). Thus, audiences may like a character for aesthe-
tic reasons, i.e. in terms of the character being interesting, having great
dialogue, being performed by a fantastic actor, and so on. This relates
to Clark’s (1996) notion of appreciation (Bubel 2006: 5) and the impor-
tance of pleasure in viewing television (Fiske 1994: 239). In this context,
it is important to note that televisual dialogue fulfils many different func-
tions (Kozloff 2000: 33�34), the creation of character being only one of
them. Unconventional but entertaining, and often witty, dialogue can
contribute to branding a series and also works to provide pleasure and
entertainment to the audience (Richardson 2010: 169, 185). Norm-break-
ing dialogue is also clearly associated with genre features and the cre-
ation of audience laughter in sitcoms (e.g. Stokoe 2008). The stereotypi-
cal styling of others is clearly tied to the production of entertainment
(Androutsopoulos & Georgakopoulou 2008: 465). Insofar as viewers ac-
cept such stereotyping unquestionably, they might be said to be co-con-
structing such stereotypes in a collective process (cf. Ladegaard 2011:
102�104). However, the ways in which audiences engage with televisual
characters needs a lot more research drawing on audience studies (Liv-
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ingstone 1998; Briggs 2010). It would be particularly interesting to ex-
plore how self-described ‘nerds’ engage with the nerds of popular cul-
ture, such as the nerdy teenagers described by Bucholtz (1999, 2011a)
who ‘are not � as they are popularly figured in cultural representa-
tions � socially dysfunctional oddities and outcasts’ (Bucholtz 2011a:
63). At the same time, we have seen that Sheldon’s dialogue seems to
exhibit certain aspects of these nerdy teenagers’ speech (formal lexis) �
a fuller comparison would be interesting but was beyond the scope of
this article. Combining research into ‘real-life’ identity and ‘mediati-
sations’ of identity is a fruitful area for linguistic research (cf. Bucholtz
2011b). Further research also needs to be undertaken into other televi-
sual ‘nerds’ to get a fuller picture of the representation of ‘nerdiness’ in
contemporary television. Finally, other methodologies should be applied
to the data to get at implicit linguistic cues (phonetic and phonological
features, conversational structure, syntactic features, etc.) and other
(multimodal) semiotic indexes and the way they combine to produce a
particular style (cf. Bucholtz 2011a: 238).

Nevertheless, I hope that this article has demonstrated the insights
that we can gain from including televisual characterisation as an area
of (socio-)linguistic study and that it has illustrated the different but
complementary perspectives that methods such as corpus linguistic and
pragmatic analysis offer us in this study. In this sense, I see this paper
as a contribution to the rather recent and exciting field of research into
televisual characterisation currently being undertaken in various sub-
disciplines of linguistics.

University of Sydney

Notes
1. I thank David Caldwell for preparing these corpora and editorial help and the

editors of this special issue as well as two anonymous reviewers for their con-
structive feedback on earlier versions of this article.

2. The first scene of each of the 17 episodes was checked for accuracy against the
transcripts. The transcripts for these scenes (~ 6431 words in total) were 99.5 per-
cent accurate; errors recurring most frequently concerned standardisation for
wanna, gonna, gotta, which were sometimes transcribed as want to, going to and
got to.

3. For a more detailed discussion of research on televisual characterisation see Bed-
narek (2010), Richardson (2010), and, from Media Studies, Pearson (2007), Wick-
ham (2007).

4. This is part of a longer interaction, which clearly shows Sheldon’s belief in his
intellectual superiority over others, even other scientists:
Missy: Yup, I’m always bragging to my friends about my brother the rocket

scientist.
Sheldon: You tell people I’m a rocket scientist?
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Missy: Well yeah.
Sheldon: I’m a theoretical physicist.
Missy: What’s the difference?
Sheldon: What’s the difference?
Missy: Goodbye Shelly.
Sheldon: My God! Why don’t you just tell them I’m a toll taker at the Golden

Gate Bridge? Rocket scientist, how humiliating.
All concordance lines were examined in their interactional context to clarify what
aspects of identity they revealed, but for reasons of space this interactional context
cannot be fully reproduced in table 1.

5. Keywords settings: max p value 0.05, min frequency 3, max wanted 2000, log likeli-
hood statistics.

6. Culpeper’s approach is criticised and modified by Bousfield (e.g. 2008a, b); and
both his and Bousfield’s modification are discussed in more detail by Archer (2008)
and Garcés-Conejos Blitvich (2010b: 544�545).

7. The role and status of intentionality in impoliteness is hotly debated. My own
focus is on character impression formation on the part of the audience and how
intentionality may play a role here. This may differ from interpretation of face-
aggravating behaviour in the ‘real’ world.

8. As pointed out by one of the anonymous reviewers.
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The translation of cinematic discourse and the
question of character equivalence in Talk to me

PETER PETRUCCI

Abstract

When films rich in cinematic discourse are translated, ‘character equiva-
lence’, the extent to which translated dialogue distorts identities in the
original film, may pose a special challenge for the screen translator. This
article discusses this issue in the context of Talk to me (Lemmons 2007),
a film which showcases stylised African American English and Standard
American English. Stretches of discourse from a pivotal scene in the origi-
nal English-language production are analysed, and it is revealed that the
filmmaker’s development of the main characters is as much reliant on lan-
guage choice, style shifts and the pragmatics of African American English
as it is on visual cinematic devices like facial and gestural expression, cos-
tume and on-screen action. The article then addresses the same discourse,
but this time from Fale comigo, the Brazilian Portuguese subtitled and
dubbed versions of the film. By carrying out a careful analysis of these
stretches of stylised discourse, the ‘translated’ characters can be compared to
the original characters. The subtitled speech is argued to be bland and inef-
fectual, with much of the stylised African American English representations
and meaningful verbal jockeying between the characters lost in translation.
On the other hand, the dubbed speech is rich in its own regard and brings
forth characters who, although speaking Brazilian Portuguese varieties,
demonstrate similar linguistic profiles to those in the original film. These
observations are partially corroborated by means of an informal audience
response exercise where a small number of Brazilians watched one or the
other version and later came together to comment on the characters. The
question of character equivalence in discourse-rich films like Talk to me
suggests that successful screen translators take their target audience under
consideration and view the challenge of rendering cinematic discourse into
another language from both a linguistic and sociocultural perspective.

Keywords: cinematic discourse; subtitling; dubbing; African American
English; Brazilian Portuguese
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1. Introduction: Translating stylisation in cinematic discourse

This article explores how cinematic characters whose representations are
particularly anchored in linguistic stylisation can be translated and to
what extent screen translations may affect original characterisations.
Whether dubbed or subtitled, the screen translation of cinematic dis-
course is a complex undertaking because the semiotics of film calls upon
the multi-layered levels of meaning inherent in what happens on the
screen, how the audience interacts with it and what the filmmaker origi-
nally had in mind. This is especially the case when characterisations are
partly reliant on stylised language. Translators must choose whether
and, if so, how to represent stylisation from the original film (Cronin
2009; Hatim & Mason 2000). The easiest approach is to ignore language
variety altogether, but this disregard for sociolinguistic depth runs the
risk of blurring any language-based clues that are meant to authenticate
a character’s development on the screen. By the same token, however,
translators who attempt to render linguistic styles from the source lan-
guage into the target language must select a target-language code that is
not only recognisable to film-viewers but also capable of leading them
to characterisations intended in the original production.

The article addresses the issue of character equivalence in translation
by analysing stretches of stylised cinematic discourse from Talk to me
(Lemmons 2007). As the title suggests, Talk to me showcases talk, in
this case spoken varieties of Standard American English and African
American English. Rich in socio-pragmatic stylisations that often arise
out of decisive style shifts, Talk to me tells the true story of two African
American radio personalities in Washington DC. The article first demon-
strates that the semiotic constitution of the two main characters is as
reliant on choices of language style as it is on mannerisms and dress.
The article then examines the same pieces of discourse translated into
Brazilian Portuguese from both the subtitled and dubbed versions of the
film. Brazilian Portuguese screen translations of the film have been se-
lected because the demographic make-up of Brazil is, like the United
States, ethnically diverse, including a substantial Afro-Brazilian popula-
tion. Consequently, ethnic groups portrayed in the original film are not
entirely unfamiliar to speakers of Brazilian Portuguese watching the
screen translation. The goal of the article is not merely to point out how
stylised character representations from the film have been translated into
Brazilian Portuguese, but also to comment on those ideologies of lan-
guage and translation that apparently underpin translator choices for
rendering stylised cinematic discourse into the target language.

Effective cinematic discourse contributes to, or may even determine,
character development (Kozloff 2000). The iconic rendering of a charac-

Bereitgestellt von | Universitaetsbibliothek Freiburg (Universitaetsbibliothek Freiburg)
Angemeldet | 172.16.1.226

Heruntergeladen am | 06.06.12 16:25



The translation of cinematic discourse 233

ter is often memorable because of the use of stylised language in the
film’s dialogue, and some of the most versatile actors are those who can
manipulate ‘contrived accents’. More often than not, these highly styl-
ised representations draw on stereotypes permitting the actor to project
a particular performative identity that, at once familiar, easily engages
the audience. In Gone with the wind, for example, Rhett Butler (played
by Clark Gable) was cast speaking in an exaggerated white southern
accent that played on an American stereotype of the time: the wealthy
ante-bellum southern male as an elegant, polite yet proud gentleman.
Coupland (2009: 315) notes that stylisation in high performance events
like pantomime or crossing represents ‘a metaphorical construction that
brings meanings and values from outside the current context of talk into
play, and recontextualises them’. Although scripted and only spoken in
character, cinematic discourse may play a similarly complex and central
role to film. Stylised language like that performed in Gone with the wind
not only contributes to the development of characters on the screen but
also has the potential for signalling sociocultural frames of reference,
whether imagined, real or exaggerated, that are well-known to the film-
maker’s intended audience.

Following the significant role stylised language may play in the devel-
opment of characters and a film’s overall narrative, it is important to
ask whether cinematic discourse that is reliant on familiar stylised stereo-
types can be effectively translated. As for subtitled productions, although
some theorists disagree (Wildblood 2002), I adopt Gottlieb’s (2004)
claim that subtitles represent a form of translation, which in turn means
their role is to render cinematic discourse into another language. None-
theless, as Gottlieb (2004: 219) points out, subtitles must be recognized
as a ‘diasemiotic translation’ involving two channels: written language �
itself dictated by time and space constraints on screen � is being used
to translate spoken language that is heard but not necessarily understood
by the filmgoer. These characteristics mean that subtitles can only trans-
late stylisation to a limited degree. For instance, Howell (2006) demon-
strates that yakuwari-go, the highly stylised ‘role language’ commonly
used to highlight stereotypical characters in Japanese anime is virtually
impossible to render into English subtitles. To cite one example from
Howell’s study, although the feature film entitled Hotaru no Haka
(‘Grave of the fireflies’) relies on an exaggerated colloquial Kobe dialect
to locate the story, the accompanying English subtitles call on ‘pronunci-
ation spellings’ such as wanna for want to and watcha for what are you
to suggest only the colloquial nature of the characters’ discourse. The
regional characteristics are left untranslated. As for dubbing stylised cin-
ematic discourse, more choices are available, primarily because dubbing,
in addition to being an ‘isosemiotic translation’ (Gottlieb 2004: 209) in-
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volving the same channel, replaces the source language altogether. Inter-
esting examples of this stylised replacement can be seen in Queen (2004).
Examining a corpus of 14 recent American films, she observes that when
stylised examples of urban African American English are dubbed into
German, translators generally select an urban variety of informal ‘youth’
German (Jugendsprache) or colloquial urban varieties (Umgangssprachen)
rather than a specifically ethnic variety like Gastarbeiterdeutsch. The
translators apparently selected these varieties because they more closely
align the urban background of speakers of African American English
with that of German speakers living in cities like Berlin and Hamburg.

Screen translations of cinematic discourse rely on an illusion. Whether
subtitled or dubbed, there is to some degree a suspension of audio-visual
disbelief. Subtitles call on what Pedersen (2010) terms a ‘contract of
illusion’ between the translator and the film viewer. Both parties tacitly
agree that the subtitles represent the dialogue, that the words on the
screen are in fact what the actors are saying. By contrast, because dub-
bing involves the complete replacement of the source language with the
target language, dubbed dialogue in theory creates ‘the perfect illusion’
(Gottlieb 1997: 54) of being the original and only language of the pro-
duction. Obviously, some filmgoers take pleasure in challenging these
illusions and criticise the accuracy of subtitles or the credibility of lip-
synchronisation of dubbed productions. However, screen translations,
especially of English-language productions, remain a popular avenue by
which viewers access foreign film and television (Gottlieb 2004).

The challenges of translating cinematic discourse are compounded
even further by the presence of style shifts within dialogue. Although
some studies have examined multilingual code-switching in cinematic
discourse (Bleichenbacher 2008; Petrucci 2008; Planchenault 2008), ap-
parently little research has addressed subtle intralingual style shifts in
film, much less their translation. Perhaps this paucity of translation re-
search corresponds to the frequent disregard screen translators pay to
style shifts and, for that matter, other aspects of sociolinguistic and prag-
matic detail. As Hatim & Mason (2000) note, interpersonal meanings
arising out of sociolinguistic and pragmatic detail in the source film are
not given much attention because screen translations are understood to
be at best partial. Nonetheless, because of their socially constructive po-
tential in high performance events (Coupland 2007), style shifts can be
especially significant for the development of characters in film. As re-
vealed in the remainder of this article, this is especially true for Talk to
me, where stylisation and style shifts serve to index significant social and
relational meanings.
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2. Stylised representations of Petey Greene and Dewey Hughes in
Talk to me

The stylised representations of the main characters in Talk to me show-
case two sociocultural varieties of language, African American English
(AAE) and Standard American English (SAE), and the role those vari-
eties played in Washington DC during the Civil Rights Movement and
the Vietnam Conflict. For Petey Greene (Don Cheadle), an ex-con who
wants to make it big on DC radio, AAE is the only variety he needs.
With it, he can remain true to himself and to his listeners. In his words,
he ‘don’ wan’ no laughin’, don’ wan’ no cryin’ and most of all no signi-
fyin’.’ He only wants people to tell it like it is. Similar to Marcyliena
Morgan’s (2002) observations about Black Chicagoans’ language ideolo-
gies during the same period, Petey Greene regards AAE as the vehicle
by which African Americans can speak this truth. It has a historical and
legitimate sense of place in Black Washington, especially when viewed
against SAE, the language of the ‘man’, the white outsiders responsible
for the institutionalised disempowerment that African Americans and
other minority groups experienced, resisted and ultimately overcame in
the late 1960s and early 1970s. The other main character in the film,
Dewey Hughes (Chiwetel Ejiofor), the only African American on the
board of directors at Radio WOL, holds the two varieties in a very
different light. Even though he grew up in the Anacostia Projects in
Washington DC, Dewey Hughes speaks SAE, a variety that he perfected
after many years of watching and mimicking his idol, the talk show host
Johnny Carson. He believes African Americans should refrain from what
he calls ‘nigger loudmouthin’’. Instead, they should speak ‘correct Eng-
lish’, an attribute that he no doubt feels helped him get promoted to
Manager of Programming at WOL.

Filmmaker Kasi Lemmons skilfully draws on these stylised representa-
tions of AAE and SAE in her development of the two characters. She
establishes the sociolinguistic backgrounds and language attitudes of
Petey Greene and Dewey Hughes early and demonstrates that AAE and
SAE represent distinct varieties that, like the two characters, are clearly
at odds with each other. The first impression the audience gets from the
characters’ stylised representations, as well as from their distinct man-
nerisms and styles of dress, is one of life experiences so clearly demar-
cated that any sense of Bakhtinian (1981) heteroglossia, or style shifting,
is apparently out of the question: Petey Greene’s world is one that is and
will remain AAE-speaking whereas Dewey Hughes’ world is and will
remain SAE-speaking.

These separate worlds are confirmed in an early confrontational scene
at the radio station. After Dewey Hughes refuses to help him get a job
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as a DJ, Petey Greene concludes that the radio station senior manager
is ‘not real’. Instead, his behaviour and, by extension, his use of SAE,
betray his African American roots. SAE is used by those who disadvan-
tage others, an identity which the ex-con believes is inappropriate and
bogus for African Americans. For Petey Greene, Dewey Hughes is noth-
ing but a ‘Sidney-Poitier-ass nigger’. The reference to Sidney Poitier has
a critical resonance for the period depicted in the film, and Petey Greene
begins to call Dewey Hughes ‘Mr. Tibbs’ after the Virgil Tibbs detective
character from In the heat of the night and They call me MISTER Tibbs!
For many African Americans, including Petey Greene, Sidney Poiter’s
role in these blaxploitation films (Robinson 1998) was traitorous and
degrading, both to the actor and to the African American community.
Dewey Hughes, then, is not seen to be a proficient cultural actor in the
Washington DC African American community. He no longer belongs,
perhaps he never did.

But in a later scene in a pool hall where the two men have agreed to
meet, Petey Greene makes a surprising discovery about his adversary:
when Dewey Hughes wants to, he can fit into the world of Black Wash-
ington. What transpires on the screen is enhanced by the sociolinguistic
complexities of the characters’ discourse. As extract (1) shows, the scene
opens when Dewey Hughes meets Petey Greene and his lover Velma
Williams. He tries to convince Petey Greene to stop publically accusing
WOL of discriminatory labour practices. Later, the two men agree to a
high-stakes game of nine-ball:

(1) Pool hall scene (22:02~23:14): PG and DH meet and agree
to a wager1

01 PG: you a little outta your element ’round here (.) ain’t you? (.)
Mr. Tibbs

02 DH: well I uh (.) thought you might be more comfortable in (.)
familiar

03 surroundings
04 PG: yeah (.) you right
05 DH: so I want to bring this little show of yours to an end
06 PG: does dat mean you offerin’ me a job?
07 DH: no
08 PG: well then I’m afraid the show must go on

(…)
09 PG: but you know (.) since you here (.) want to play a little

game? (.)
10 a little ni:ne-ball?
11 DH: sure
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12 VW: call it sugar
13 DH: heads (.) please
14 (VW tosses coin)
15 VW: ooh tails
16 PG: rack ’em, chump (.) please (chuckles)
17 want to make it a little in’tresting? (.) little wager on it

radio man?
18 DH: you don’t want to just play
19 PG: you ain’t really playin’ unless you got somethin’ on the li:ne

(.) what
20 do you think? (.) about uh (.) fi:ve hunnert

(…)
21 DH: ok

Here, distinct speech styles index equally distinct life experiences. Con-
trasting with the rather reserved and formal SAE style used by Dewey
Hughes, Petey Greene’s speech shows features typical of vernacular
forms of AAE (Edwards 2008; Wolfram 2008). Phonological features
include a stop-pronunciation for the interdental fricative in dat in line
06; a devoiced final stop in hunnert in line 20; a subtle lengthened mon-
ophthongisation of [a=] to [a:] in lines 10, 19 and 20; and an alveolar
pronunciation of the velar nasal in offerin’ in line 06 and playin’ and
somethin’ in line 19. As for syntax, there are examples of copula deletion
in lines 01, 04, 06 and 09. Also, ain’t is used as a general pre-verbal
negative in lines 01 and 19. Finally, in line 16 chump is a lexical item that
reflects an African American masculine style.

After Dewey Hughes accepts the high-stakes challenge, Petey Greene
senses an absolute control, and he openly mocks his adversary’s speech
style and behaviour. In line 16 above, for instance, he shifts into mock-
SAE and utters ‘please’, a clever after-thought to his self-assured com-
mand to rack the balls. The mocking grows stronger after Dewey
Hughes raises the wager by challenging Petey Greene to sink a ball on
the break:

(2) Pool hall scene (23:58~24:14): DH increases the wager

22 DH: I’ll tell you what (.) (places $ 100 on the table)
23 here’s another hundred says you don’t drop a ball off the

break
24 PG: ha ha (.) Mr. Tibbs (.) tryin’ to talk a little shit (.)
25 (to VW in a gravelly voice) I like your style Tibbs
26 (laughter around the pool hall)
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Significantly, the low gravelly tone that Petey Greene uses in line 25
closely mimics the voice of Sidney Poitier’s Virgil Tibbs character. Al-
though minimal, the mock-SAE in lines 16 and 25 endear Petey Greene
to his lover and his pool hall friends. At the same time, it serves the
ideological purpose of ‘marking’, a mode of characterisation in AAE
where, by mimicking someone’s speech style or mannerisms, a speaker
makes an explicit comment on the marked character’s background or
intent (Mitchell-Kiernan 1999). Petey Greene’s open and exaggerated
derision of SAE, along with the Tibbs name calling, therefore, represent
an attempt to out-group Dewey Hughes in relation to the pool hall, a
domain where ‘talking shit’ requires AAE speech patterns.

But control of the verbal jockeying changes hand when, just before
Petey Greene starts the game, Dewey Hughes shifts into a masculine
AAE vernacular style that is at once fluent, appropriate and effective:

(3) Pool hall scene (24:22~24:55): DH style shifts into AAE

27 (PG applies chalk to a pool cue)
28 DH: oh (.) you’re chalking up your cue a little heavy there ain’t

you (.) I
29 mean (.) that ain’t your cellmate’s dick you’re holdin’
30 (patrons at the pool hall including VW are heard laughing)
31 PG: just for dat I’m gonna drop the nine ball off the break
32 DH: nigguh you couldn’t drop your drawers to fuck the Su-

premes if all
33 three of them was lyin’ butt naked on this table.
34 (male voice in the background: that Brother’s cold)
35 (PG is visibly uncomfortable)
36 DH: what’s the matter Big Time? you thinkin’ about all that

money ly:in’
37 in your lady’s lap?

In this extract Dewey Hughes’ speech shows AAE features similar to
those used by Petey Greene in extract (1): an alveolar pronunciation of
word-final velar nasals in progressive forms in lines 29, 33 and 36; copula
deletion and monophthongisation of [a=] in line 36; and ain’t as a general
negative marker in line 29. But most telling to the abrupt stylistic shift
are the two stunning and highly sexualised taunts in lines 28�29 and
32�33. The taunts exemplify the unsubtle and unambiguous AAE cul-
tural enactment known as ‘loud-talking’ or ‘loud-mouthing’, often accu-
satory directed speech uttered in the presence of others (Morgan 2002:
54). Interestingly, the pauses in the first taunt suggest a feeling of unease,
almost as if Dewey Hughes wishes to signal that he is testing the waters
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of a new performative speech style. But by the second taunt, the audi-
ence realises that Dewey Hughes has the linguistic resources and socio-
cultural knowledge required for ‘talking shit’. Not only does he effec-
tively use vocative nigger (Queen 2004) as an in-group form in line 32
and strengthen the sexualised nature of the taunt, but there are no longer
any pauses or hesitation and the overall tempo and volume have picked
up considerably, all characteristic of the performative nature of loud-
talking (Morgan 2002).

The background laughter in line 30 makes it clear that Dewey Hughes’
linguistic prowess and the concomitant insinuation that Petey Greene
lacks sexual prowess are worthy of admiration. What is more, the unseen
onlooker’s utterance in line 34 refers to the radio station senior manager
as a ‘Brother’, a form of address that, as Smitherman (1977: 57) ob-
serves, is used by African Americans ‘to emphasize solidarity and unity’.
The style shift into AAE, then, signals a significant shift in the relational
configuration of the pool hall. Dewey Hughes’ familiarity with AAE
gives him license to speak in a community of practice that the ex-con
thought was his alone. As for the high-stakes wager, suffice it to say that
the loud-talking serves its purpose. Petey Greene fails to make the open-
ing shot, and Dewey Hughes’ knack for nine-ball matches his verbal
skills. He runs the table to win the game. Walking away from the table
to collect his money, Dewey Hughes shifts back into a steady, measured
SAE style and rebuts the Mr. Tibbs moniker, proudly stating to those
around him, ‘They call me Mr Hughes’.

The style shift discussed above, together with the Mr. Tibbs moniker
that originated out of the earlier confrontation at the radio station, are
pivotal for the development of the Dewey Hughes and Petey Greene
characters. Dewey Hughes has the linguistic and cultural capital with
which he can project distinct social identities and participate in two very
different Americas. He freely uses these resources according to the
context and his overall objectives. By contrast, Petey Greene is reluctant
to shift into SAE and only does so when he is marking someone, as in
the pool hall scene discussed above. These observations regarding the
two characters’ stylised representations are borne out in the remainder
of the film.

3. ‘Translating’ Petey Greene and Dewey Hughes into Brazilian
Portuguese

Viewers of Talk to me admittedly require more than native or near-native
proficiency in English to fully appreciate and make meaning out of how
stylised representations and style shifts contribute to character develop-
ment in the film. The radio station scene where Petey Greene claims that
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Dewey Hughes is a ‘Sidney-Poitier-ass nigger’, for instance, calls for
considerable background knowledge of the racial politics of the era and
how Sidney Poitier was viewed by some African Americans. Some native
speakers of English might not recognise the precise circumstances behind
the uncomplimentary Sidney Poitier statement and how the Mr. Tibbs
label relates to the increasingly sexualised verbal duel that plays out later
in the pool hall.

This raises the interesting question of whether Dewey Hughes and
Petey Greene, characters whose development on the screen is crucially
linked to the linguistic variety they speak or react to, can be ‘translated’
for audiences who are not proficient in the language of the original film.
This and the following section address this question and refer to the
Brazilian Portuguese (BP) screen translation of Talk to me.

Released as Fale comigo in 2007 by the São Paulo distributor Cali-
fórnia Filmes, the Brazilian dvd offers viewers the option of English
audio accompanied with BP subtitles or a version entirely dubbed in
BP. The translators for either version are uncredited. Both options are
discussed below vis-à-vis the two scenes in the previous section. Because
sociolinguistic analyses of screen translation draw from the original text,
its translation and a ‘back translation’ (see, for instance, Queen’s [2004]
analysis of African American English dubbed into German), the extracts
from the previous section are necessarily abridged below.

An immediate observation to be made is that subtitles and dubbing
seldom match in Fale comigo. For example, in the radio station scene
briefly mentioned above, Petey Greene’s initial derision of Dewey
Hughes as a Sidney-Poitier-ass nigger is translated quite differently. The
subtitled production uses crioulo ‘Sidney Poitier’ babaca ‘black Sidney
Poitier fool’ whereas the dubbed version uses Sidney Poitier depois da
gripe ‘Sidney Poitier after the flu’. The discrepancy here cannot be ex-
plained by the observation that subtitles must be limited to a certain
number of characters on at most two lines (Gottlieb 2004) because, in
the context of the dialogue from the radio station scene, either rendering
is brief enough to appear in a two-line subtitle. A more salient explana-
tion involves the essential issue that translators face regarding the text
they are working with: whether to strive for a word-for-word or sense-
for-sense translation (Munday 2008). Subtitling Sidney-Poitier-ass nigger
as crioulo ‘Sidney Poitier’ babaca ‘black Sidney Poitier fool’ is, apart
from word order, very nearly a word-for-word translation, whereas the
dubbed Sidney Poitier depois da gripe back translates to ‘Sidney Poitier
after the flu’, a metaphorical reference to someone who is a pale image
of what he should be or once was. Interestingly, the two renderings of
Sidney-Poitier-ass nigger do share one characteristic, namely, the quota-
tions in the subtitled line and, in the dubbed version, an audible pause
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just before Sidney Poitier depois da gripe signal ‘Sidney Poitier’ as some-
one with whom the BP-speaking viewer may not be familiar. Similar
signalling is completely absent from the original production.

The pattern where subtitling closely follows the source text while dub-
bing is far less constrained occurs throughout the film and has an impact
on the sociolinguistic representations of Petey Greene and Dewey
Hughes. Specifically, unless the viewer has a fair understanding of the
English spoken on the screen, the stylisations that contribute so signifi-
cantly to the film are for the most part disregarded by the BP subtitles.
The only time the subtitles allude to a variety other than the standard
are on the few occasions when someone in the film makes a metalingistic
comment about the word nigger. The dubbing, by contrast, attempts to
mirror stylisations in the film and more importantly the dynamics that
play out between them, the difference being that standard BP and a
colloquial variety of working class BP are used for SAE and AAE,
respectively. Except for some instances of copula deletion, AAE linguis-
tic features cannot be copied in the working class BP variety but other
features, such as affix dropping, palatalisation and contractions appear
in their place.

The distinct approaches to linguistic stylisation and translation are
especially apparent in the pool hall scene, where, in the original, per-
formative instances of AAE marking and loud-talking are paramount in
defining the Petey Greene and Dewey Hughes characters. In the first
instance of marking in line 16, Petey Greene, after winning the coin toss,
commands Dewey Hughes to rack the balls:

(4) Pool hall scene (BP translation; 22:43~22:46)2

16 PG: rack ’em, chump (.) please (chuckles)

subt. Arrume as bolas, por favor.
bk.tr. ‘Arrange the balls, please’.

dub. arruma as bolas pato (.) por favor (chuckles)
bk.tr. ‘rack the balls loser (.) please’

The subtitles overlook the marking of politeness entirely: here, por favor
simply reflects a softening of the formal imperative arrume. What is
more, although audible, Petey Greene’s chuckle after the instance of
marking is likely to be misunderstood by viewers of the subtitled film.
He is apparently laughing because he won the coin toss or because he
anticipates winning the ensuing game. The dubbed version, however,
readily captures Petey Greene’s sarcastic marking of Dewey Hughes’
speech style. The tone of the command arruma, in the colloquial present
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indicative (Scherre 2007) and followed by the insulting term pato ‘loser’,
generally would not call for an overt form of politeness. Petey Greene’s
laughter in the dubbed version can be interpreted as the filmmaker in-
tended. It is made in response to an uncharacteristic and amusing collo-
cation of a formal politeness form with an antagonistic command.

The second instance of marking in line 25, after Dewey Hughes in-
creases the wager, is not easily rendered by either version:

(5) Pool hall scene (BP translation; 24:09~24:14)

25 PG: (to VW in a gravelly voice) I like your style Tibbs
26 (laughter around the pool hall)

subt. Gosto do seu estilo, Tibbs.
bk.tr. ‘I like your style Tibbs’.

dub eu gostei de estilo Chibbs
bk.tr. ‘I enjoyed the style Tibbs’

The subtitles represent a word-for-word translation. The dubbed version
is much the same, and even though it could have called on one, the low
gravelly voice in the original version is not apparent. The paralinguistic
reference to Sidney Poitier, it would seem, is too distant from a BP-
speaking audience. Perhaps it was even overlooked by the translators
responsible for the dubbing. The only possible suggestion of mocking in
the dubbed version is the colloquial palatalisation of the initial conso-
nant in Tibbs, which results in Chibbs. As for the laughter around the
pool hall, viewers of either version, as with those of the English-language
original, would require considerable background knowledge of Sidney
Poitier to appreciate the humour behind the marking of the Tibbs char-
acter.

As for Dewey Hughes’ style shifting and adept skill at loud-talking,
recall that the radio station senior manager first taunts Petey Greene
about his handling of the pool cue:

(6) Pool hall scene, (i) (BP translation; 24:22~24:31)

28 DH: oh (.) you’re chalking up your cue a little heavy there ain’t
you? (.)

29 I mean (.) that ain’t your cellmate’s dick you’re holdin’
30 (patrons at the pool hall including VW are heard laughing)

subt. Está passando giz demais no seu taco, não está?
Não é o bilau do seu colega de cela.

bk.tr. ‘You’re putting a lot of chalk on your cue, aren’t you? It’s
not your cellmate’s willie’.
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dub. pra que esfragar tanto esse taco no giz (.) nem é o pinto do
teu colega de cela

bk.tr. ‘why are you rubbing that cue so much into the chalk (.)
it’s not even your cellmate’s penis’

Despite the sexualised nature of the discourse, the subtitled text makes
no indication that Dewey Hughes has switched into a style that is less
formal than he otherwise uses. The dubbed text, by contrast, shows this
shift. Para que ‘for what’ has been contracted to pra que and the dental
stop in de ‘from’ has been palatalised to [D], both common features of
colloquial spoken BP. Except in southern Brazilian dialects, the posses-
sive pronoun teu ‘your’ represents a colloquial form of seu. And the
negative adverb nem ‘not even’ strengthens the negation considerably
and thus reflects the use of the general negative marker ain’t in the origi-
nal text.

Turning to the pragmatic effects of the loud-talking in lines 28 and 29,
the sexualised discourse in Dewey Hughes’ public ridicule of Petey
Greene is significantly lessened in the subtitled version. The allusion of
the ex-con holding his cellmate’s penis is downplayed; in fact, the crude
reference to ‘penis’ is itself minimised and infantilised with bilau, a word
that roughly translates as ‘willie’. Although the dubbed version does
not directly translate the meaning of ‘holding your cellmate’s dick’, it
maintains, if not increases, the sexualised discourse in the scene. That is,
‘chalking up your cue a little heavy’ is rendered as esfregar tanto esse
taco no giz, with the agency behind the sexually suggestive act of ‘rub-
bing that cue so much into the chalk’ clearly landing on Petey Greene,
target of the loud-talking. As for the different word meaning ‘penis’,
although pinto is not necessarily more pejorative than bilau, the term
together with the sentence preceding it entail discourse that is more sexu-
alised than that of the subtitled version.

This is even more apparent in the second instance of loud-talking
when Dewey Hughes taunts Petey Greene about his ability to ‘drop the
nine ball off the break’:

(7) Pool hall scene, (ii) (BP translation; 24:34~24:42)

32 DH: nigguh you couldn’t drop your drawers to fuck the Su-
premes if all

33 three of them was lyin’ butt naked on this table.
34 (male voice in the background: that Brother’s cold)

subt. Você não conseguiria tirar a cueca para transar com os Su-
premes se as três estivessem deitadas nuas em cima dessa
mesa.
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bk.tr. ‘You couldn’t take off your shorts to have sex with the
Supremes if the three were lying naked on top of that table’.

dub. negro ’cê não encaçapa a nove nem pra comer as Supremes
nem se elas estiveram de quatro nessa mesa

bk.tr. ‘nigguh you won’t make the nine not even to eat the Su-
premes even if they were on all fours on that table’

Again, the subtitles provide no indication that the stylised representation
of Dewey Hughes’ speech patterns is in a variety other than the stan-
dard. No attempt is made to translate vocative nigger, whose effect is
crucial to the in-group nature of the exchange. The graphic and mascu-
line nature of fuck is mitigated with transar, a comprehensive term com-
monly used for any sexual interaction (Parker 1999), and, deitada nua,
which back translates as ‘lying naked’, does not show the explicitly sex-
ual language of the original. These innocuous sexual terms, together with
a lack of an apparent style shift, therefore appreciably soften the sexual-
ised nature of the loud-talking. By contrast, the dubbed version effec-
tively captures Dewey Hughes’ verbal artistry and knowledge of the soci-
ocultural context of the pool hall. The loud-talking opens with negro,
which, along with other terms like crioulo and negão, may be used as a
vocative by Afro-Brazilians. The text also includes instances of con-
traction, palatalisation and the strengthened negative marker nem.

But it is the sexualised nature of the dubbed translation of the loud-
talking that is most interesting. Just as in the original text, the language
here clearly shows that Dewey Hughes is comfortable with switching
into a style rich with sexual meanings. Here the sexualised loud-talking
has been translated into BP by means of the language of sacanagem,
descriptions of sexual behaviour that, in the discourse of ordinary daily
life, is considered marginal, forbidden or even hazardous (Parker 2009:
115). Fuck is translated with comer ‘to eat’, a metaphor whose cultural
frame of reference connotes a penetrative sexual act involving unequal
partners (Parker 2009: 46). Inequality is further scripted with de quatro
‘on all fours’, a sexual position that connotes submission. As Parker
(2009: 48) observes, sexual metaphors like these encode both a ‘system
of cultural values [and a] set of social relationships’. The highly stylised
dubbing of Dewey Hughes’ sacanagem taunt, then, involves sexual meta-
phors that induce not only a Brazilian cultural scripting of erotic interac-
tions but also a clearly evaluative subtext of the characters. Petey Greene
is not even man enough for the submissive sexual partners evoked in the
taunt, whereas Dewey Hughes’ ease at uttering the sacanagem indicates
that he is man enough to control this and other erotic acts.

Finally, it should be noted that throughout the scene viewers of the
dubbed version can overhear background comments made by pool hall
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patrons. Like the original, the comments grow increasingly complimen-
tary towards Dewey Hughes because of his fluent act of style shifting
and sacanagem, and later because of his skill with the pool cue. For
instance, after the second instance of sacanagem directed at Petey
Greene, a male voice is heard: Não curtiu não ‘He [i.e. Petey Greene]
didn’t enjoy that one’. The background compliments help frame the ra-
dio station senior manager as someone worthy of respect. The subtitles
do not show this whatsoever and, again, without a fair proficiency in
English, BP-speaking viewers’ awareness that Dewey Hughes can � if
he wants to � project an appropriate and accepted identity in the do-
main of the pool hall is limited.

4. The impact of translation on the sociolinguistic portrayal of
characters

Drawing from the work of translation scholar Lawrence Venuti (2008),
it could be argued that subtitling represents a ‘foreignising’ approach to
translation while dubbing represents a ‘domesticising’ approach. Subti-
tles are considered an effective means of translation if they provide ade-
quate information for film-viewers to follow narrative developments
playing out on the screen. At the same time, original dialogue is main-
tained and film-viewers, despite a lack of proficiency in the language
they are listening to, leave the cinema with a feeling of authenticity. As
Cronin (2009: 115) puts it:

[s]ubtitles are, in effect, a form of recognition. The placing of subtitles
on the screen gives a substantive reality to the existence of difference.
Subtitles signal otherness in a direct and immediate way, not to be
masked by the familiarizing intimacy of dubbing.

In other words, subtitles preserve the foreign nature of a film whereas
dubbing, because the dialogue soundtrack has been replaced altogether
by a ‘domestic’ variety, prevents viewers from hearing the language or
voice of original characters.

The ‘existence of difference’ that Cronin raises here concerns a general
dichotomy between the ‘source’ language or languages of a film and the
‘target’ language spoken by the audience watching it. But, as the preced-
ing analysis of cinematic discourse from Talk to me demonstrates, subti-
tles jeopardise any potential that source language stylisation and style
shifts may offer the filmmaker for characterisation and narrative devel-
opment. All things being equal, the subtitled renderings of the stylised
representations of Petey Greene and Dewey Hughes, especially those
that are so crucial to the tense pool hall scene, are bland and ineffectual.
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Even though the audience viewing the subtitled feature might pick up
on vocal qualities such as speed, intonation and loudness, any real inter-
pretation of the two men would be more reliant upon non-verbal fea-
tures like facial expression, posture and dress, as well as on the charac-
ters’ physical actions on the screen. The felicitous stylisations and style
shifts in the dialogue that help characterise the two men and carry the
narrative forward are all but lost. The dubbed version, by contrast, al-
though mediated through BP language features and Brazilian stereo-
types, is able to approximate language-based characterisations with more
precision. On one occasion at least, film-viewers witness Petey Greene
mocking the formal politeness of his adversary. More importantly, they
easily appreciate the key moment in the narrative when Dewey Hughes
unexpectedly yet successfully launches into a series of masculine sexual-
ised taunts of Petey Greene, thus indicating his competence in the socio-
cultural practices of Black Washington. In sum, the dubbed characterisa-
tions maintain the linguistic differences and similarities that define the
characters themselves whereas subtitles simply maintain the ‘linguistic
alterity’ (Cronin 1990) of what is happening on the screen vis-à-vis an
audience whose language happens to be different from that of the movie.

Since dubbing offers the translator the greatest prospects for rendering
stylised language and style shifts into the target language, it is important
to ask to what degree dubbed characterisations might measure up to
their counterparts from the original film. Is it the case that, like the
popularised and often ridiculed characters in dubbed versions of Japa-
nese Godzilla movies, dubbed dialogue soundtracks are simply bound
to fail because they cannot match the lip movements of the characters
on the screen? Or can this mismatch be overlooked if, as is obviously
the case with the BP stylised representations in Talk to me, meticulous
care has been taken to use ‘equivalent’ stylised language and style shifts
in the hopes of signalling the characters from the original film?

In an attempt to gauge the degree of character equivalence in the BP
screen translations of Petey Greene and Dewey Hughes, I informally
observed nine native speakers of BP who watched and then came to-
gether to discuss Talk to me. Four watched the subtitled version of the
film and five the dubbed version. The film-viewers, all Brazilians of
European ancestry with varying levels of proficiency in English, were
provided with little information about Talk to me, simply that it told the
story of two African Americans in Washington DC. After viewing the
movie one time, informants were asked to name character traits exhib-
ited by the two main roles. Both groups generally agreed that Petey
Greene was talkative (fala muito), funny (engraçado), proud (orgulhoso),
stubborn (teimoso) and unabashed (sem vergonha) while Dewey Hughes
was serious (sério), opportunistic (oportunista), courteous (cortês) and
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well-dressed (bem-vestido). Not surprisingly, however, when asked to
comment on specific aspects of the two characters’ linguistic styles, re-
sponses differed. For the group watching the subtitled version, Petey
Greene spoke a variety that was informal (informal), frequently coarse
(grosseiro) and loud (barulhento) while Dewey Hughes’ variety was for-
mal (formal), polite (educado) and soft-spoken (de fala mansa). The indi-
vidual styles, therefore, were not identified as a specific variety of Eng-
lish or BP per se but rather described by means of terms that neatly fit
on continua of formality, politeness and loudness. Although the group
who watched the dubbed version also confirmed these observations, they
expanded on the discussion of the characters’ styles in two important
ways. First, they identified the styles used in the dubbing as specific BP
varieties. Namely, Dewey Hughes’ formal BP style � in other words,
that meant to depict SAE � was described as similar to their own Portu-
guese whereas the style Petey Greene used � that meant to depict
AAE � was described as an urban working class variety that might be
heard on the streets of São Paulo. The viewers were reluctant to assign
either variety to a specific ethnicity in Brazil, but they did acknowledge
that the variety used by Petey Greene was more likely to be spoken by
urban Afro-Brazilians than by urban white Brazilians. Second, the group
viewing the dubbed version acknowledged that Dewey Hughes was pro-
ficient in more than one variety. In other words, not only did the group
follow the verbal duel that played out between the two characters in the
pool hall, but they also picked up on the brief yet telling style shift that
helped individuate Dewey Hughes as someone at ease in two sociocultu-
ral milieus. Admittedly, individual answers to questions of character
equivalence in screen translation are subjective and dependent upon sev-
eral factors. Members of the audience, for instance, may appreciate sub-
titled characters differently depending on their own proficiency in the
language of the original production. Or, as was the case with the Brazil-
ian informants who watched Talk to me, the translated social and cul-
tural identities being constructed on the screen may overlap with identi-
ties recognisable from the viewer’s own background. These matters not-
withstanding, the informants who watched the dubbed version of Talk
to me apparently grasped and appreciated sociocultural subtleties mani-
fested in the speech of Petey Greene and Dewey Hughes to a greater
extent than did the group who watched the subtitled version.

Drawing on Allan Bell’s (1984) theory of audience design, Hatim &
Mason (2000) observe that film audiences receive cinematic discourse as
‘auditors’. The audience, in other words, are not comprised of eaves-
dropping spectators, but rather represent a group that is known and
ratified, even before the film opens in the cinema. This in turn indicates
that language-based characterisations are only effective if they arise out
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of a combined effort in which the actors, director, screenwriter and
others responsible for the cinematic discourse, and the audience call on
shared world knowledge to co-construct meaning. Interestingly, in an
interview after the release of Talk to me, director Kasi Lemmons inti-
mated at the audience’s role in the co-construction of meaning when she
said that, in order for the characters in her film to be depicted success-
fully, they needed to be ‘absolutely grounded in reality’ (Williams 2007).

By its nature, dubbed cinematic discourse represents an attempt to
maintain this grounded reality, only this time a newly ratified audience
play the role of auditor. When Petey Greene mocks his adversary with
an incongruous por favor ‘please’ or himself becomes the unenviable
target of Dewey Hughes’ clever instances of sacanagem, it is abundantly
clear that translators and voice actors have carefully designed stylised
BP varieties to be audited by BP-speaking film viewers. If successful, the
dubbing brings forth appropriate characterisations for Petey Greene and
Dewey Hughes and, additionally, helps diminish to a certain extent the
temporal and sociocultural gaps that lie between Washington DC of
forty years ago and contemporary Brazil. In the case of subtitled pro-
ductions, however, audience design is not so clearly marked out, espe-
cially for those viewers with little or no proficiency in the language being
subtitled. Translators responsible for subtitles aim to be ‘invisible’ (Ven-
uti 2008), a position that, in theory, maintains the auditor role for the
target audience. But the fact remains that subtitlers cannot translate the
source text in its entirety or always signal equivalent shared world
knowledge. In the words of Hatim & Mason (2000: 435):

As a translator, the subtitler is seeking to preserve the coherence of
communication between addressees on screen at the same time as re-
laying a coherent discourse from screenwriter to mass auditors. Given
the severe constraints of the task … hard choices have to be made.

Even though they are able to listen to the actors’ voices as dialogues
take place, the audience experiences the film via the screen translators
who decide which elements of meaning to save and which to sacrifice.
In a sense, because it is unbeknownst to the original filmmaker, actors
and crew, written language appearing as subtitles is meant for the audi-
ence and only them, and thus introduces another layer of meaning to
the production. Taken to the extreme, this runs the risk of the translator
conceptualising the audience as addressees rather than auditors. Per-
haps, as Abé Mark Nornes (2004) has suggested in his analysis of English
subtitles provided for Japanese-language productions, screen translators
might want to use an ‘abusive’ approach to subtitles by taking more
chances with both the target language and the appearance it takes on
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screen. The subtitles for the stylised discourse in Talk to me, for instance,
might occasionally call on contracted BP or highlighted forms to reflect
the masculine and colloquial nature of the AAE exchange between Petey
Greene and Dewey Hughes more adequately.

5. Conclusion

In conclusion, this article has addressed the issue of character equiva-
lence in translation by analysing stylised discourse from the film Talk to
me in both the English-language original and its BP subtitled and
dubbed versions. A substantial part of the grounding of the film’s main
characters, Petey Greene and Dewey Hughes, is reliant on highly stylised
AAE and SAE and style shifts between the two varieties that are replete
with sociocultural meaning. It was also shown that, especially from the
perspective of equivalence, sociolinguistic analyses of translated cine-
matic discourse benefit from considering audience reception of the
film(s) under study. Much like the original film, a screen translation
is only successful if characters and overall narrative development are
established via a set of meanings that are not only shared but co-con-
structed by the ‘new’ target audience. As the analysis of the BP screen
translation of Talk to me and Brazilian viewers’ response to the film have
shown, the sociocultural realities depicted in the original were main-
tained more effectively via judiciously tailored dubbing than by subtitles.

For discourse-rich films like Talk to me, socially situated language use
in dialogue can serve a role in character development that is as signifi-
cant as more commonly acclaimed visual cinematic devices like facial
and gestural expression, costume and on-screen actions. This in turn
means that once these films reach their desks, screen translators are
faced with a formidable task. For, whether subtitled or dubbed, ap-
proaches to the translation of stylised cinematic discourse involve more
than the age-old question of how to render one language into another.
A film’s characters, too, have to be brought into being.
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Notes
1. The transcription conventions used in this article are as follows: (.) brief untimed

pause and ( …) material that has been elided for the sake of brevity.
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2. Subtitled material is presented exactly as it appears on the screen. Dubbed material
was transcribed by means of the same transcription conventions used for the origi-
nal soundtrack. Back translations are my own.

References
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Accented French in films: Performing and
evaluating in-group stylisations

GAËLLE PLANCHENAULT

Abstract

By comparing two recent French films, L’Esquive (Kechiche 2004) and
Bienvenue chez les Ch’tis (Boon 2008), a realistic drama and a comedy,
this article proposes an analysis of two different cases of stylisation that
entertain complex relations of authenticity with stigmatised vernaculars,
and in which actors stylise their own linguistic community. Discussing cine-
matic perception of non-standard varieties and the way spectators read into
characterisation’s techniques, it shows that awareness of any deviation from
the norm is heightened by the media and taken as meaningful to the drama
at play. Finally, it is argued that an ideological shift takes place during the
reception of the films and that second-order indexicality is interpreted as
first-order indexicality.

Keywords: standard language ideology, stylisation, accent, French films

1. Introduction

In the 2000s, the French audience saw, within the space of a few years,
the release of two movies that made heavy use of accented French:
L’Esquive (‘Games of love and chance’, 2004) and Bienvenue chez les
Ch’tis (‘Welcome to the sticks’, 2008). Both were to become major suc-
cesses: a critical success in the case of the first one (4 Césars won in
2005), a phenomenally popular hit for the second one (with 20.2 million
viewers, it is the most successful film in France since the Second World
War). Both films are very verbal and place language in a prominent
position: not merely as a dramatic device but at the core of a reflection
on the place and legitimacy of French non-standard varieties. The two
movies were taken to be accurate linguistic depictions, as in both cases
the directors, as well as the actors, are members of the communities
they portray. But both films propose an ambivalent linguistic display as
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254 Gaëlle Planchenault

dialogues are used at one moment to alienate the audience (the charac-
ters are unintelligible) and at another to endear characters to the specta-
tors, or at least to provoke one’s sympathy for what is shown as the
expression of a community’s identity. But apart from those similarities,
there is a major difference between the two films: one is a comedy, the
other one a realistic drama. The question that this difference of genre
entails concerns stylisation. Stylised language is produced by means of
performances in which ‘presenters make it clear to their audience that
the images they manufacture … are “put on”, “for now”, and “for
show”’ (Coupland 2001: 347). It entails a display of others’ voices in the
production of ‘“as if” utterance[s]’ (Coupland & Jaworski 2004: 35).
Exercises of stylisation are obvious in the case of comedies, which often
border on caricature and where the very act of putting on a voice is
comical. However, can the term be used to define the performance of
non-professional actors who present themselves as equal to the charac-
ters they play? Should one rather be talking in this case of a realistic
performance that aims at having the audience forget that it is a mere
copy of the original? It is true to say that, from the audience’s point of
view, a major difference in the perception of the two films lies in the
degree of veracity that is ascribed to the dialogues. For example,
L’Esquive was often used as a primary source of banlieue slang: in the
absence of authentic documents, scholars rely on such fiction films to
display realistic linguistic behaviours and analyse speech characteristics.
However, playing oneself is certainly different from being oneself, and
one should consider to what extent non-professional actors reproduce
expected performances of themselves as the Others.

This article is organised as follows: I first provide a brief theoretical
overview of ideologies related to standard language, French non-stan-
dard varieties and accents. I then present a contextualisation of the lin-
guistic discourses framing the films studied. By comparing the suppos-
edly true-to-life display of French urban vernacular in L’Esquive with
dialectal stylisations (also called hyperpicard) in Bienvenue chez les ch’tis,
I discuss whether the actors’ performances in the former film are cases
of stylisation. However, this study is neither an exhaustive analysis of
the cinematic texts nor a comparison of the dialogues with what the
vernaculars are like in the real world, but it rather examines the directors’
linguistic choices. Thirdly, I discuss the theoretical implications of the
concept of realism in films and argue that, notwithstanding the genre, a
film can only display linguistic stylisation. Finally, I discuss the ways in
which the viewers’ commentaries on the two films, L’Esquive (Kechiche
2004) and Bienvenue chez les Ch’tis (Boon 2008), bear evidence of a sig-
nificant shift from second-order indexicality to first-order indexicality.
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2. Standard language ideology, accents and orders of indexicality

‘Standard Language Ideology’ (coined by Milroy & Milroy 1985) is the
backdrop for this article. It was defined by Lippi-Green (1994: 166�
167) as ‘a bias toward an abstracted, idealized, homogeneous spoken
language which is imposed from above’. In France, the media have
played an important part in its legitimisation. In films, the choice of
spoken varieties and the way they are performed entail complex implica-
tions that guide audiences’ perceptions of the characters. Regarding the
common perception of the French standard, Lodge (1993) argues that
the French have a strong tradition of linguistic prescriptivism. He says
that ‘[the average layperson in France] is sensitive to the most subtle
distinctions among the particular “accents” and styles he or she en-
counters … It is quite usual for French-speaking laypersons to regard
slang or regional forms as not being French at all: “Ce n’est pas du
français ça, c’est de l’argot”’ (1993: 4). I acknowledge that to refer to
cinematic displays of non-standard varieties as ‘accented French’, as I
do in this article, is ideologically loaded: it alludes to the fact that the
stylized performances are embedded in a sociolinguistic context. Com-
paring Bienvenue chez les ch’tis and L’Esquive, I found that both films
bring into focus non-standard varieties whose status as French language
has been commonly put into question: the first because it is seen as
extremely low culture, the second, because of its hybrid form. Regarding
popular perception of accents, Lippi-Green (1994: 165) explains that ‘for
most people, accent is a dustbin category: it includes all the technical
meanings, and a more general and subjective one: accent is how the
other speaks’. For Yaguello (1988: 32), ‘the word accent is usually under-
stood as a deviation from a norm, which is an absence ([hence the expres-
sion] “to speak without an accent”)’. And finally, Fagyal, in her mono-
graph on ‘accents de banlieue’ (‘suburban accents’), argues that ‘every
perceived accent is a social construction of the Other, and often an iden-
tity that is imposed on the Other’ (2010: 15, my translation). For film
audiences, accented forms are marked. Depending on the speaker, ad-
dressee and spectator, accented French indexes a macro-context (a com-
munity to which the speaker belongs or of which he originates, this com-
munity being geographical or social) or a micro-context (in the case of
stylistic variation as speakers may tend to accommodate or even drop
their accent in formal situations). Furthermore, in France, stereotypical
views have long linked strong accents to lower classes or rural origins
(Boughton 2006), which the media have played a large part in sustaining.
On the back cover of her aforementioned book, Fagyal (2010) notes
that banlieue accent is a real stereotype of Contemporary French: ‘it is
recognised, imitated and makes the headlines’.
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Androutsopoulos (2010: 182) calls such social practice ‘ideologizing’,
a term that he defines as follows: ‘Ideologizing refers to the process
by which ways of using language become socially recognized, classified,
evaluated, debated � in short invested with language ideologies’ (An-
droutsopoulos 2010: 182). The gerund emphasises the activity of on-
going processes in which language ideologies are ‘constantly produced,
reproduced, circulated in a variety of discursive arenas, including (but
not restricted to) mediated public discourses’ (Androutsopoulos 2010:
184). These processes are co-constructed by media and audiences and the
meanings that are given to the ‘ways of using language’ are negotiated
according to interfaces (media to media � in the case of film reviews; or
media to audience � when the film is received by heterogeneous audi-
ences) or to the circularity of these processes (audience to media to audi-
ence � in the case of spectators interviewed for a newspaper article; or
media to audience to media � for spectators comments posted on blogs).

In order to contextualise the linguistic representations proposed in
films, it is necessary to analyse the way directors’ language ideologies
interact with dominant discourses � in other words, whether they en-
dorse them or oppose them. Moreover, a study of the perception of the
end result is needed: Are spectators aware of the directors’ intentions to
reframe language attitudes? Do preconceived linguistic beliefs influence
their interpretation of the film? In the latter case, I argue that most often
a flattening of indexical orders is taking place. With regard to Sil-
verstein’s concept of orders of indexicality, Woolard (2008: 437) points
out the following:

Language users everywhere tend to associate particular linguistic
forms with specific kinds of speaker or contexts of speaking … In
Silverstein’s system, which builds on Peirce’s work, first-order indexi-
cality is the pre-ideological but still semiotic work of forming these
associations. … If first-order indexicality involves a semiotic act of
noticing, second-order indexicality brings ideology to bear on the rela-
tionship noticed. (Woolard 2008: 437)

Taking L’Esquive as an example, choices of words and accents are not
intended to solely index a social background, but they also index a spe-
cific ideological framework. Furthermore, by having the same actors
switch between youthspeak and Marivaux’s 18th century French, Kech-
iche’s goal is to show that speaking in a voice is a performance. Second-
order indexicality is to be found in the filmic discourse that frames the
dialogues, and I will show that in both films the directors are well aware
of the current ideologies regarding non-standard varieties and aim at
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changing common stereotypical views by reframing them. However, is
this second-order indexicality perceived as such by film viewers?

Before going any further into the analysis of the films’ discursive
flows, a presentation of the languages ideologies displayed by L’Esquive
and Bienvenue chez les Ch’tis is necessary as their linguistic standpoints
are complex. Assuming the aims of both films were to reframe discourses
on non-standard varieties, they appear to exploit, nonetheless, standard
language ideology and the underlying assumptions on which it is built,
especially those that separate deviations from the norm.

3. Contexts of linguistic ideologies framing the films

Abdellatif Kechiche shot L’Esquive (‘Games of love and chance’, 2004)
on location in one of the Courneuve council estates, a notorious Parisian
suburb situated in Seine-Saint-Denis, one of the poorest French depart-
ments, crippled by social inequalities. L’Esquive tells the story of a group
of ethnically diverse, economically disadvantaged high school students
and friends, and the difficulties they encounter in their project to stage
Marivaux’s 18th century classical play, Le jeu de l’amour et du hasard
(‘The game of love and chance’). The characters are constantly engaged
in verbal encounters, making a highly talkative film that alternates be-
tween scenes of interaction among the young people who, like any teen-
agers, joke, court and argue � ‘continually jockeying for position in a
youth culture clearly dominated by their very striking sociolect’ (Strand
2009: 262 � my emphasis), and scenes where they rehearse for the play.
In doing so, the film juxtaposes two varieties which are usually situated
at the two extremes of the French varieties continuum: ‘Marivaux’s
hyper-legitimized French [and] a suburban back-slang spoken by the
adolescents’ (Swamy 2007: 60). The French audience is well acquainted
with these two varieties of French as, in the French linguistic imaginary
(Houdebine-Gravaud 2002), they embody diametrically opposite stances
on language. Regarding the first, the common use of the periphrasis ‘la
langue de Molière’ or ‘la langue de Racine’ to refer to the French lan-
guage shows that the latter is described with pride as the creation (or
possession) of the most celebrated French writers. As for verlan, français
des cités or parler banlieue, as the youth speak is usually named, it has
been highly mediatised, with three different sorts of coverage: at turns it
is depicted as inventive, buzzing and excitingly counter-cultural; at other
times, it is denounced as a symbol of linguistic and social impoverish-
ment, not to say the cause of a ‘linguistic ghettoisation’ (see Bentolila’s
controversy1); and finally, more recently, it has been described as a multi-
ethnic (mainly influenced by the Beur population’s Arabic language)
youth speak (Boyer 2001).

Bereitgestellt von | Universitaetsbibliothek Freiburg (Universitaetsbibliothek Freiburg)
Angemeldet | 172.16.1.226

Heruntergeladen am | 06.06.12 16:26



258 Gaëlle Planchenault

By using a ‘fiery mélange of back-slang and high classical French’
(Swamy 2007: 60) and having the two coexist with equal dramatic impor-
tance, Kechiche aims at giving some legitimacy to the youth language
that he sees as beautiful and enriched by its diverse origins (in Fajardo
2004); creative, intelligent and harmonious (in Melinard 2004); in short,
as cultured as Marivaux’s language. Moreover, by having the characters
switch with ease from one to the other, Kechiche undermines the deter-
minist position that directly links ways of speaking to one’s identity or
social condition (the latter associated with the view that the teenagers
are victims of a linguistic confinement), and implies, in Goffman’s style,
that speaking a language � any language � is a performance. Moreover,
one should not neglect to note that Marivaux’s text also proposes an
exercise of stylisation as the characters of the play swap positions and
do an impression of their companion.2 For the actors who play the parts,
it means performing a performance. And there is much irony in the fact
that Krimo, the young hero from the Parisian suburb, is asked to play
the role of a valet who pretends to be an aristocrat.

The two extremes of the dialectal continuum are not the only forms
of French spoken in the film. The varieties and the characters who speak
them can be categorised as follows:

� Parler banlieue: the teenagers
� Marivaux’s written-literary text (spoken during rehearsals and in the

final performance of the play): the high school students and their
teacher

� Standard French: the parents, the teacher of French, the police

The only characters that code-switch between the three are the Cour-
neuve teenagers. Interestingly enough, in the film, suburban slang and
Marivaux’s 18th century French coexist peacefully. It is with Standard
French that the youth vernacular comes into conflict. On this point, I
would like to highlight the fact that, in the film, most speakers of the
dominant variety are different embodiments of authority: parental, aca-
demic and coercive. Of course, the choice of Marivaux’s play has politi-
cal implications. Le jeu de l’amour et du hasard is a story of social deter-
minism, as emphasised, in Kechiche’s film, by the teacher’s interpretation
of the play:

We are completely prisoners of our social condition. When one is rich
for 20 years or poor for 20 years, one can always dress up in rags if
one is rich, in designer clothes if one is poor, but we cannot get rid of
a certain language, a certain type of conversation, a particular form
of expression, the way we behave, all of which indicate where we come
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from. And moreover, it [the play] is called Games of Love and Chance,
but it shows us that there is no chance involved.

(trans. by Swamy 2007: 62)

The teacher’s comment refers to a linguistic stigma. It implies that one
may try to speak like someone one is not (usually above one’s condition);
one will never fool one’s interlocutor into believing one is from a dif-
ferent social background. In other words, according to this view, one
cannot change language or perform another variety. If this is very much
in line with Bourdieu & Passeron’s (1990) view of schools as the institu-
tionalised rationalisation of social inequalities, it seems to be in complete
contradiction with the republican Education Nationale’s mission, as ex-
pressed in another scene of the film when, irritated by Krimo’s silence
and incapacity to play the scene, the teacher loses her temper and bursts
out: Sors de toi! amuse-toi! libère-toi! (‘Come out of yourself! Enjoy your-
self! Free yourself!’). In this scene, what is implied is that in order to free
oneself of a social stigma and to fit into French society, these teenagers
will have to adopt the dominant variety: standard French. In what ap-
pears to be a scene of symbolic violence, Krimo is being told to take
pleasure in being someone else, in a schizophrenic use of the Other’s
language. To go back to Bourdieu’s words:

What circulates on the linguistic market is not ‘language’ as such, but
rather discourses that are stylistically marked, both in their pro-
duction, insofar as each speaker fashions an idiolect from the common
language, and in their reception, insofar as each recipient helps to
produce the message which he perceives and appreciates by bringing
to it everything that makes up his singular and collective experience.

(Bourdieu 1992: 39)

With respect to cinema, the recipient’s participation is surely the case of
any film spectator who brings into the theatre personal views of the
world as well as his/her own interpretative strategies. However, I would
like to argue that linguistic production and perception take place within
a restricted set of possibilities. For example, interpretative schemata have
been formed by one’s social experience of movie-going, an experience
that takes place within a specific society that shares a limited set of
values and linguistic ideologies. Moreover, this experience is inscribed in
a discursive framework.

If Kechiche’s film had to be categorised in a genre, it would be ‘film
de banlieue’. According to Carrie Tarr (2005: 2), ‘Banlieue filmmaking
refers to the work of directors aiming to represent life in the deprived
housing estates on the outskirts of big French cities. Cinéma de banlieue
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emerged within French film criticism in the mid-1990s as a way of cat-
egorising a series of independently released films set in the rundown
multi-ethnic working-class estates’ (Tarr 2005: 2). Another of Carrie
Tarr’s arguments is that a common denominator of these banlieue films
is their desire to ‘reframe difference’ by reframing the symbolic spaces
of French culture, addressing issues of ethnicity and difference in order
to question what it means to be French and to speak French. In this
vein, Kechiche said, in reference to the suburban vernacular, that he
‘wanted to demystify the verbal aggressiveness and to make it appear in
its true dimension of communication code; a pretence aggressiveness that
hides a sort of shyness, even fragility, rather than a strictly-speaking
violence’.3 Moreover, the fact that Abdellatif Kechiche is a beur film-
maker, i.e. a 2nd generation North-African immigrant (his parents moved
from Tunisia to France when he was 6: he then grew up in Les Moulins,
a council-estate of the French southern city of Nice), places his cinema
in what has been labelled ‘accented cinema’, defined by the Migrant and
Diasporic Cinema in Contemporary Europe’s website as a cinema that
‘comprises different types of cinema made by exilic, diasporic, and post-
colonial ethnic and identity filmmakers who live and work in countries
other than their country of origin. … Accented films are often bi- or
multilingual’. In accented cinema, multilingualism encompasses the use
of different languages as well as varieties of the same language, alongside
code-switching practices. The choice of the word ‘accented’ is interesting
because it does not refer to a phonetic property of the languages dis-
played in the films, but Naficy (2001) uses the linguistic concept of ac-
cent ‘as a trope to highlight that the kind of cinema he identifies is
“different” from the standard, neutral and value-free dominant cinema
produced by the society’s reigning mode of production’.4

L’Esquive is a small budget film. Six weeks of shooting and digital
camera filming were economic choices (Melinard 2004). However, they
became stylistic choices. As Tarr argues, referring to French-born direc-
tors of North-African origin: ‘[t]hey draw on realist modes of filmmaking
to demonstrate the basic humanity of the beurs, placing them at the
center of the diegesis, privileging points of view which make them sub-
jects rather than the objects of the gaze, and constructing them as com-
plex individuals whose feelings and emotions are likely to elicit sympa-
thy’ (Tarr 2005: 210�11, my emphasis).

Bienvenue chez les Ch’tis (‘Welcome to the sticks’, 2008), the second
film studied in this article, does not obviously draw on realistic modes
of narration. Its humour relies on the culture shock experienced by a
high-ranking post office administrator from the South of France who is
transferred to the North of the country; a region he sees as a cold, for-
eign land inhabited by Barbarians who speak an ‘obscure language’
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called ch’timi. However, thanks to his employees, especially the postman
played by the film director Dany Boon, he soon discovers that, behind
the accent that he initially found grotesque, lies a very endearing vernac-
ular and a warm-hearted community. Dany Boon was born in the North
of France: his father was of Berber origin, and his mother is a ch’ti. On
his official website, Dany Boon explains that he made the film for her
and to turn the tables on people who hold prejudiced views against the
North of France. In his own words, Bienvenue chez les ch’tis is an ‘ethno-
logical comedy’. In the film, every member of the northern community
speaks the stylised variety, with no difference between sexes, ages, social
classes, and most importantly no stylistic variation (whereas, interest-
ingly, the southern character speaks ‘non-accented’ French). The accent
is an essential comic motive as this first encounter (1) between the two
main characters shows (after the manager’s car nearly runs over his fu-
ture employee, Mr Bailleul):

(1) Excerpt 1 [0:21]: Bienvenue chez les ch’tis (Boon, 2008)

1. Oh Vindieu, ça va, vous n’êtes pas mort?
� The manager: ‘Oh God, you’re not dead?’

2. Bienvenue monsieur le directeur
� Mr Bailleul: ‘Welcome sir’

3. Monsieur Bailleul?
� The manager: ‘Mister Bailleul?’

4. Ouais sh’est mi. Ouille, Vindiou!
� Mr Bailleul: ‘Yes, it’s me. Ouch, God!’

5. Bougez pas, bougez pas, vaut mieux appeler les secours.
� The manager: ‘Don’t move, don’t move, we should call for help’

6. Non non sha va
� Mr Bailleul: ‘No, no, I’m fine’

7. Oh la la, j’aurais pu vous tuer!
� The manager: ‘Oh dear, I could have killed you!’

8. Non mais c’est pas grave, sha va, j’vous ai reconnu à vot’ plaque
qu’est 13, ici c’est 59. J’vous ai fait signe d’arrêter vot’ carrette, mais
vous … Mais sha va, j’ai rin, j’ai rin …
� Mr Bailleul: ‘No, it’s nothing, I’m fine, I recognized your

number plate that shows 13, here it’s 59. I made a sign for you
to stop, but you … But that’s ok, I don’t have anything’.

9. Vot’ mâchoire, vous êtes blessé là?
� The manager: ‘Your jaw, you’re hurt?’

10. Hein?
� Mr Bailleul: ‘He?’
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11. Vous avez mal quand vous parlez là, non?
� The manager: ‘It hurts when you speak, no?’

12. Quô?
� Mr Bailleul: ‘Wha’?’

13. Vot’ mâchoire, ça va là?
� The manager: ‘Is your jaw ok?’

14. Non, non, non, j’ai mal à ma tchu, j’suis tombé sur ma t’chu, quoi.
� Mr Bailleul: ‘No, no, I fell on my arse … I fell on my arse’.

15. Le t’chu? Oh la la, c’est pas terrible quand vous parlez. Vous voulez
pas qu’on aille montrer vot’ mâchoire à un médecin?
� The manager: ‘Your arse? Oh dear, it does not sound too good

when you speak. You don’t want to see a doctor?’
16. Non, j’ai rin Vindiou!

� Mr Bailleul: ‘No, I don’t have anything for Pete’s sake!’
17. Oh j’vous assure, vous vous exprimez d’une façon très particulière!

� The manager: ‘Believe me, you express yourself in a very pecu-
liar way’.

18. C’est parce que j’parle ch’ti sh’est sha?
� Mr Bailleul: ‘It’s because I speak ch’ti, isn’t it?’

19. Pardon?
� The manager: ‘Excuse-me?’

20. Bé, j’parle ch’timi quô!
� Mr Bailleul: ‘I speak ch’timi!’

21. Oh putain, c’est ça le fameux cheutimi!?
� The manager: ‘Jesus, is this the famous cheutimi?!5’

The communication difficulties encountered by the two characters il-
lustrate nicely Lodge’s (1993: 3) description of French prescriptivism as
‘the belief that the ideal state of the language is one of uniformity and
that linguistic heterogeneity is detrimental to effective communication is
firmly entrenched’. In excerpt (1), I emphasise a few lexical variants used
to stylise South and North varieties (note the humoristic variation be-
tween Vindieu and Vindiou, lines 1 and 4, that seems to indicate that the
two characters have more in common than they believe). The salient
phonological features used by Dany Boon to stylise the Picard variety
are in bold letters. Pooley’s (1996) work on Picard stereotypical features
points out the use of /s/ for standard /s/ (such as ‘sha’ for ça and ‘sh’est’
for c’est in the excerpt � lines 4, 6, 8 and 18). He notes as well that
some Picard morphological forms, such as the pronoun mi, are obsoles-
cent. Yet it is used in the dialogue (line 4) by the youngish character
played by Dany Boon, surely because the form, being part of the word
ch’timi that means ‘it’s me’, is emblematic. With the transcription of ex-
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cerpt (1), I do not aim to propose a detailed analysis of the Ch’timi
lexical or phonetic features present in the film, but rather to show that
the accent itself is an object of ridicule. The native speaker is shown as
an unintelligible creature (who in this scene looks very much like the
famous hunchback of Notre-Dame) and the cause for his peculiar accent
is mistakenly thought to be a displaced jaw. As Lodge pointed out re-
garding folk perceptions of French, the spectator is meant to believe
that ‘non-standard varieties are merely failed attempts to express oneself
properly’ (Lodge 1993: 6). However, one important difference between
L’Esquive and Bienvenue chez les ch’tis is that the Northern variety is not
as familiar to every French person as the suburban sociolect is. As, for
Coupland (2004: 253), stylisation ‘requires an encultured audience able
to read the semiotic value of a projected persona’, the film ought to
provide a short introduction to ch’timi pronunciation. It is given to the
main character, as early as ten minutes after the beginning of the film,
with the very short formula: ‘They [the Northerners] say /o/ instead of
/a/, /k/ instead of /ch/ and /ch/ instead of /s/’. The fact that, in the film,
the snapshot is comical is due to its reliance on French standard ideology.
Furthermore, the performed accent makes use of features that, in the
French linguistic imaginary, are interpreted as ‘patois’ or rural. In this
vein, it is interesting to note that, in both films, the characters who use
accented varieties of French are from a lower class background.6

I will now focus on the first scene of L’Esquive in order to demonstrate
that the film uses similar linguistic strategies. The opening sequence of
the film shows a group of male friends speaking vehemently about the
attack that targeted a few of their peers:

(2) Excerpt 2 [0:01]: L’Esquive (Kechiche 2004)

1. J’vais y aller, j’vais y niquer leur mère!
� Voice 1 (off-screen): ‘I’m gonna go, I’m gonna fuck their

mother!’
2. De toute façon, leur quartier, c’est pas l’Bronx ou quoi, j’vais y aller

et j’vais tous leur niquer leur mère!
� Voice 2 (off-screen): ‘Anyway, their estate is not the Bronx, I’m

gonna go and I will fuck their mother to them lot!’
3. Allez, on y va maintenant.

� Voice 3 (off-screen): ‘Come on, let’s go now’
4. Y en a un … j’vais l’serrer, j’vais l’séquestrer sa mère, ce fils de pute.

� Voice 1 (off-screen): ‘There’s one … I’m gonna get him, I’m
gonna do him, this motherfucker’
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5. Le premier qu’on voit là, la vie d’ma mère qu’on lui baise sa mère. Y
a qu’ça à faire, y a pas …
� Makou: ‘The first we see there, on my mother’s life, we’ll fuck

his mother. There’s nothing else to do, there’s no …’
6. D’vant tout l’monde, les gens y faisaient rien, tu crois c’est normal

ou quoi? Ils passent à côté de toi, y m’regardaient.
� Slam: ‘In front of everyone, nobody did anything, you think

it’s normal or what? They were walking by, looking at me …’
7. C’est tous une bande de fils de pute!

� Fathi: ‘They’re all motherfuckers!’
(L’Esquive, L’avant-scène Cinéma 542, 2005)

I am aware that the transcription and translation of excerpt (2) may give
a wrong impression of the scene and that the repetitive use of f* words
in a written form may appear grotesque. In the original scene, the char-
acters are often unintelligible and the swearwords are not so salient. The
non-standard lexical features (among which only a few are characteristic
of the youth vernacular � see my emphasis in the excerpt) are combined
with phonological traits (for more detail see Armstrong & Jamin 2002;
Fagyal 2003, 2010; Trimaille 2007) to give a general impression. As in
Bienvenue chez les ch’tis, spectators are alienated and the non-standard
variety is first experienced as a foreign language. The performances of
both films are meant to be excessive. In L’Esquive, it is an exercise of
tchatche � i.e. a virtuoso display of suburban slang � in which the
teenagers seem to compete for the most abusive language. This first scene
puts the spectator in the middle of a group of young men who seem to
be discussing a plan to get retaliation over the theft of a bag by a rival
gang. It is a tongue-in-cheek depiction of the suburbs, as Kechiche seems
to say to the audience: ‘Isn’t this what you expected from the suburbs,
i.e. violent language and a violent theme?’

All the actors, apart from Sara Forestier, are amateurs from the Pari-
sian suburbs. Kechiche worked with them for over six months before
shooting the film (Swamy 2007: 64) in order to have them appropriate
the text (in Gignoux 2004). The spectators are meant to believe that,
using Goffman’s terminology (Goffman 1981), the actors are not mere
animators of the lines they utter, but they are authors, too.7 Paradoxi-
cally, Kechiche explained that they had to rehearse a lot to find sincerity:
‘I like to give the illusion that everything is true. I want my film to give
the impression that what I show is there for real, alive’ (in Piazzo 2004).
However, it seems that Kechiche had to go against young actors’ ten-
dency to overdo it. In an interview given for Libération, Kechiche (in
Aubenas 2004) recalled his amazement, during the exercise of free impro-
visation that they used to cast actors, at seeing the teenagers’ inability
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to do other than reproduce the clichés they hear about the estates. One
of the actresses justified this tendency with the fact that the audience
expects them to present something impressive. Moreover, regarding the
way the script was conceived, Kechiche insisted on the fact that the
‘dialogues were written. Stylisation consisted in striking a balance …,
not going too far in the use of banlieue slang, limiting verlan so that the
film would not be incomprehensible’ (in Lalanne 2004).

At this point in the article, it appears clearly that L’Esquive stages
linguistic stylisations, even though the film generally adopts a realistic
mode of filmmaking. I would now like to discuss to what extent a film
may claim to present authentic (linguistic) behaviours per se.

4. Cinematic realism and linguistic stylisation

The depiction of the real in films has always been a hot topic of cinema
studies. Many renowned theorists expressed their views on the matter as
early as the turn of the 20th century. Later, the famous French film theo-
rist André Bazin remarked, in his seminal article ‘An aesthetic of reality’,
that ‘realism in art can only be achieved in one way � through artifice’
(1967: 26). In the same vein, the philosopher Gilles Deleuze (1989: 146)
argued that the artist is a ‘creator of truth, because truth is not to be
achieved, formed, or reproduced; it has to be created’. With this artificial
or created sense of reality, what is implied is that the real is not to be
accessed freely. As soon as there is human intervention (i.e. someone
holding the camera), there is a bias. And, for technical reasons, this
subjectivity will get in the way of any pretence to display the world as it
is. For Bazin (1967: 26), filmmakers have to make a selection in the real
world of ‘what is worth preserving and what should be discarded’. What
is deemed good enough to be preserved in the film is charged with high
semiotic value, and what is judged as being redundant, meaningless or
incoherent with the ensemble, is discarded (these two processes being
very similar to iconisation and erasure as described by Gal & Irvine
1995).

What does this manufactured real entail? It tells us that the real is
subverted by ways of representation that ‘operate more or less corro-
sively and thus do not permit the original to subsist in its entirety’ (Bazin
1967: 27). For Edgar Morin (1980), ‘[i]t is under the cover of “cinema of
the real” that we have been shown, proposed, and imposed, the most
incredible illusions’. In return, illusions ‘induce a loss of awareness of
the reality itself, which becomes identified in the mind of the spectator
with its cinematographic representation’ (Bazin 1967: 27). Similarly,
Roux (2008: 60) argues that, in Bienvenue chez les ch’tis, ‘the real only
exists by the idea that is formed about it, so as to erase any tension or
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asperity to the benefit of a deauthentifying fantasy’. However, as men-
tioned before, Dany Boon does not think of his film as a fantasy but
rather, in his own words, as an ‘ethnological comedy’. As for L’Esquive’s
director, his film, as realistic as it may be, remains a fiction nonetheless.
In an interview with Cineaste, he told a journalist who was questioning
him about the L’Esquive’s documentary-like style: ‘It kind of bothers me
that you use the word documentary. The film has a script, the actors
and actresses did not know each other beforehand, and they came from
different schools’ (in Porton 2005: 47). The cinematic depiction of the
French suburbs interacts with a general ideological framework about
French banlieues (by subscribing to it or opposing it). Furthermore, the
varieties displayed in the film and the ambient linguistic ideologies coex-
ist in a dialogical rapport. I have said elsewhere (Planchenault 2008)
that, to the extent that a character’s lines respond implicitly to dominant
discourses and reflect shared assumptions regarding non-standard vari-
eties, filmic dialogues can be analysed as a source of folk linguistics
(Preston 2004). And, to go back to the notion of stylisation, Coupland
(2001: 350) argues that ‘it brings into play stereotyped semiotic and ideo-
logical values associated with other groups’, hence highlighting them for
the analyst.

Generally speaking, one assumes that actors benefit from a verbal
agility that allows them to switch easily from one voice to another.
Coupland (2001, 2004) says that stylisation implies that actors obviously
speak in altera persona, i.e. they put on a voice. Dany Boon is a famous
stand-up comedian, well-known for his farcical impersonations, and his
Ch’timi persona. In Bienvenue chez les ch’tis, the performance that he
accomplishes is a definite exercise of pastiche, a genre that the linguist
Fernand Carton calls hyperpicard (in Haydée 2008). In the behind-the-
scene documentary that accompanies the DVD, Dany Boon is shown on
set, expressing himself in Standard French, but switching to his accented
voice as soon as he is hailed by fans. In the same manner, all the other
actors of the film, when interviewed for the making-of, express them-
selves in non-accented French. In the case of non-professionals, one deci-
sive criterion directing the choice to cast an individual has to do with
the linguistic flexibility necessary to perform the required role. For
L’Esquive, according to Strand (2009), a proof of stylisation is to be
found in the fact that the actor playing the sullen and introvert Krimo
(Osman Elkharraz) is in fact a ‘self-assured boy from the projects who
memorized stylized script written to imitate a contemporary sociolect’
(2009: 265). The dichotomy between stylised performances and reality is
not straightforward, as for Coupland (2001: 345): ‘Although stylization
is a form of strategic deauthentication, its ultimate relationship with
authenticity is complex’. Even though Dany Boon appears to give a
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caricature of the Northern dialect, he says that his first goal is to intro-
duce the French audience to the language and culture of his origins. Not
only the animator and the author of the dialogues that he voices (he is
the scriptwriter and the main performer of Bienvenue chez les ch’tis),
Dany Boon is also a principal, which for Goffman (1981: 145) means
that ‘the individual speaks, explicitly or implicitly in the name of
“we”’ � i.e. in the representation of a group. In this vein and according
to one of the actresses in the film, Dany Boon is seen by his linguistic
community as an ‘ambassador’ of the Ch’timi culture. In the case of
L’Esquive, even though, as mentioned earlier, actors are not fully the
authors of their lines, they, too, can be considered as ‘principals’ (Goff-
man 1981) because they ‘believe personally in what is being said and
take the position that is implied in the remarks’ (1981: 167), or because
they believe in the way it is being said.

In the same way that Kechiche battled against prejudices toward
youthspeak,8 Dany Boon, when preparing Bienvenue chez les ch’tis, was
well aware of the pejorative image associated with strong regional ac-
cents. In the making-of, he explained how crucial the choice of the right
actress was, as, in his own words, she has to be able to be sexy while
speaking with a ch’timi accent. He then added that it is her accent that
makes her moving when she declares her love to the main character.
Following the phenomenal success of the film, Dany Boon played a part
in restoring the image of the northern vernacular. The success of the film
was a godsend for the economy of Nord Pas-de-Calais as it increased
the popularity of the region. Quotes from the film were reproduced on
T-shirts and souvenirs to be sold to the tourists. Appropriation of film
quotes by all sorts of spectators is a common phenomenon (see Kozloff
2000: 27). However, it is quite perplexing to see the film’s stylisations re-
appropriated by the linguistic community itself. One example of this is
to be seen in the use of ‘biloute!’, which, from the release of Bienvenue
chez les ch’tis, became a rallying call among film fans (the word itself
was commented on by a more purist speaker of picard, interviewed in
L’Express magazine and deemed as being not appropriate to the situa-
tion9).

In the last section, I have demonstrated that studies of stylisation can-
not be limited to excessive cases of pastiche. Taking spectators’ beliefs
into account and, in the case of Cod-French accents (such as Poirot’s or
Inspector Clouseau’s accents), I found, in past research, that it is often
possible for the audience to comment on the quality of an impersonation
or on the appropriateness of a voice (Planchenault 2008). However, in
the case of the two films studied in this article, because of the fact that
the directors and actors are members of the communities that they styl-
ise, this sort of evaluation is rarely given, and stylisations are not always
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recognised as such: their performances are then judged not for their
quality but rather on the basis of their faithfulness to reality, i.e. their
authenticity. In the last section of this article, I will argue that, in this
case, second-order indexicality is often misinterpreted as first-order in-
dexicality.

5. Reception of the films and ideological shift

Any research that studies audience perceptions faces the problem of the
heterogeneity of its object of analysis as well as the difficulty in accessing
diverse types of data. For example, Richardson (2010: 86) mentions that
there is an unavoidable bias toward what she calls an ‘articulate audi-
ence’, which she defines as ‘viewers with the desire and ability to verbal-
ize their reactions and opinions’. I will first comment on a couple of
scientific articles before including the articles that were written during
the film release and spectators’ comments. Considering the current trend
depicting French varieties of youthspeak as multi-ethnic slang, one
would think little at reading the descriptions of L’Esquive’s staged ver-
nacular made by Strand (2009: 263): ‘an aggressive discourse that mixes
verlan, a French version of back-slang, with borrowings from languages
other than French (Arabic, Wolof, English), a generous sprinkling of
profanity, and staged brinkmanship’; or Swamy (2007: 58�59): an ‘Ara-
bic-inflected street slang of the Parisian banlieue’. By first quoting two
academic sources, my aim is to show how widespread the iconisation of
specific linguistic features is. In most French reviews written on the film
for its release,10 three linguistic features were brought to the forefront:
verbal aggressiveness; Arabic influence; and lexical features (verlan �
‘back slang’). (3) presents a few excerpts from the French reviews refer-
ring to the violence of L’Esquive’s language:

(3) a. ‘Everyone speaks wildly … resonant outburst, frenzy of words
…’ (Les Cahiers du Cinéma, in Tessé 2004)

b. ‘Words erupt at the speed of a submachine gun’
(Le Monde, in Piazzo 2004)

c. ‘… in a salvo of indignation in verlan that stays incomprehen-
sible for most people’ (Les Echos 2004)

d. ‘This language strikes the audience straightaway in the stom-
ach’ (La Croix, in Gignoux 2004)

With regard to the second linguistic feature used by the media to iconise
the suburban youthspeak, newspapers mention the vernacular borrow-
ings from Arabic (La Croix, Les Inrockuptibles). For example, Kaganski
(2004), in an article entitled Nique Rohmer! (‘Fuck Rohmer!’ � playing
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with the sonorities of the stereotyped formula Nique ta mère), starts his
review with a pastiche: Pour le dire dans la langue du film: «Putain,
L’Esquive, sur la tête de ma mère, je kiffe sa race, Inch’Allah» (‘To say it
with the language of the film: “Fuck, L’Esquive, on my mother’s head, I
bloody love it, God willing’” � my emphasis). In the film, there are
actually a handful of Arabic words: mabrouk (‘congratulations’),
hchouma (‘shame’), ouallah (‘I swear’), tayib (‘ok’), Inch’Allah (‘God will-
ing’), zarma (‘that is’), wesh (‘what’s up?’), kahba (‘whore’).11

As for verlan, despite Kechiche’s conscious choice to avoid overusing
stereotyped lexical features, a few newspapers still mention it. However,
it is interesting to note that, in the 117-minute film, hardly 20 words
are verlanized12 and that occurrences of more than one verlan word per
sentence are rare. Moreover, verlan words that are familiar to a general
audience (e.g. ouf, meuf, keum) are favoured throughout the film. Fi-
nally, it is the secondary characters (especially males) that use them
most.

Throughout L’Esquive, standard French lexicon is dominant. Never-
theless, reviews focused primarily on non-standard features. In these in-
stances, Arabic words and verlan forms are perceived as hypersalient fea-
tures or ‘spectacular fragments of language’ (Rampton 1999). For re-
viewers, the staged suburban vernaculars index an ethnic origin, this
perception relying on the French imaginaire linguistique (Houdebine-
Gravaud 2003). However, one can argue that they relay Kechiche’s desire
that the audience should perceive the vernacular’s hybrid origins. More-
over, the newspapers’ focus on non-standard features is not surprising
since they are often seen as the heralds of the French norm (and regularly
come under attack for not using correct French). This position is made
clear by excerpt (4) where the journalist ironically adopts Marivaux’s
literary French to translate an exoticised sample of youth vernacular:

(4) «Je la kiffe à mort, c’te bouffonne» s’enflamme Krimo soudain épris
de la coquette
‘“I bloody fancy her, the bitch” cries out Krimo, suddenly ena-
moured with the coquette’ (Gignoux 2004)

This example shows that exercises of stylisation are not restricted to
films, but that they may be demonstrated in film reviews as well. If it is
necessary for the audience to be enculturated to understand exercises of
stylisation (Coupland 2004: 253), it is noticeable that this ability to
actively stylise a persona may be shared with the audience.

However, in the same article, the journalist comments on the sponta-
neity and realism of the dialogues. The ideological stance is erased in
favour of a pre-ideological or semiotic level: what the accent supposedly
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tells about the social or ethnic origin of the characters. This, alongside
the aforementioned comments, seems to indicate that, in the way the
cinematic image flattens a 3 dimensional plan into 2 dimensions, the
viewing of the film operates a flattening of indexical orders, from 2nd

to 1st.
Two weeks after the national release of L’Esquive, the Catholic news-

paper La Croix interviewed a group of young spectators (was it a coinci-
dence that most of them were of African and North African origin?), as
they were leaving the Seine-Saint-Denis theatre after seeing the film, to
ask their impressions of the language. (5) presents some of their com-
ments:

(5) a. Kama
Franchement, ils disaient trop de gros mots. Les filles em-
ploient des termes hypervulgaires, c’est exagéré, même si
c’est vrai que ça existe dans certaines cités.
‘Sincerely, they swore too much. The girls used really vul-
gar words, that’s exaggerated, even if it’s true that’s like
that in some estates’

b. Rachid
Elle parle comme une racaille, cette meuf.
‘She speaks like a scum, this chick’

c. Nawel
C’est très cliché et amplifié.
‘It’s very cliché and amplified’ (in Bouillon 2004)

It is worth noticing that, by the very fact that they mention processes of
‘amplification’ and ‘stereotypification’, Kama and Nawel concur with
Kechiche’s argument on seeing the film as fiction. Were these spectators
able to read the exercice of stylisation because of the fact that they were
more encultured ? Kama and Rachid’s comments insist on the inappropri-
ateness of the female characters’ speech. In his review of literature on
youth vernaculars, Pooley (2008) notes that informants attributed the
use of banlieue vernacular to boys and evaluated its use by girls nega-
tively: ‘Such girls challenge the perceived masculine hegemony in terms
of control of sub-cultural capital’ (2009: 336). I argue that it is this idea
that Kechiche favours: a counter-attitude that he chooses at the price of
realism. Interestingly, it seems that, considering the young spectators’
insistence on the vulgarity and violence of the dialogues, Kechiche did
not manage to reach his goal, i.e. to oppose the usual negative cliché
and propose an alternative depiction of youthspeak. However, one
should note that the young people who were asked to judge the authen-
ticity of the staged vernacular are considered as experts, notwithstanding
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the fact that their discourse may conform to mainstream prescriptive
views (for example, Fagyal 2004 remarks on her young informants’ belief
that they spoke bad French). Ironically, Kama’s comment (‘in some es-
tates’) seems to imply that the inappropriate words are used by inhabi-
tants from neighbourhoods other than hers and reinforces a common
tendency to associate the disapproved language with the Other.

Finally, if L’Esquive’s linguistic performances did not seem to be vali-
dated by the speech community that it depicted, it appears that the con-
trary happened at the release of Bienvenue chez les ch’tis as Dany Boon
was greeted with wild applause by thousands of fans who congregated
to welcome their fellow countryman during the film tour in Lille.

6. Conclusion

In this article, I have argued that two very different cases of filmic sty-
lisation entertain complex relations with reality, both in their claim to
authenticity/realism and with regard to whether the performances are
validated or not by the linguistic community they represent. It appears
that the linguistic community depicted may choose to recognise itself in
the caricature offered by the films (as was the case with Bienvenue chez
les ch’tis), to the extent of taking pride in it, and of re-appropriating
linguistic spectacular fragments. One may argue that the genre of the
films played a role in the extent to which members of the community
were willing to validate the dialectal/sociolectal stylisations. Is it the lack
of a formal stance on language, in the case of the comedy, that was felt
as less threatening?

The position of authority that is given or not to the authors of the
films reflects notions related to an emic or insider’s point of view � the
latter associated with the popular belief that the community member
knows best. This reminds me of Terry Eagleton’s (1991: 9) statement
that ‘ideology is less a matter of the inherent linguistic properties of a
pronouncement than a question of who is saying what to whom for what
purposes’. I would add that ideology depends on the context in which
the discourse appears, on which the right interpretation of the author’s
intentions depends. Moreover, as an anonymous reviewer stressed to me,
it is noticeable that stigmatised varieties have gained a high value in the
linguistic market of cinematic discourses. There has been, since the early
days of the cinema industry, a commodification of stylised accents. How-
ever, one could argue that what was highly marketable as a skill (i.e. an
actor’s competence in impersonating others) has gained, since then and
more specifically since voices have been reclaimed by the stigmatised
communities, a symbolic value.
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272 Gaëlle Planchenault

To conclude, I would like to highlight a point that I find disturbing:
the fact that, despite ‘good’ intentions, both directors’ response to stan-
dard language ideology brought them to willingly portray non-standard
varieties as unintelligible. I have argued elsewhere (Planchenault 2010)
that there is an ideological link between ‘unintelligible’ and ‘non-intelli-
gent’ and what could be regarded as ‘unarticulated’ is often interpreted
as indexing ‘non-articulated’ individuals.

Simon Fraser University

Notes
1. Alain Bentolila is a French linguist who is well-known for his mediatised stance

on what he calls a ‘linguistic inequality’ (Bentolila 2002) or what he denounces as
an affliction suffered by the youth living in underprivileged suburbs. His notorious
article entitled ‘Vivre avec 400 mots’ (‘Living with 400 words’, in Potet 2005) was
published in Le Monde and was very much debated by journalists and linguists.

2. It is an exercise of stylisation in the Bakhtinian sense as the characters who borrow
the prestigious voice stylise the most.

3. http://www.commeaucinema.com/notes-de-prod/l-esquive,13129 � last accessed in
July 2011.

4. http://www.migrantcinema.net/glossary/term/accented_cinema/ � last accessed in
July 2011.

5. The main character is given the corrupt form of the word ch’timi at the beginning
of the film � cheutimi is meant to sound like châtiment (‘punishment’) in a comical
depiction that shows the North and its inhabitants as the chamber to Hell.

6. A well-loved French movie that previously made an important use of accented
French was the two-part drama Jean de Florette/Manon des sources (Berri 1986),
which was situated in a small rural village in the South of France.

7. Kechiche said more about the writing of the dialogues in an interview with Cine-
aste: ‘The script had actually been written more than fifteen years ago. It of course
became dated because of the language � this sort of argot naturally evolves over
time. So as the filming approached, I had to do some work with a dialogue coach.
We would, for example, go into places like McDonald’s where young people
gather and record their speech patterns and expressions. I had to do a great deal
of work during the casting phase to get the language right. I gave the young
people a great deal of freedom during the rehearsal period to explore the best way
of saying certain things’ (in Porton 2005: 48).

8. He said that his goal when making the film was ‘to break the caricatured image
that is generally given of banlieue: of a violent and scary youth’ (in Fajardo 2004)
and ‘to educate the spectator’s gaze’ (in Lalanne 2004).

9. Bienvenue chez les Ch’tis: ‘Vin dious que ch’té bin!’. L’Express, 5 March 2008.
http://www.lexpress.fr/actualite/societe/i-bienvenue-chez-les-ch-tis-i-vin-dious-que-
ch-te-bin_470810.html � last accessed in June 2011.

10. For this study, I benefited from a Press book put together by the British Film Insti-
tute.

11. The following lists are established thanks to the edited script by L’avant-scène
Cinéma 542 (2005)

12. Among these I found: ouf for the standard fou (‘mad’), téma > matez (‘look’);
péta > taper (‘nick’), oim > moi (‘me’) chelou> louche (‘shady’), chantmé > méch-
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ant (‘terrific’), vénère > énervé (‘on edge’), à oualpé > à poil (‘naked’), keumé >
mec (‘guy’), meuf > femme (‘women’), vesqui > esquive (‘dodge’), secla > classe
(‘class’), eins > sein (‘breast’), pécho > choper (‘catch’), noich > chinois (‘Chinese’),
guedin > dingue (‘nuts’)
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Bazin, André. 1967. What is Cinema? Vol. 2, ed. and trans. by Hugh Gray. Berkeley:
University of California.

Bentolila, Alain. 2002. Il existe en France une inégalité linguistique. L’Express. Online
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Abecassis (ed.), La francophonie ou l’éloge de la diversité, 43�55. Cambridge:
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Stylizing stylization: The case of Aigia Fuxia

STAVROULA TSIPLAKOU and ELENA IOANNIDOU

Abstract

This paper examines language stylization in Aigia Fuxia (‘The Fuchsia
Goat’), a highly popular Greek Cypriot sitcom, where the (imagined) lin-
guistic and socio-cultural ‘self ’ of a dialect-speaking community is sub-
jected to extreme and aberrant stylization. The overarching filmic and ge-
neric trademark of Aigia Fuxia is its consistent pinpointing of its intertex-
tual relations to well-established Cypriot comedic media genres, in which
the language and the lifestyle of the ‘rural’ part of the speech community
is performed following specific generic and linguistic conventions. Aigia
Fuxia dismantles these conventions through the artful deployment of a
medley of content, generic, and filmic choices and, crucially, through ex-
treme dialect stylization, ultimately a ‘de-authenticizing’ move, especially
as it goes hand-in-hand with other linguistic choices, which are dissonant
both in terms of genre and in terms of the series’ baseline stylized dialect
register. In this paper we show that such bricolage generates rich inter-
pretive potential: from a filmic perspective, the use of techniques which
may befuddle viewer expectations regarding the genre cunningly pinpoint
the processes whereby generic and narrative conventions are constructed;
from a sociolinguistic perspective, the extreme stylization of the Cypriot
Greek dialect may be seen as performative destabilizing of dominant folk
linguistic constructs about standard language and dialect in a context of
dialect leveling and emergent diglossia resolution.

Keywords: bricolage, Cypriot Greek, diglossia, hyperdialectism, language
alternation, stylization

1. Introduction

Stylization is usually viewed as a host of purposefully deployed linguistic
and other semiotic devices foregrounding stereotyped perspectives and

Multilingua 31 (2012), 277�299 01678507/2012/031�0277
DOI 10.1515/multi-2012-0013 � Walter de Gruyter
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ideological values associated with, or attributed to, other groups; in
other words, it is the mechanism par excellence of stylizing a perceived
‘other’, typically a referent group that is ‘absent’ in the sense that it is
not involved in the processes whereby its stylization is constructed. Even
cases of self-stylization by particular social groups can be viewed as ca-
tering to predominant sociocultural and linguistic stereotypes; this seems
to be largely necessary in order for stylization to achieve any kind of
interpretive potential.

This take on stylization may, however, not do full justice either to the
semiotic intricacies inherent in the processes of its construction or to
its performative/interpretive potential, which may depend on varying
parameters of its contexts of production and reception (Coupland 2001a;
Jaworski & Coupland 2004; Rampton 2011). Crucially, stylization
markers and processes may be viewed as parts of particular indexical
orders (Silverstein 2003), and, as such, may be subject to reinterpretation
and reconstrual, given the fluidity of the ideological/indexical field
(Eckert 2008).

In this paper we examine a particular case of media stylization where
the (imagined) linguistic and socio-cultural ‘self’ of a dialect-speaking
community is subjected to extreme and demonstrably aberrant styliza-
tion. Aigia Fuxia ([1e2a 1fuksia], ‘The Fuchsia Goat’) is a the Greek Cyp-
riot sitcom which broke all records in audience ratings during the two
years in which it was aired on television in Cyprus (2008�2010). Aigia
Fuxia is quite unprecedented among radio and television genres in the
Greek Cypriot media due to its unique filmic and generic/textual/linguis-
tic trademarks, which purposefully pinpoint its intertextual associations
with previous popular situation comedies while simultaneously diverging
from these in quite radical ways; in terms of linguistic choices, Aigia
Fuxia is written and performed in its own unique, mixed, largely artifi-
cial, and heavily stylized linguistic register. On the whole, then, a trade-
mark of Aigia Fuxia is the predominance of techniques of generic, lin-
guistic, and filmic bricolage. For the purposes of this discussion we capi-
talize on the theoretical concept of bricolage in cultural studies: in the
wake of Lévi-Strauss (1966), who saw bricolage as construction, on occa-
sion playful, of new arrangements of signifiers on the basis of, or even
from the fragments of, extant signifieds, cultural studies (e.g., de Certeau
1984; Hebbidge 1979 among others) view bricolage as artful rearrange-
ment and juxtaposition of unconnected odds, such rearrangement cru-
cially involving resignification of cultural signs with already established
meanings. In this sense, bricolage may serve to manipulate and distort
values, norms, and discourses for deconstructive, subversive purposes
(Barker 2011).
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The overarching filmic and textual/linguistic trademark of Aigia Fuxia
is its consistent pinpointing of its intertextual relations to traditional
Cypriot radio and television sitcoms such as Istories tu Horku [‘Stories
from the Village’]. These are well-established comedic media genres, in
which stylization of the language and the lifestyle of a part of the speech
community is performed in predictable ways (‘peasant-like’ attire and
language, and comic situations relating to ‘life in the village’). Aigia
Fuxia both observes and diverges from the conventions of these genres,
in that it displays bricolage with regard to (a) subject-matter and situa-
tions, which may range from ‘peasant-like’ to urban/modern, or varying
mixes of the two; (b) filmic bricolage involving overt metacommentary
on the mise-en-scène, the use of the camera, etc., and, crucially, (c) lin-
guistic bricolage involving the use of extremely stylized basilectal/obso-
lete or even constructed Cypriot Greek forms in alternation with archaic
Greek, Standard Greek, and English.

In this paper we argue that Aigia Fuxia’s unique brand of bricoleur
techniques has rich interpretive potential. From a cinematic perspective,
the foregrounding of the cinematic apparatus and its incorporation in
the narrative in effect invite the viewer to focus on the processes of
narrative construction. Similarly, from a sociolinguistic perspective, the
overtly aberrant stylization of the Cypriot Greek dialect may be seen as
performative destabilizing of dominant folk linguistic constructs about
standard language and dialect and tensions between the two in a context
of dialect leveling and emergent diglossia resolution. On the whole, such
techniques are implemented in rather ingenious ways to construct, re-
construct, and deconstruct specific notions of ‘self’ and ‘other’ inherent
in linguistic and cultural narratives in the Greek Cypriot context.

In the following sections we describe and analyze the various stylizing
techniques deployed in Aigia Fuxia. A brief introduction to the show is
provided and a detailed analysis of the linguistic register of Aigia Fuxia
is proffered; an account of the phonological, morphological, syntactic,
and lexical features deployed in Aigia Fuxia is presented, followed by an
analysis of instances of language alternation, which crucially involve
code-switching and code-mixing between the Cypriot Greek dialect,
Standard Modern Greek, katharevousa (the archaic, purist form of
Greek), and English. It is further shown that generic and filmic bricolage,
both major trademarks of the sitcom, work together with linguistic bri-
colage to shape the show’s uniquely deconstructive identity.

2. Aigia Fuxia: A novel genre?

Aigia Fuxia (‘The Fuchsia Goat’) is a highly popular Greek Cypriot sit-
com which was aired for two seasons on ANT1 Cyprus and enjoyed
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enormous popularity, with the last two episodes reaching viewer ratings
of over 60 percent, despite being broadcast at the same time as the Euro-
pean Cup semifinals in June 2010.

Aigia Fuxia is subversive on many levels. First, it is strikingly reminis-
cent of previous well-established comedic media genres such as Istories
tu Horku [‘Stories from the Village’] (1996) and Einda Tziairus Eftasa-
men! [‘The Times we’ve Lived to See!’] (1985), as it contains numerous
intertextual references to these shows. However, while these series deploy
predictable and stereotypical ways of stylizing the language and the life-
style of the speech community, i.e., the rural lifestyle in Cyprus of yester-
year, Aigia Fuxia superficially observes but in fact significantly diverges
from these generic conventions. The subversion is mainly in terms of
content (characters and storyline), filmic techniques, and also in terms
of the ways in which language variation is used.

As regards content, Aigia Fuxia diverges radically from its generic pre-
decessors in distorting and deconstructing the usual stereotypical charac-
ters of previous sitcoms which (presumably) depicted ‘life in the village.’
The series title, Aigia Fuxia, is a purposeful distortion of the title of a
very well-known traditional Cypriot folk song, Aigia Kotzini [‘The Red
Goat’], while the logo depicts a goat sporting a fuchsia collar and bow
and munching on film reel. Right at the outset, then, there is a consider-
able amount of hinting at the changes and (comic) distortions that the
viewers are about to experience. First, the stereotypical village charac-
ters, such as the priest, the police officer, the mukhtar (‘mayor’), etc.,
unexpectedly appear alongside the saucy village whore (played by one
of the series’ authors, also a well-known stand-up comedian), the star-
crossed lovers, the madwoman of the village, who is also, oddly, an
ingenious inventor,1 and the camp fashion designer, who is also the
owner of the goat, Lassie.2 Second, although the storyline is mainly co-
medic, involving numerous slapstick situations (e.g., the characters set-
ting booby-traps for the schoolteacher sent from the capital to educate
the illiterate or the gay fashion designer turning into a macho womanizer
for a few episodes as a result of a collision with a donkey), it also in-
cludes more serious, often tragic storylines (e.g., the village madwoman’s
decades-long confinement to the village following the birth of a now
long-lost illegitimate son). These storylines blur the presumably clear-cut
distinction between sitcoms and more ‘serious’ television genres.

Time and space are also distorted: although it is supposed to be set in
the remote past (100 years ago),3 the storyline is full of contemporary
references. For instance, in an episode which caused some controversy,
the current president of the Republic of Cyprus attends a village parade
on the occasion of a national holiday; the characters prepare for the
Eurovision song contest or for the Greek reality show X-Factor; charac-
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ters even comment on the work of Georgios Babiniotis, the now emeritus
Professor of Linguistics at the University of Athens and a fairly popular
media personality, who is typically seen as a sentinel of linguistic ‘ortho-
doxy’ with regard to the Greek language. With regard to the idea of a
historically fixed time, although the costumes, the customs, and lifestyle
presented in the storyline suggest that the series is set at the beginning
of the previous century, the characters of Aigia Fuxia use modern devices
and gadgets, they perform cover versions of Greek pop songs or adver-
tisements, and there are numerous references to Greek, Cypriot, and
international popular culture (e.g., musical themes from contemporary
movies and series such as Lord of the Rings or Battlestar Galactica). In
addition, snippets from other television genres are inserted in the story-
lines, for example, advertisements, news bulletins, and even an ‘excerpt’
from The Bold and the Beautiful, with Aigia Fuxia characters featuring
in all the above.4 On the whole, it can be argued that the focal point of
Aigia Fuxia, especially in terms of content, is the challenging and dis-
mantling of existing perceptions of television genres; by distorting per-
ceptions of time and space, the genre is reshaped and rigid binary oppo-
sitions such as urban�rural, comedy�drama, ‘tradition’�‘modernity’
are rejected, deconstructed, or recast in different terms.

Likewise, as must have become obvious from the preceding discussion,
fundamental in the shaping of Aigia Fuxia is the notion of intertextuality,
the idea that ‘meaning’ is not transferred directly and explicitly from the
writer to the reader/viewer, but, rather, that it is mediated through a
variety of modes, codes, and indices conveyed by other texts, which
stand in a dialogic relationship with the constructed text and its context.
The viewer is invited to engage with other ‘texts,’ produced within the
Cypriot and other cultural contexts, in order to appreciate the rich inter-
pretive potential of Aigia Fuxia.

But it is not only in terms of content that Aigia Fuxia oscillates be-
tween different reference points. Techniques which can only be charac-
terized as filmic bricolage are also heavily deployed; for example, the
camera crew occasionally engage in conversations with the characters,
in this sense stepping into the story and breaking the boundaries between
fiction and ‘reality.’5 In addition, various filmic techniques are employed
such as the use of hand camera, zoom, flashback, black and white shots,
which are reminiscent of innovative cinema and are thus at odds with
viewer expectations about the genre.

Finally, a prominent characteristic of Aigia Fuxia which will be exam-
ined in some detail in the following sections is linguistic bricolage,
achieved through the intentional use of basilectal features of the Greek
Cypriot dialect at all levels, i.e., phonology, morphology, syntax, and
lexicon, together with code-switching and code-mixing between English
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and Standard Greek as well as older forms of Greek such as kathare-
vousa or even Ancient Greek. A significant aspect of linguistic choices
in Aigia Fuxia is the use of obsolete basilectal forms, together with the
use of constructed forms which sound extremely basilectal, but are in
fact non-existent. This phenomenon, often labeled hyperdialectism, refers
to instances in which an individual or a linguistic community selects or
creates linguistic forms in order to exaggerate the difference between
their own language use and that of other groups (Cutillas-Espinosa et
al. 2010; Trudgill 1986; Tsiplakou i.p., 2004, 2009b). That such premedi-
tated use of language is a conscious authorical choice affirmed right at
the outside in the song from the opening credit, whose lyrics assert tis
cipru tin topolaY:a na tin aθ:imiθite ‘so you can remember the local
tongue of Cyprus’ (emphasis added). In this way the use of the dialect
is labeled as a performative device and the viewer is ‘warned’ that a
basilectal variety of the Cypriot Greek dialect will be used by the charac-
ters, with the verb aθ:imiθite ‘remember’ pointing to obsolescence, and,
cunningly, reappropriation. In the following sections a linguistic analysis
is attempted in order to examine the ways in which various linguistic
features are used for the purposes of constructing an (extremely stylized)
baseline basilectal, ‘peasant-like’ register, and the ways in which this
already constructed baseline register is further ‘de-authenticized’ through
dense language alternation.

3. Linguistic analysis

3.1 Background

Before proceeding with the linguistic analysis, some background is neces-
sary for those not familiar with the (socio)linguistic situation in Cyprus.
The first factor to take into account is that diglossia between Cypriot
and Standard Greek (Papapavlou 1998; Tsiplakou et al. 2006) has been
prevalent for centuries and, as is typical of most diglossic speech commu-
nities, this has led to varying and often conflicting takes on the relation-
ship between language and identity in the Cypriot context (Ioannidou
2004; Tsiplakou 2004, 2007a, 2007b, 2009b; Tsiplakou et al. 2006). Gen-
erally speaking, Standard Greek, the H variety, which is naturally also
the language of literacy, is typically associated with status and overt
prestige, while Cypriot Greek is reserved mostly for private oral com-
munication, and is frequently labeled xorkatika ‘peasant-like’ or vareta
‘heavy.’ As is expected, ideological debates associated with diglossia and
the constructs of ‘standard language’ and ‘dialect’ are prevalent and sur-
face in debates on dialect standardization (Georgiou 2010), educational
and language policies (Hadjioannou et al. 2011; Ioannidou 2009a, b),
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or on matters of identity and belonging. For decades, Standard Greek
symbolically represented the national identity of the Greek Cypriots; on
the language policy level it was prescribed as the only legitimate lan-
guage in education. Nevertheless, sociolinguistic studies have documen-
ted that the standard was associated with artificiality and lack of ‘au-
thenticity’ (Papapavlou 1998; Ioannidou 2004) while the dialect was as-
sociated with solidarity and local identity. In recent years, there have
been moves to change education policies (Hadjioannou et al. 2011) and
to include the dialect in education for the purposes of fostering metalin-
guistic awareness and enhancing literacy skills. Although these new po-
licies are still at a pilot stage, they have already given rise to largely
ideologically-driven debates, the focus of which is whether the education
reform will lead to the fostering of an exclusively ‘Cypriot’ identity as
opposed to a ‘Greek’ one.

What is of particular interest for the purposes of the present discussion
is that dialect leveling, which started taking place post-1974 if not before
(Hadjioannou et al. 2011; Terkourafi 2005; Tsiplakou et al. 2006), has
also led to the formation of a new Cypriot Greek koiné (Tsiplakou
2009a, 2009b, 2010; Tsiplakou et al. in prep.), an acrolectal variety with
almost standard-like status, and this at the expense of receding local
subvarieties. This has in turn led to differing constructions of what
counts as ‘Cypriot’ or ‘peasant-like’ among different groups of speakers.
As has been argued elsewhere (Tsiplakou i.p., 2004), kipriaka ‘Cypriot’
qua xorkatika ‘peasant-like’ now refers to the basilectal end of the Cyp-
riot dialect continuum, but with speakers, especially younger ones, hav-
ing only minimal awareness of the structural features and geographical
distribution of the basilectal subvarieties that kipriaka refers to. Con-
comitantly, obsolete and/or artificial Cypriot Greek forms are used
hyperdialectically to index novel discursive/performative identities, for
example, young, urban, and even subversive of the linguistically
prescriptive status quo; hence, surprisingly, hyperdialectism becomes a
trademark of ‘modernity’ (Tsiplakou i.p., 2004; cf. also Themistokleous
2009; Sophocleous & Themistokleous 2010 on the use of Cypriot Greek
in Computer Mediated Discourse).6 These trends are, however, not in
line with still dominant discourses on language, dialect, and ethnic or
national identity. Standard Greek, one of the two official languages of
the Republic, is still by and large perceived as the only appropriate code
for literacy (Ioannidou 2009a; Ioannidou & Sophocleous 2010; Tsipla-
kou 2006, 2007a, 2007b) and as the means par excellence of sustaining
national ties with the motherland (Ioannidou 2009b; Hadjioannou et al.
2011). Additionally, a significant aspect of the Greek Cypriot linguistic
imaginary involves the construction of the ‘authenticity’ of the dialect.
‘Authenticity’ means a host of things, including the survival, against his-
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torical and political odds such as centuries-long Frankish, Ottoman, and
British colonial rule, of archaic vocabulary and structures, which are
treated as a strong index of ‘Greekness’ (Tsiplakou 2007a, 2007b; cf.
Mackridge 2009). ‘Authenticity’ also involves the dialect indexing a
traditional, rural lifestyle that is uncontaminated by alien cultural values
and norms but upholds those which are perceived as ‘indigenous’ (read:
national) ones, namely religion and faith, traditional takes on social
structure and hierarchies, social cohesion and gender roles, popular wis-
dom, strong ties with the ‘land,’ the past, and, ultimately, the nation.

Older rural sitcoms adhere to such dominant constructions of the au-
thenticity of the ‘rural’ in terms of themes and plot; linguistically, there
is some ‘tame’ dialect stylization manifested as consistent use of certain
pan-Cypriot basilectal features. Aigia Fuxia conforms to this tradition
only very superficially, as it deploys not only basilectal features but also
practically obsolete features from various subvarieties, hyperdialectal
formations, and code-switching and code-mixing between Cypriot
Greek, Standard Greek, Ancient/katharevusa Greek, and English, this
linguistic bricoleur hodgepodge forming the series’ own unique ‘register.’

3.2 Phonetics and phonology

At the phonological level, there is persistent recurrence of four particular
phonological phenomena. First, typical Cypriot Greek phonetic/phono-
logical features such as palatal affricates (see [1]) and gemination/aspira-
tion of stops (see [2]) are used almost too consistently:

(1) a. [tse] and
b. [tsa’me] there

(2) a. [’ch:elis] bald man
b. [1kupha] beaker

Such consistency is unusual given that the present-day Cypriot koiné
displays structural mixing, even at the phonological level (Tsiplakou et
al. 2006, 2009a, 2010).

Second, by now basilectal or obsolete features of Cypriot Greek, such
as the allophony between [Î] and [¥] (see [3]) or [θ] and [x]/[ç] (see [4]),
intervocalic fricative deletion (see [5]) and cluster simplification post-
hardening (see [6]), are also strictly adhered to:

(3) a. [¥u1Y:a] for [Îu1Y:a] job
b. [12ilis] for [1Îilis] afternoon
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(4) a. [1çelo] for [1θelo] want.1s
b. [si1mbaxa] for [si1mbaθa] forgive.2s
c. [pe1xanun] for [pe1θanun] die.3p
d. [pa1çenis] for [pa1θenis] suffer.2s

(5) a. [mo1loa] for [mo1lo¥a] confess.2s
b. [¥o1raume] for [¥o1rasume] buy.1p
c. [1iete] for [1iÎete] saw.2p

(6) a. [co] for [θco] two
b. [1poca] for [1poθca] legs

The above are structural isoglosses from different regions of Cyprus
(Newton 1972), so a mélange of basilectal phonological features seems
to be the preferred option for the purpose of stylizing of ‘peasantness.’

Third, the by now mostly obsolete allophony between [θ] or [f] and
[x]/[ç] is extended to environments where it would not occur, e.g., in
words from Standard Greek or from formal registers; this is an instance
of hyperdialectism (Tsiplakou i.p., 2004):7

(7) a. [kata1çerno] for [kata1ferno] achieve.1s
b. [kata1çeso] for [kata1θeso] deposit.1s
c. [ka1xolu] for [ka1θοlu] not at all

Lastly, intervocalic fricative deletion is also extended to environments
where it would not normally occur (notably in words from Standard
Greek, where the phenomenon is unavailable, e.g., in [8d�f]); this is yet
another case of hyperdialectism at the phonological level:

(8) a. [ku1enda] for [ku1venda] talk, conversation
b. [a1inis] for [a1finis] let.2s
c. [ka1talaa] for [ka1talava] understood.1s
d. [1moa] for [1moÎa] fashion
e. [ve1luo] for [ve1luÎo] velvet
f. [Îila1i] for [Îila1Îi] so, in other words

3.3 Morphology, syntax, and lexicon

The morphology used is Cypriot overall, with features such as the reten-
tion of the syllabic augment (e.g., epira ‘I took’), the future particle en:a,
the emphatic negative structure entse, etc. appearing consistently. There
are some instances where morphological features from Standard Modern
Greek occur, but these are in code-switching contexts, as will be dis-
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cussed later. What is significant is the strong preference for marked and
basilectal morphological features: first, there is consistent use of the
marked third person plural verb endings -usin (present) and -asin (past)
(Tsiplakou et al. in prep.). Second, there is frequent use of obsolete case
endings, such as fu light.gen ‘of the light.’ Third, there is regular use of
obsolete nominalized infinitives, for example, to Îin ‘seeing’, ‘sight.’ Fi-
nally, there is consistent use of the perfective passive stem-final conso-
nant [θ], but this consistently morphs into its purported allophone [x],
yielding peculiar artificial, hyperdialectic formations, such as aexu for
afeθu let go.pass.perf.2s ‘let yourself go.’

In syntax there is also high consistency in the use of Cypriot Greek
features such as enclisis and focus and wh-clefts (Grohmann et al. 2006;
Tsiplakou 2009a), as is shown in the examples below:

(9) tse a1inun me
and leave.3p me.cl.acc
‘and they leave me’

(10) pci em bon 1tuti?
who.p.nom be.3s that be.3s these.nom
‘Who is it that these people are?’

In the lexicon, there is consistent use of basilectal or obsolete vocabulary,
such as:

(11) a. [tsa1era] for [ka1rekla] chair
b. [kar1kola] for [kre1vati] bed
c. [or1maMa] for [1Îasi] forests
d. [ethebi1tsasame] for [si1stisame] recommend.past.1p
e. [la1kses] for [ci1laÎes] dell
f. [pau1rizo] for [ur1Yazo] scream.1s
g. [sia1sti] for [krifoki1tazi] peek.3s
h. [patsar1cazo] for [xastu1cizo] slap.1s
i. [sar1ka] for [1skupa] broom
j. [1escin] for [θi1mos] anger

At first blush, the above choices may be taken to be instances of extreme
stylization for the purposes of constructing an (admittedly exaggerated)
‘peasant-like’ register, a marker of an associated Cypriot ‘peasant’ iden-
tity; arguably, this is suspiciously akin to iconization (Irvine & Gal 2000).
We would, however, like to suggest that such extreme stylization achieves
a lot more than the mere iconization of peasantness, the evoking or
indexing of the rural lifestyle of yesteryear; we argue that the overarch-
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ing, highly salient artificiality either of some of the features or of the
impossible combinations thereof display the very processes whereby the
Aigia Fuxia register is constructed, i.e., they overtly point to the process
of stylization itself. This purposeful foregrounding of the processes of
‘register’ construction at work in Aigia Fuxia parallels the foregrounding
of the bricoleur generic and filmic choices outlined in the previous sec-
tion. That linguistic indexing of ‘peasantness’ is not the whole story is
further indicated by the largely unexpected use of language alternation,
which is discussed in the next section.

3.4 Language alternation

The linguistic choices discussed so far arguably draw conscious attention
to the processes of linguistic stylization itself. This practice is pushed to
its limits through further aberrant cases of linguistic bricolage in the form
of code-switching and code-mixing between English and Cypriot Greek
(see [12], [13], and [14]). The characters often switch to English, and
slangy English at that, a practice which is at dissonance with the context
of the ‘rural past,’ where the series presumably takes place (in the exam-
ples below, English8 is coded in boldface italics):

(12) Pellomalu: si1mbaxa tus, re vanze1li, tse 1sori tse pu 1mena.
Vanjelis: to 1sori en mi1so s it.
Pellomalu: e, 1sori ksa1na, ka1lo.

Pellomalu: Vanjeli, forgive them, man, and sorry from me too.
Vanjelis: ‘Sorry” is half of “shit.’
Pellomalu: Well, sorry once more, then.

(13) Jenny: an 1isun e1su i 1kori tu mu1xtari …
Alisavou: 2aks.

Jenny: If you were the mukhtar’s daughter …
Alisavou: Yucks.

(14) Vanjelis: tse me1ta pu 1perno tin a1pofasi
n a1l:akso ti zo1i mu,
1fefci i 1nifi me ton ku1mbaro
tse a1inun me ma1laka mani1xo mu.

Papa-Skou-
loukkos: men mara1zonis, vandze1li, s it 1xaphens.
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Vanjelis: ‘And just when I decide
to change my life,
the bride takes off with the best man
and they just leave me, like I was a wanker.

Papa-Skou-
loukkos: Quit brooding, Vanjelis, shit happens.’

Mixing English with the dialect, and especially with the obsolete/hyper-
dialectal formations which point to an older, more ‘peasant-like’ register,
is a practice completely uncommon for the purported time and place,
but, most importantly, for the relevant television genre where ‘life in the
village’ is sketched. In contrast, such language alternation indicates cur-
rent popular cultural practices, often associated with youth and regularly
stigmatized by purists and educators as non-acceptable (Tsiplakou
2007a, 2007b, 2009c) or as pointing to a presumed linguistic and identity
crisis, a result of contemporary Cyprus’ colonial past and its European
present (Ioannou 1991; Karoulla-Vrikki 1991; McEntee-Atialianis 2004;
see Tsiplakou 2009d for a critique). As is evident from the examples
above, Aigia Fuxia deploys code-switching in quite extreme ways: for
instance, in (14), the slangy English expression ‘shit happens’ is uttered
not just by one of the village elders, but by the village priest, thereby
dismantling existing social stereotypes associated with the status and role
of the character.

In addition there are numerous instances of mixing between different
varieties of the Greek language, such as Standard, Ancient, or kathare-
vosa (see [15] and [16]) and even instances of use of literary expressions
(see [17]; in the examples below, Standard/Ancient/katharevusa Greek is
coded in boldface and English is coded in boldface italics):

(15) Vanjelis: 1las:i 1klise tse si ta 1ota su
na men a1kuis 1tutes tes 1tsoftes.

Lassie, you block your ears too
so you won’t have to listen to this nonsense.

(16) Vanjelis: efti1xos i 1mami mu e1Îextice to me aksio1prepia
san ci1ria , tse to1ra na tus Îi o1mbros tis
1en:a to 1peksi ipe1rano.

Thank god my mummy accepted it with dignity
like a lady, and if she runs into them now,
she’ll act superior.

(17) Jenny: ise 1etimi, ra?
Alisavou: san 1etimi apo ce1ro, sa θara1lea .
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Jenny: Are you ready, woman?
Alisavou: As one long prepared and graced with courage.

In (15), where Vanjelis is addressing Lassie the goat, the Ancient Greek/
katharevusa word ota ‘ears,’ which is normally only used as part of medi-
cal terminology, is juxtaposed with the contemporary slangy Cypriot
tsoftes ‘nonsense.’ In (16), English mami ‘mummy’ co-occurs with (iconi-
cally posh) Standard Greek me aksioprepia san ciria ‘with dignity, like a
lady’ and slangy/posh Standard Greek peksi iperano ‘act superior.’ Alisa-
vou’s retort in (17) is a famous line from C. P. Cavafy’s poem ‘The God
abandons Anthony,’9 which is part of the modern Greek literary canon
and is used as a set text in both Greek and Cypriot high schools. The
dissonance in both register and context is striking � Alisavou and Jenny
are actually about to apprehend Vanjelis’ bride-to-be, who has eloped
with the best man, and hand her over for ransom. The reference to Greek
‘high’ culture is therefore dissonant in terms of both the immediate
context (note especially Jenny’s use of the markedly ‘peasant-like’ and
by now obsolete form of address ra ‘woman’ in the immediately preced-
ing turn) and the expected register in what is purportedly a ‘rural sit-
com.’ It would seem that language alternation as bricolage does not
merely aim to achieve a comedic or playful effect; rather, language al-
ternation and extreme dialect stylization together with the juxtaposition
of generic conventions and filmic techniques which are at odds with one
another collectively serve to make manifest the premises and processes
of the show’s construction.

4. Discussion

The preceding analysis attempted to show that that Aigia Fuxia displays
not merely extreme stylization, but stylization of a very peculiar kind.
On the one hand, the Cypriot Greek dialect is stylized in quite a unique
manner, since every possible geographical basilectal resource is imple-
mented, resulting in a linguistic hodgepodge of basilectal, stigmatized
subvarieties; as if that were not enough, hyperdialectal formations are
constantly constructed and legitimized through their recognizability as
hyperdialectal constructs and because this practice is somehow in line
with the resurrection of obsolete basilectal forms.10 On the other hand,
this practice of linguistically indexing ‘peasantness’ clashes dramatically
with frequent instances of language alternation such as code-switching
and mixing between Aigia-Fuxia-Cypriot and Standard Greek or Eng-
lish. Interestingly, this distinctive type of stylization seems to work in
parallel with the generic, narrative, visual, and filmic bricolage that is
the unique trademark of the series.
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Jaworski & Coupland (2004: 247) make the insightful remark that
stylization as ‘studiedly performed artificiality … generates dramatic
contrasts between different metapragmatic/inferential states.’ In this
sense, stylization(s) of the Aigia Fuxia type do not merely point to
context clashes; rather, such extreme instances of stylization induce
clashes between assumptions about sociocultural constructs and the
ways in which these are coded or indexed semiotically (cf. Bell 2001;
Coupland 2001a; Gal & Irvine 1995; Irvine & Gal 2000; Jaworski, Coup-
land & Galasinski 2004); such clashes may lead to the reconstrual or
even subversion of acknowledged indexical orders (Eckert 2008; Sil-
verstein 2003).

Evidently, stylization as hyperbolic enactment and out-of-context per-
formance has immense comic potential arising as a result of script
clashes (Attardo 2001). It may also carry huge parodic potential, as it
hinges on the reframings of salient assumptions about aspects of socio-
cultural context, which may lead to their ideological reevaluation; in this
sense, stylization and bricolage may serve to index the processes whereby
social meanings are constructed (Coupland 2001b, 2007; Eckert 2001,
2008; Niedzielski & Preston 2003; Rampton 1995, 2006, 2011; Rickford
2001).

As is well-known, inaccuracies in dialect imitation are rather common-
place in various mediascapes and the comedic potential of such styliza-
tion is long-acknowledged (Bell 1999, 2001; Preston 1999; Georgakopou-
lou 2000 for Greek cinema). Such stylization of an imagined ‘other’ (An-
derson 1991), typically a referent group that is ‘absent’ in the sense that
it is not involved in the processes whereby its stylization is constructed,
is part and parcel of the metalanguage of folk linguistics and, typically, a
manifestation of a hegemonic ‘linguistic imaginary’ (Chun 2001; Chun &
Walters 2011; Preston 2004). However, Aigia Fuxia is a particular case
of stylization of an (imagined/past) ‘self’ (cf. Beal 2000; Chun 2004, 2011;
Jaspers 2006; King & Clark 2003; Rampton 2006). We would like to
argue that the linguistic, textual, and filmic strategies favored by Aigia
Fuxia, or, rather, its favoring of self-consciousness and reflexivity with
regard to these strategies, open up the potential for critical reflection on
the Greek Cypriot linguistic/sociocultural imaginary.

As was noted in section 3, the construction of the ‘authenticity’ of the
‘peasant-like’ dialect and lifestyle has been ever-present in the Cypriot
Greek mediascape. Despite overarchingly prescriptive language policies
in favor of Standard Greek (Georgiou 2010; Hadjioannou et al. 2011),
a tiny space has always been available for the (re)presentation of the
‘authentic Cypriot’ language and lifestyle. This space has always been
strongly delimited and circumscribed. Until recently, the typical, stable,
recognizable radio and television genre that allowed the dialect some
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visibility was the so-called ‘Cypriot sketch’, a kind of ‘rural’ sitcom, a
form of comic ethography.11 Its most typical tokens were Istories tu
Horku [‘Stories from the Village’] (1996) and Einda Tziairus Eftasamen!
[‘The times we’ve Lived to See!’] (1985), two ‘rural sitcoms’ involving
slapstick humor, character stereotypes, predictable plotlines, and
‘tamely’ basilectal Cypriot Greek as part of the figuration of the ‘peas-
ant-like-authentic’. We suggest that the ‘rural sitcom’ genre has served,
and still serves, to index a juxtaposition between an imagined Cypriot
Other (the ‘authentic’, ‘peasant-like’, geographically, socially, and lin-
guistically remote Cypriot identity of yesteryear) and the implied viewer/
consumer, who is, by implication, none of the above. In this context, the
visibility of the dialect in the mediascape is legitimized as a mechanism
for indexing an imagined Cypriot Other and, concomitantly, for con-
structing the viewer as urban, sophisticated, ‘modern’, but also possibly
as ‘alienated’ from her historical, cultural, linguistic, and cultural roots,
the latter being perhaps the ideologically most conflictual aspect of the
construction of ‘modernity’ in the Cypriot (and Greek) imaginary (see,
e.g., Faubion 1993).

The recent Cypriot mediascape has witnessed two major instances of
divergence from this pattern. The first one was the sitcom Vurate Geito-
noi (‘Run, Neighbors’, 2001�2005). Vurate Geitonoi was a true first: an
urban sitcom in the Cypriot koiné, featuring urban youth slang (Tsipla-
kou i.p., 2004). The dialect in its current spoken form first became widely
visible in the media, and urban Cypriot lifestyles were deployed for co-
medic effect. Vurate Geitonoi was highly popular for years, despite reac-
tions by more linguistically conservative segments of the population,
such as schoolteachers, who bemoaned, among other things, the spread
of ‘non-authentic’, contemporary Cypriot Greek among younger speak-
ers as a result of the show’s popularity. We suggest that Vurate Geitonoi
set the scene for Aigia Fuxia not only because of its very realistic depic-
tion of the Cypriot urban koiné but also because, being an urban sitcom,
i.e., in inducing a partial shift in the genre, it also brought forward and
potentially subverted the covert binary opposition between peasant sit-
com characters and the implied viewer qua sophisticated urbanite.

In a sense, then, Aigia Fuxia was the obvious next step into the realm
of the � linguistic, textual, and filmic � performatively deconstructive.
Aigia Fuxia is big on ‘doing peasantness’ and on destabilizing it as a
result of the particular processes involved in such ‘doing’. As was dis-
cussed above, the unconventional filmic techniques favored in the series,
in effect an overt display, a filmic representation � within a filmic repre-
sentation of a story � of the mechanisms, the agents, and the material
conditions of the story’s filming, ultimately reveal the signifying poten-
tial of the medium itself as apparatus constructing ideologically
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grounded viewer positions (Baudry 2009; Metz 1974). On the textual/
generic level, there is intertextual dialogue with the dominant relevant
genre of ‘rural sitcom’, which, as has been shown, is strongly predicated
upon the binary opposition village character�urban viewer. Crucially,
however, there is also generic bricolage in the form of intertextual allu-
sions to, and actual juxtapositions of, other media genres (e.g., advertise-
ment, news bulletins); such bricolage in turn destabilizes viewer expecta-
tions about the genre to which Aigia Fuxia belongs. These two devices
ultimately unpack the major ideological move of the original ‘rural sit-
com’, namely the covert folklorization of an imagined Cypriot Other
and, by extension, the construction of a particular ideological position
which the implied viewer/consumer is forced into, a position predicated
upon the endorsement of an underlying narrative of ‘authenticity lost’.

The particular brand of extreme dialect stylization described in section
3 above, namely fusion of basilects, use of obsolete forms, hyperdialectal
formations, together with code-switching between Aigia-Fuxia-Cypriot,
English, Standard Greek, and katharevusa, work in the same way as
bricolage on the filmic and generic level. They can be seen as ways of
performative foregrounding and potentially destabilizing dominant folk
linguistic constructs about standard language and dialect in the Cypriot
context. In this sense, and through such linguistic choices, Aigia Fuxia
addresses common practices of indexing cultural ‘authenticity’ via the
use of the basilectal end of the dialect continuum; Aigia Fuxia performs
some quite radical unpacking of the underlying ideological premises of
such practices precisely by demonstrating the fact that they are cultural
constructs (cf. the notion of ‘strategic de-authentication’ in Coupland
2001; Bucholtz & Lopez 2011). In a sense, then, the Aigia Fuxia ‘register’
performatively stylizes stylization itself; this may have quite considerable
subversive potential as a deconstructive process which foregrounds im-
plicit hegemonic takes on an imagined ‘authentic’ Cypriot ‘other’; it
thereby also exposes an imagined hegemonic (modern, urban, cultured,
refined) Cypriot Self as an ideological construct.

5. Conclusions

Aigia Fuxia is a media product which was arguably inveterately decon-
structive and at the same time enjoyed immense popularity; this was
rather unexpected, especially so in a political and sociocultural context
such as that of present-day Cyprus, where issues of language and identity
are still extremely sensitive and notions of hybrid identities indexed by
hybrid linguistic forms meet with considerable resistance. It could be
argued that Aigia Fuxia’s deconstructive techniques are so finely nuanced
that their ultimate objectives, or, rather, what we have suggested these
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objectives are on the basis of our own reading of the series, are some-
what ‘lost in reception’. A popular product is, after all, a popular pro-
duct, and in a sense its reception is mediated and partly determined by
set viewer expectations; a next step would to examine what the readings
of, and reactions to, Aigia Fuxia are by various interpretive communities
in the Greek Cypriot context, whether and to what extent it has managed
to effect any kind of change on receptive and interpretive practices vis-
à-vis popular media genres, or whether, being a popular media product
itself, the rich interpretive potential of its intentional dissonances is sim-
ply lost in the laughter these dissonances provoke.

Open University of Cyprus
University of Cyprus

Notes

1. Among other things, the village madwoman, Pellomalou, ‘invents’ frappé coffee,
a favorite beverage in mainland Greece and a trademark of modernity and sophis-
tication in both Greece and Cyprus; on another occasion, she shakes and stirs
some herbs in a cauldron and out pop some little blue pills, a sure cure for impo-
tence.

2. Lassie the goat appears in the series title and logo wearing a fuchsia collar and
bow matching the fuchsia belt sported by her trendy owner, Vanjelis; the fuchsia
belt naturally clashes with his otherwise traditional Cypriot attire, complete with
knee-high leather boots and broad pants, and with his lush dark moustache. The
goat’s name is an obvious allusion to the world’s most famous media dog.

3. The series was filmed in the traditional village of Fikardou, a national heritage
site and a tourist destination which has become increasingly more popular since
the show aired. The few inhabitants of the village were not amused: ‘A thousand
people every weekend, and not a public toilet in sight’, is how the Mukhtar of
Fikardou characterized the village’s situation nowadays as a result of the success
of the ANT1 television series Aigia Fuxia. Fikardou is a Grade 1 listed monument
often cited by tour companies as the classic, showcase example of what Cypriot
villages were like historically. ‘I would not call them rabble but they are not inter-
ested in anything but the actors and actresses and how pretty they are’, said
mukhtar Sophocles Markides. ‘If we are to take that path we might as well throw
the environment out of the window and turn the village into the next Ayia Napa’.
Markides said the village’s long-term residents feel this type of tourist is not really
interested in the historic character of the village, nor its cultural importance, but
treat the whole area as an expanded theme park, (Heller 2010). Arguably, the
mukhtar’s reaction against the inveterate treatment of a national heritage site is
aimed not only against ‘TV tourists’ but also against the series’ purposefully dis-
tortive appropriation of notions of cultural heritage at large.

4. To give but one example, the head of the village police claims that his ear ‘has
excellent reception’; this statement is followed by the cast, some of the camera
crew and extras in modern-day attire (including body piercings, tattoos, and blond
dreadlocks) performing ‘Sima kabana’ [‘Reception clear as a bell’], the jingle of a
Greek telecommunications company television advertisement, which is written to
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the tune of Copacabana. The Aigia Fuxia characters naturally perform the adver-
tisement in broad, hyperdialectal, stylized Cypriot Greek. In other words, what is
taking place is a translation of a translation, an appropriation of an appropria-
tion, a complex case of generic and linguistic mise en abı̂me.

5. For example, the characters sometimes ask the camera crew for a flattering shot,
the camera crew ask for a part in the series, the head of the camera crew is praised
for being ‘hip’, etc.

6. Cf. Watts 1999 for some interesting parallels with dialect-related ideologies in
Switzerland.

7. Note that the constructed [kata’çeso] in lieu of [kata’θeso] deposit in (7b) is ho-
mophonous to ‘shit all over the place’.

8. The English words are transcribed as pronounced by the characters.
9. The translation is the standard one by Keeley & Sherrard (1992).

10. Whether this is a case of rapid enregistrement, i.e., whether Aigia Fuxia has been
instrumental in constructing ‘a linguistic repertoire differentiable within a lan-
guage as a socially recognised register’ which indexes ‘speaker status linked to a
specific scheme of cultural values’ (Agha 2003: 231) remains unclear; while some
speakers use the expression kipriaka tis Aigias ‘Aigia Cypriot’, and younger speak-
ers also use expressions from the show, with a strong preference for hyperdialectal
ones, this does not necessarily point to enregistrement, as the practice is in line
with hyperdialectism in young urban slang (Tsiplakou 2004), which is an overarch-
ing, ongoing process.

11. On the genre labeled Greek ‘ethography’ see Mackridge 1992.
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Repertoires, characters and scenes:
Sociolinguistic difference in

Turkish�German comedy

JANNIS ANDROUTSOPOULOS

Abstract

This paper examines representations of sociolinguistic difference in a Ger-
man ‘ethnic comedy’ as a means to contribute to a framework for the
sociolinguistic study of film. Three levels of analysis of sociolinguistic dif-
ference in film are distinguished: repertoire analysis reconstructs the en-
tirety of codes used in a film and their assignment to characters; character
analysis looks at how different ways of speaking contribute to characterisa-
tion; scene analysis examines how choices of and encounters between dif-
ferent codes within a scene may draw on language-ideological assumptions
to contribute to the dramatic development of film narrative, and how rela-
tionships or changes in footing among characters are indexed by stylistic
variation. This framework is applied to the analysis of ‘Süperseks’, a com-
edy set in the urban milieu of Hamburg’s Turkish community. The findings
suggest that the characters’ linguistic repertoires differ by their narrative
importance, gender and generation. In scenes with bilingual dialogue, code
choice and code-switching are found to contextualise conflictual relations
among major characters. Süperseks relies heavily on stereotypical assump-
tions about language and ethnicity, class, gender and generation, by which
stereotypical relations between sociolinguistic difference and narrative
evaluation or importance are sustained.

Keywords: multilingualism; repertoire; characterisation; cinematic indexi-
cality; Turkish�German cinema.

1. Introduction

This paper outlines a framework for the analysis of sociolinguistic differ-
ence in film and illustrates its use with the example of a Turkish�Ger-
man film. In the context of cinematic discourse, the notion of sociolin-
guistic difference refers to any difference in cinematically staged ways of

Multilingua 31 (2012), 301�326 01678507/2012/031�0301
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speaking, within as well as across languages, that can be perceived as
indexing social traits of and relations among characters. A prototypical
example would be a film with some characters speaking a regional dia-
lect and others the standard variety, with that difference being meaning-
ful in terms of characterisation and/or setting. This paper focuses on
sociolinguistic difference as a resource for character styling, i.e. the more
or less strategic design of character speech by the script author. It argues
that sociolinguistic difference in film is not a straightforward transfer
of social meanings of ordinary language use but an outcome of their
recontextualisation within the constraints of cinematic discourse. There-
fore, understanding sociolinguistic difference in film cannot be restricted
to a mere identification of language varieties and linguistic variables that
is detached from the film’s narrative. On the contrary, it requires engag-
ing with the social action represented in a film.

The organisation of the paper is as follows: in the next section I intro-
duce the notion of cinematic indexicality and distinguish various aspects
of indexical meaning that sociolinguistic difference can articulate in film
discourse. Three levels of sociolinguistic film analysis (repertoire, charac-
ter and scene analysis) are then introduced, followed by a brief discus-
sion of Turkish�German cinema. Against this backdrop, the case study
of one Turkish�German comedy, Süperseks, demonstrates the analytic
framework proposed in this paper and offers an insight into the repre-
sentation of language and society in this film.

2. Sociolinguistic difference and cinematic indexicalities

I use the notion of ‘cinematic indexicalities’ as a cover term for the
various layers of indexical meaning that sociolinguistic difference can
articulate in film. For me, this concept is part of a broader attempt to
transcend an approach that examines language in film (or other fictional
discourse) primarily in relation to an assumed ‘authentic’ usage (cf. An-
droutsopoulos 2010a). I argue against an approach that would reduce
the study of sociolinguistic difference to a ‘fidelity check’ against an
‘original’, which is itself discursively constructed as ‘authentic’. My view
builds on critical scrutiny of the notion of authenticity in sociolinguistics,
which problematises the epistemological and methodological conditions
as well as implications of how authentic dialect speakers have been theo-
rised (see Bucholtz 2003 and other papers in the same special issue of
the Journal of Sociolinguistics). The concept of cinematic indexicalities
implies that the meanings of sociolinguistic difference in film rely on the
indexical orders (Blommaert 2007) of everyday life, but are recontextua-
lised in cinematic narrative. They are shaped by the ‘double articulation’
of cinematic discourse and open to different interpretations, or ‘read-
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ings’, by audiences (see also Bednarek and the Introduction to this issue).
That said, comparing the fictional representation of a particular dialect
to its independently attested usage in a speech community can yield fruit-
ful insights (Mesthrie 2005). For example, the use of undocumented ver-
nacular features (or combinations thereof) can point to stylisation in
character speech (see Higgins & Furukawa, and Tsiplakou & Iordani-
dou, this issue); different fictional representations of the same dialect can
index varying degrees of dialect competence on the part of the authors
(Mesthrie 2005); and comparing an artist’s dialect usage in performance
to their dialect usage in other genres can be useful in studying stylistic
variation. The point, therefore, is not to avoid any comparison of fic-
tional to non-fictional linguistic data, but to integrate such comparison
into an inclusive approach to sociolinguistic difference in film and fic-
tional discourse generally.

I suggest that such an approach ought to include a focus on relations
between sociolinguistic difference, language ideologies and characterisa-
tion, and an examination of how different aspects of cinematic discourse
may favour or inhibit particular uses of sociolinguistic difference in film.
Though predominantly applied to non-fiction discourse, a language ide-
ology approach can be used to study the explicit and implicit assump-
tions that underlie the linguistic styling of fictional characters in popular
culture texts (cf. Ensslin 2010; Milani & Johnson 2010). Cinematic lan-
guage indexes language-ideological assumptions about how certain so-
cial groups or types, which are represented in film by particular charac-
ters, use language. Linguistic character styling relies on popular percep-
tions of language and society: how producers and scriptwriters think,
for the sake of imagined audiences, that representatives of social types
are expected to speak.

Fictional characters and character relations are often structured in
binaries, which entail contrasting and conflicting actions and qualities
(Georgakopoulou 2000; Berghahn 2009). This creates a base for iconisa-
tion processes (Irvine & Gal 2000), in which sociolinguistic difference
epitomises contrasting qualities and relations. For example, good and
bad characters can be differentiated by, among other things, their lan-
guage choices, which in turn evoke collective perceptions of ‘good’ and
‘bad’ types of language. Sociolinguistic difference can also be deployed
to create a setting for narrative action. For instance, dialect use in the
speech of minor characters or a minority language in the linguistic land-
scape are resources for providing local flavour and contributing to the
creation of a sociocultural context that serves as a backdrop to the
main narrative.

This line of analysis is complicated by two additional factors: the
range of readings of a film and the relation between sociolinguistic dif-
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ference and imagined audience. As generally accepted in cultural and
media studies, any cultural production is open to a multiplicity of read-
ings by diverse audiences (see, e.g., Hall 1997a). With regard to sociolin-
guistic difference, this means that audiences may ‘hear’ a range of social
meanings in characters’ speech depending on their background knowl-
edge, the cinematic literacy they bring to bear on reception, not least
the situated conditions of reception and interpretation. For example,
audiences may focus on actors or genres rather than characters, compar-
ing an actor’s capability to voice accents and dialects across films, or
comparing the use of sociolinguistic difference within or across genres.1

For instance, Brad Pitt’s Southern accent as Lt. Aldo Raine in Inglouri-
ous Basterds (dir. Quentin Tarantino, 2009) might be compared to Pitt’s
movie accents in other roles. Viewers may of course recognise the South-
ern accent but ‘read’ its indexical value across fictional narratives, as
it were, rather than within one narrative. In other cases sociolinguistic
difference in fiction may not be noticed at all, for example when films are
screened to audiences with different sociolinguistic backgrounds, when
knowledge of the original language is limited or unavailable, and of
course when films are dubbed, thereby distorting the indexical order of
the original (see Queen 2004 and Petrucci, this issue).

A further layer of cinematic indexicality concerns the relation of socio-
linguistic difference in a film to the audience and market niche targeted
by the producers of that film. We can think of this along the lines of
audience design theory (e.g. Bell 2001), whereby the default language
style of a news output indexes an imagined target audience on the as-
sumption that this audience will find this particular style acceptable and
attractive within certain genre constraints. In film, whether its producers
imagine their target audience as a mono- or bilingual, majority or minor-
ity one, will have an impact on how they deal with multilingual resources
and which languages they mobilise to style character contrasts. Bleichen-
bacher (2008) suggests that in Hollywood movies, the degree of linguistic
diversity is designed in such a way as to anticipate comprehension by a
monolingual mass audience. Strategies of evocation and comprehension
such as subtitling or repetitions of narratively relevant content in the
majority language can be understood in this light. By contrast, an experi-
mental film targeting an urban multilingual milieu may break with such
strategies, exposing its imagined audience to multilingual dialogue and
also working with alternative representations of sociolinguistic differ-
ence.

3. A three-level framework for sociolinguistic film analysis

Against this theoretical background, the remainder of this paper pro-
poses and demonstrates a descriptive framework for the analysis of so-
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ciolinguistic difference in film. Its three levels, i.e. repertoire, character
and scene analysis, draw on and integrate elements from previous socio-
linguistic work on fictional representation (particularly Lippi-Green
1997 and Bleichenbacher 2008). Their presentation in this section pro-
ceeds from the sociolinguistic repertoire of an entire film (or series) to
the micro context of a single scene.

Repertoire analysis draws on the notion of repertoire in sociolinguis-
tics (Pütz 2004). Linguistic repertoires can be studied at individual and
community level. In analogy, we can think of the linguistic repertoire of
a character as the sum of their different ways of speaking in the film,
and of the repertoire of an entire film as the sum of all codes used in
that film. In line with the term’s usage in code-switching studies, ‘code’
is used here as a bracket term for all ways of speaking which can form
pragmatically meaningful contrasts in film narrative; it thus includes lan-
guages, dialects or social styles of speech. Both character and film reper-
toires come about through the allocation of codes to characters, which
is determined in the film script and embodied (voiced) by a film’s per-
sonnel.

Repertoire analysis in film is more than a distributional exercise. It
entails an understanding of the film narrative (the plot), including the
socio-demographic and narrative traits of its characters. A useful de-
scriptive grid for the reconstruction of character repertoires is developed
by Bleichenbacher (2008). It distinguishes four categories: linguistic rep-
ertoires, socio-demographics (occupation, nationality/ethnicity, and sex),
narrative importance (protagonist, secondary or minor character) and
narrative evaluation (positive, negative, mixed, neutral). These categories
are operationalised by Bleichenbacher and applied to the analysis of 16
movies. In addition, analysis can determine each character’s main or
‘ordinary’ code against which other, less often selected codes gain their
pragmatic significance. On this basis, a film’s sociolinguistic repertoire,
including the allocation of codes to (types of) characters with different
narrative importance and socio-demographic traits, can be recon-
structed. The case study below shows how the Turkish�German pro-
tagonist is allocated a different repertoire, and a different main code,
than other characters from the same ethnic group, in a pattern not dif-
ferent from that of Alladin and other Disney films studied by Lippi-
Green (1997).

Repertoire analysis identifies characters that are assigned two or more
ways of speaking. On that basis, character-level analysis can focus on
what particular characters do with ‘their’ codes, and what these codes
‘do’ to them, i.e. how linguistic choices help to construct the characters
who deploy them. A first pattern of character styling is the allocation of
two or more codes to a character, resulting in different code-choices
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across scenes or code-switching within a scene. A second pattern of char-
acter styling works with stylistic variation in the variationist sense of the
term, i.e. the variable realisation of particular sociolinguistic variables
within or across scenes. Researchers such as Lippi-Green and Bleichen-
bacher focus on code allocation to particular (types of) characters, while
Queen (2004) offers evidence for stylistic variation within and across
characters from the same (fictional) community. In this paper I focus
on character repertoires and the contrasts between codes allocated to
particular characters. In the film analysed below, the narratively impor-
tant contrasts are between codes rather than between frequencies of indi-
vidual variables. In methodological terms, if we assume that fictional
representation entails reduction and/or suppression of sociolinguistic
variability (cf. Mesthrie 2005), we may expect that contrasts between
clearly distinct ways of speaking are more useful to the dramatic econ-
omy of film than the subtle patterns of stylistic variation usually studied
in quantitative sociolinguistics.

‘Reading’ sociolinguistic difference in character speech presupposes
sociolinguistic knowledge (Culpeper 2001; Richardson 2010), which
target audiences are expected to bring along and draw on in order to
answer interpretive questions such as: where is this type of language
socially situated? What is its status in ‘real’ life, and how does it fit to
its use in this particular narrative? Character-level analysis can therefore
offer insights into socially typified ways of speaking, filtered through
genre conventions. Analysis at character level may further examine what
motivates a particular character’s stylistic choices in the fictional
context, how these choices unfold through the narrative, to what extent
do they represent recipient design, and so on. Character analysis can
also attend to stylisation within styling, i.e. instances where a character
momentarily adopts a voice that is obviously not ‘their own’ (Coupland
2001). In stylisation, speakers evoke images of ‘typical’ members of so-
cial groups, thereby relying on the cultural knowledge they assume they
share with their audiences. Recontextualised within film narrative, sty-
lisation may occur at critical moments of the narrative and serve particu-
lar dramatic purposes. In all cases, a sociolinguistic film analysis is likely
to focus on major roles (i.e. protagonists and secondary characters), be-
cause their speech is styled in more detail and contributes to a larger
or smaller extent to their characterisation. However, all characters do
language-ideological work, even minor ones whose linguistic choices pri-
marily contribute to local colour rather than characterisation.

The third level of analysis is that of individual scenes. Film consists of
and is analysable in scenes, i.e. units of action defined by a particular
setting and participant configuration. From a sociolinguistic perspective,
the task here is to identify the scenes and dialogues that foreground
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sociolinguistic difference in terms of salient code contrasts or metalin-
guistic discourse. The language-ideological assumptions on which char-
acter styling is predicated are often exposed when characters ‘engage in
antagonistic, conflictual interactions’ (Georgakopoulou 2000: 125). In
commercial film, scenes of dissent and conflict are common sites for the
dramatic use of metalanguage and/or code-switching. Bleichenbacher’s
(2008) study includes several examples for multilingual encounters in
intercultural and transnational settings, from historical drama like Elisa-
beth to comedy like Just Married, which draw on metalanguage in dia-
logue in order to underscore alliance or conflict.

In dramatically loaded scenes, metalanguage can be used to accentu-
ate and epitomise character differences, in ways that can be described as
iconisation (Irvine & Gal 2000; Ensslin 2010; Androutsopoulos 2010b).
An example from Kebab Connection, a 2004 Turkish�German comedy,
seems useful at this point. In one scene, the young protagonist and his
Turkish father are in conflict over the son’s relation to a German
woman. As in other Turkish�German films, the father speaks ‘Interlan-
guage German’ (explained below) and Turkish, the son native German.
In this scene, the father holds against his son that because of his intereth-
nic marriage, his children ‘will not be able to speak your language’ and
thus will not call him, i.e. his son, Baba. When his son addresses him in
the next turn as Vater, Father immediately switches into Turkish. We see
here not only how film dialogue appropriates a common discourse func-
tion of conversational code-switching, i.e. indexing dissent, but also how
the dramatic deployment of linguistic difference can become iconic to
some dimension of narrative difference among characters. Here, the dif-
ference between German Vater and Turkish Baba (both for ‘father’) be-
comes iconic of the interlocutors’ differing views on interethnic marriage
in a migration context.

4. Turkish�German cinema: Ethnic stereotypes and erasure of language

The film analysed in the case study below is a comedy situated in the
Turkish milieu of Hamburg. Its broader context of cultural production,
i.e. Turkish�German cinema, has met with considerable interest in Ger-
man film studies and is considered an important site of minority cinema
in continental Europe (Berghahn 2009; Burns 2006; Göktürk 2002).
Turkish immigrants are the largest immigration group in Germany, mak-
ing around one quarter of the country’s foreign citizens with an addi-
tional number of naturalised citizens of Turkish background (Statisti-
sches Bundesamt 2006).

Berghahn discusses the development of Turkish�German cinema
towards ‘destabilization and critical investigation of ethnic stereotypes
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of “the Turk”, or rather, the Turkish�German migrant’ (Berghahn 2009:
55). In the 1980s, representations of Turkish immigrants centred on ‘the
stereotype of the oppressive Turkish patriarch’ (ibid.: 55). In the 1990s,
this was complemented and partially replaced by stereotypes of criminal-
ised youths of Turkish background, which prevail until today. For a
considerable time, then, the ‘stereotype Turk’ in German film has been
‘the Turk who is either a victim or a social problem’ (ibid.: 55). But
since the 1990s, a younger generation of Turkish and Turkish�German
directors have emerged, ‘motivated by a common desire to break with
the dominant image … of the Turk as victim’ (Burns 2006: 133). Their
films introduce new character types such as ‘the nurturing Turkish fa-
ther’ or the Turkish gay performer; represent both Turkish and German
social norms as problematic; or avoid representations of ethnic alterity
altogether and underplay interethnic relations in contemporary urban
Germany (Burns 2006: 141).

Film studies scholars focus on these films both as migrant cultural
productions and as representations of ethnic stereotypes. Certain film-
analytic approaches share remarkable similarities to a critical discourse
studies approach, where stereotyping is seen to work through the con-
struction of binary oppositions between ‘us’ and ‘them’ (see, e.g., van
Dijk 1998). Berghahn points out that such binarisms underpinned earlier
depictions of Turkish�German culture on German screens in the 1970s
and 1980s. However, film-analytic discussions of Turkish�German cin-
ema generally blend out its sociolinguistic aspects in character styling.
Representations of Turkish-background delinquent youth are regularly
cast in distinct sociolinguistic styles, which draw on ideologies of linguis-
tic difference and deficit that circulate in German society (Androutso-
poulos 2007, 2010b). An example is the film Kanak Attack (2000), whose
young protagonist is cast as using German with Turkish chunks and
code-switching into Turkish. This film represents bilingual talk as part
of everyday life in the migrant community, and uses language choice to
index generational differences and emotional outbursts � thus younger
protagonists speak non-standard German whereas the older generation
sticks to Turkish.

Some of these representations exploit the difference between character
speech and what is implied as ‘normal’ German as a resource to iconise
the speaker’s distance from ‘normal’ society. In Wut (2005), a film dis-
cussed in detail by Berghahn (2009: 64�67), the opposed life-worlds of
the two teenage protagonists are iconised through their speech styles.
Working-class, Turkish-background kid, Can, is given a style of German
that is clearly marked as non-native and non-standard, whereas middle-
class German kid, Felix, speaks inconspicuous standard German. In a
confrontation scene between Can and Felix’s father, the gap between the
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two is metalinguistically iconised over their lexical choice for the verb
‘to talk’, with the father choosing a neutral lexical variant, reden, as
opposed to Can’s colloquial/youth language variant, labern. The fact
that this film casts a critical light on middle-class German social norms
does not prevent it from reproducing sociolinguistic stereotypes in the
representation of migrant-background youth.

It is important to point out that other strategies of dealing with multi-
lingualism do occur in Turkish�German cinema. For example, films by
the acclaimed Turkish�German director Fatih Akin engage with multi-
lingual diversity through cinematic techniques such as subtitling. The
point is, however, that films from Turkish�German cinema make narra-
tively motivated choices that contribute to characterisation and charac-
ter contrasts and represent social heteroglossia in ways that reproduce
sociolinguistic stereotypes.

5. An example: Süperseks

5.1 The film

Süperseks was produced in Hamburg by a local production company
and released in 2004 in mainstream distribution. A self-labelled ‘multi-
cultural hood comedy’, Süperseks was part of a trend in urban multi-
ethnic film narratives, which became popular not least due to the success
of Hamburg-based director Fatih Akin.2 Süperseks is directed by Torsten
Wecker, a German director specialising in television series and commer-
cials, and features Denis Moschitto, a young actor of Italian�Turkish
background who has also starred in other Hamburg-based multi-ethnic
films. A commercial comedy with an ‘easy’ story and a happy end,
Süperseks is neither representative of Turkish�German cinema, which
focuses on social-realist genres (Göktürk 2002: 248), nor the type of
film usually discussed in Turkish�German cinema studies. However, its
approach to ‘multiculturalism’ ties in well with Göktürk’s (2004) brief
discussion of a genre and audience shift in Turkish�German cinema
during the 2000s, with new films targeting audiences who are familiar
with urban multilingual situations, and celebrating multiculturalism in
witty, satirical ways. Its main setting is Hamburg’s Schanze district, a
traditional immigrant and recently trendy neighbourhood, and therefore
a place where the Turkish community is factually situated and which
also appeals to a young, multicultural audience.3

A user comment on Internet Movie Data Base offers the following syn-
opsis:

A young Turkish guy, born and raised in Hamburg, needs 50000 Euro
to save his mother’s house in Turkey. So he founds the first Turkish
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telephone sex hotline in Germany without letting his family know.
This leads to ludicrous scenes. At the same time he wants to win the
heart of a beautiful dance teacher, who, without knowing the real
boss, starts working at the sex hotline.

The ‘young Turkish guy’, Elviz, and the ‘beautiful dance teacher’, Anna,
are the film’s protagonists, and their romance makes up one main thread
of the narrative. The other is the rise and fall of the Turkish sex hotline,
which is Deniz’s business idea in order to raise the money he owes to his
evil uncle, who threatens to dispossess Elviz’s mother of her house in
Turkey. Narrative sidelines include the relation between Elviz and his
older brother, Tarik; the latter’s complicated relationship with his wife;
and the doings of Hamburg’s Turkish community. The film is remarkable
for the ample space it allocates to the Turkish community in terms of
both personnel and diversity. As in other recent Turkish�German films
(cf. Burns 2006), German characters feature only in passing. Elviz’s best
friend, Olaf, is the only ethnically German character of narrative impor-
tance. Turkish characters are widely different from each other in terms
of gender, generation and class. In the DVD bonus material, film direc-
tor and actors claim that Süperseks features ‘authentic’ stories and roles.
One actor, Hilmi Sözer, demonstrates how he styles his character by
shifting in and out of stylised immigrant German.

Based on the framework outlined above, the analysis is guided by
three questions: How does sociolinguistic difference contribute to the
representation of the urban Turkish milieu? What language ideologies
are indexed by characters’ stylistic choices? And how are the film’s char-
acter contrasts iconised by code choices?

5.2 The film’s sociolinguistic repertoire

The film’s repertoire includes four codes which are unevenly distributed
to characters: ‘native’ German; ‘near-native’ German; ‘interlanguage’
German; and Turkish. In line with the theoretical background proposed
earlier, these labels do not claim ‘any direct correspondence to empiri-
cally attested language varieties. Rather, they identify four codes whose
distinct indexical orders (cf. Blommaert 2007) are recontextualised in the
filmic narrative. The allocation of these codes to characters is displayed
in table 1 below. First, a brief description is given.

� ‘Native German’ (abbreviated NG) stands for character speech that
shares the phonology and grammar of colloquial Standard German,
but differs in lexicon and discourse markers depending on character.
For example, the German spoken by Elviz and Olaf (see excerpt [1]
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below) features slang lexis and discourse markers. The speech of
‘Porno Schneyder’, a minor character with a single appearance, is
colloquial Northern German peppered with business jargon. In the
speech of the hotline girls, native German is interspersed with
switches into Turkish. Different as they may be, these speech styles
index native fluency in German across ethnic boundaries.

� ‘Near-native German’ (NNG) refers to a style of colloquial German
that is native-like in grammar and lexicon, fluently delivered, but
features a slight non-native accent. Only two middle-aged characters,
Anna’s father and Nilüfer, the hotline trainer, speak NNG. The re-
spective actors are both L1 speakers of Turkish.

� ‘Interlanguage German’ (IG) is non-native and imperfectly acquired
German. It is characterised by a lack of fluent and idiomatic delivery
as well as by phonological and grammatical features that are widely
recognised as ‘non-native’ in Germany, including vowel epenthesis
(schwa insertion into consonant clusters), reduced vowel length,
omission of articles and/or prepositions, and errors in word order and
grammatical gender. In character speech, IG co-occurs with Turkish
discourse markers and/or code-switches into Turkish.

� ‘Turkish’ (T) occurs both in the form of discourse markers inserted
into German and as a base language of interaction, where it is always
subtitled. Around ten scenes with short Turkish dialogues are spread
across the film, including stereotypical settings (in the mosque, at the
barber’s, at a game of backgammon) and a few dramatically relevant
dialogues (as when the evil uncle requests by phone that the house of
Elviz’s mother be demolished).

None of these codes is entirely homogeneous in its representation across
characters and scenes. NG and IG show individual differences by char-
acter, but this follows from the varying amount of dialogue allocated to
characters and does not necessarily reflect intentional character styling.
However, these differences do not seem to carry narrative importance,
and the four codes remain distinct enough throughout the narrative to
enable indexical contrasts.

‘Interlanguage German’ is probably the most interesting aspect of the
film’s repertoire, both in its orientation to widely circulating stereotypes
of immigrant speech and in its indexical polysemy in the film. Clearly
modelled after stereotypes of Gastarbeiterdeutsch (cf. Barbour & Steven-
son 1990), and reminiscent of what might be called ‘stylized immigrant
German’, IG works both as a naturalistic code and evocation technique.
It is naturalistic at a descriptive level, as its features are attested for
interlanguage varieties of German, and at a language-ideological level,
in that it responds to expectations of how immigrant characters may be
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Table 1. Sociolinguistic repertoire of ‘Süperseks’.

Character G Age Occupation Narrative Narrative Assigned codes
Importance Evaluation

Elviz M young Entre- prot pos NG / IG / (T)
preneur

Anna F young Dance prot pos NG / T
teacher

Olaf M young IT expert sec pos NG
Elviz’ uncle M old Crook sec neg IG / T
Elviz’ brother M middle Bakery sec mxd IG / T
Anna’s father M middle Doctor sec mxd NNG / T
Nilüfer F middle Hotline sec pos NNG / T

trainer
Turkish F young Hotline min pos NG / T
women workers
Turkish M middle Various min mxd IG / T
men manual

represented in popular fiction. It is a resource for evocation (in the sense
of Bleichenbacher 2008) when it occurs in scenes where Turkish would
have been expected. For example, a couple of conversations among Tur-
kish minor characters start in Turkish and then switch into IG for no
apparent reason other than for the audience to get the point without
resorting to subtitling. In some of these scenes IG is legitimised by the
fact that Elviz is portrayed as a non-speaker of Turkish, with others
converging to him. This creates the conditions for styling differences
within the Turkish community by means of different codes, i.e. NG as
opposed to IG.

Table 1 displays the allocation of these codes to seven individual and
two groups of minor characters.4 Following Bleichenbacher (2008), each
character is coded for gender, age group (young, middle and old), occu-
pation, narrative importance (protagonist, secondary, minor) and narra-
tive evaluation (positive/good, negative/bad, and mixed).

The overview suggests that the film’s sociolinguistic repertoire is struc-
tured by configurations of language, narrative characteristics and socio-
demographic features. A first observation is that both protagonists are
given NG, in a pattern that is reminiscent of Hollywood conventions
(Lippi-Green 1997; Bleichenbacher 2008 and this issue). Elviz has the
largest repertoire, even though the bulk of his talk is in NG. He is por-
trayed as a passive bilingual with regard to Turkish, and the few in-
stances of his active use of Turkish are limited to discourse chunks. At
the same time, he is cast as capable styliser (see excerpts [4] and [5]).
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Anna is represented as active bilingual. She is fluent in Turkish, selecting
it towards her father (see excerpt 3) as well as on the hotline job. Her
Turkish is part of a homology of lifestyle choices, including oriental
dance, which she teaches and is passionate about.

Secondary characters are differentiated by narrative evaluation, class
and gender. Olaf is the only monolingual. Cengiz (Elviz’s uncle) and
Tarik (Elviz’s older brother) are given the same repertoire and are quite
similar in their linguistic performances, including an amount of accom-
modating code-switching. Anna’s father, a successful doctor, stands
apart from other middle-aged Turkish characters both in his mastery of
German at near-native level and his explicit preference for German (ex-
cerpt [3]). His styling draws on and evokes the ideological link between
majority language competence and successful integration, and his few
lapses into Turkish (see excerpt [5]) are no less predicated on the link
between first language and the spontaneous expression of emotions.
These excerpts are two out of only four appearances of Anna’s father in
the film, yet they manage to portray him in a way that alludes to lan-
guage-ideological expectations, distinguishes him from other immigrant
Turkish men and sharpens his contrast to his main relative in the plot,
his daughter. The last secondary role is Nilüfer, a housewife who is hired
as hotline trainer. She uses her fluent German to train the hotline person-
nel and is later shown to perform bilingualism at the hotline, casting
herself with self-confidence as both a Turkish and a German woman.
Her language skills are characteristic for the communicative competence
that all female members of the Turkish community are portrayed as
sharing.

Female and male minor characters represent the wider Turkish milieu
and are part in the film’s heteroglossic ‘tapestry’, a term I borrow from
Georgakopoulou (2000). Their dialogue, spread across several scenes,
contributes to the film’s multilingual character and at the same time
indexes gender and generation differences. We see several recognisable
Turkish men in a couple of appearances each. They all have stereotypical
working-class migrant jobs � barber, imam, baker, grocer, corner shop
owner � and mainly use Turkish among themselves and interlanguage
German with the protagonist and in a few turns among themselves.
These characters remain undifferentiated (or ‘flat’ in literary theory ter-
minology: see Culpeper 2001), and their fairly homogenous linguistic
performance constructs a base sociolinguistic style for the male Turkish
community. Interestingly, their appearances are mostly set in the linguis-
tic landscape of Hamburg’s multi-ethnic district. Female Turkish minor
characters are more differentiated in their occupational roles and sharply
different from male characters in their higher level of German compe-
tence. The young Turkish women working at the hotline are fleetingly
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shown as bilingual talkers who fluently switch between and mix native
German and Turkish. Other female minor roles (not charted in table 1)
include Elviz’s niece and Olaf’s Turkish girlfriend who have the same
native-like style of German as the protagonists (but much shorter ap-
pearances); Tarik’s wife, who is portrayed as NG/T bilingual, thereby
contrasting her husband’s IG/T repertoire; and their mother who visits
from Turkey and is cast as IG speaker similar to the male community
members.

We may also ask to what extent these sociolinguistic differences are
part of the film’s diegetic frame, i.e. the fictional reality that is narrated
on-screen (Hayward 2003: 84�86). Metalanguage and code-switching
are devices that anchor sociolinguistic diversity in the fictional narrative.
The film’s few moments of metalinguistic discourse and code-choice ne-
gotiation (excerpts [3�5] below) turn social aspects of language into a
part of the plot, and when secondary and minor characters accommo-
date Elviz by switching into German, the audience can infer that these
distinct language choices are part of the community’s multilingual ex-
perience. On the other hand, the subtitles for Turkish are an obvious
non-diegetic device, an assistance offered to an audience imagined as
non-competent in Turkish.

5.3 Character and code contrasts in selected scenes

Based on a selection of excerpts (table 2), I now consider how language
choices shape character contrasts in the film’s scripted interactions. All
excerpts occur in the first half of the film (which is 92 minutes long), in
which the main character contrasts are established. For each excerpt, I
discuss how codes are linguistically constituted and what kind of charac-
ter relation they contextualise. For reasons of space, all excerpts are
translated into English. In excerpts (2�6), a label for code choice pre-
cedes each turn:

Table 2. Overview of selected scenes.

Nr. Min. Character and codes (in brackets)

1 1.23� 2.29 Elviz, Olaf, Djana (Elviz’s niece), Anna (all NG)
2 3.41� 4.50 Elviz (NG) and evil uncle (IG)
3 9.10�10.06 Anna (T, NG) and her father (NNG)
4 14.25�15.21 Anna (G) and Elviz (IG)
5 30.44�32.21 Anna (NG, T), Anna’s father (NNG) and

Elviz (T, IG, NG)
6 36.30�37.40 Elviz (NG), Nilüfer (NNG) and her husband (IG)
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5.3.1 Opening scene: Protagonists’ default speech styles
In the opening scene, Elviz and Olaf are shown on the rooftop of a
landmark building in Hamburg St. Pauli, a multicultural district in the
inner city. During Elviz’s narrative in turns 6�12, the camera shifts be-
tween the scene of the telling and that of reported speech, i.e. the training
hall where he sees Anna for the first time:

(1) Elviz and Olaf (1.23�2.29)

1. Elviz: Mate, I got to know a lady.
2. Olaf: Oh really ((short pause)) and? Pretty?
3. Elviz: Pretty? Mate would I have told you if I had just met a

pretty lady?
4. Olaf: Well, sensational, crazy, outrageous, massive.
5. Elviz: Among other things. ((5 sec pause))
6. Elviz: That’s the way it went:

((Change of scene to a training hall.))

I pick up Djana from her belly dance course.

((12 sec. pause, Elviz staring at Anna training.))

7. Djana
(to Elviz): Hey, still alive?

8. Olaf: Then?
9. Elviz: I go cool to her, she looks at me with her stunning eyes,

and doesn’t say a word.
10. Olaf: And then?
11. Elviz: Well I don’t say a word either, I just give her our dance

contest flyer, she looks at it, smiles at me and asks:
12. Anna

(to Djana): Why doesn’t your uncle ask me directly?

Visually, this scene consists of multiple shifts between outdoor location
and training hall interior. Narratively, it introduces the protagonists and
the beginning of their romance. Stylistically, it sets a default speech style
for the two protagonists. All young members of the Turkish community
shown here are given NG as their unmarked speech style. In addition,
Elviz and Olaf are characterised as young urban men by their use of
discourse markers (Alter ‘mate’), slang categorisations (turns 1, 3: Braut
‘a stunner, scorcher’); and slang evaluative adjectives (line 4). The repre-
sentation of urban friendship offered here is ethnically diverse, but stylis-
tically homogenous.
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5.3.2 Elviz in Hamburg’s Turkish milieu
A couple of minutes later, this portrait is juxtaposed to a first impression
of the ‘traditional’ Turkish community. Excerpt (2) features the first dia-
logue between Elviz and his mean uncle, Cengiz, whose importance in
the Turkish community is contextualized in turns 1�3 by scenery and
music. One of his villains stops Elviz who is riding by on his bicycle, and
a short dialogue between Cengiz and Elviz follows.

(2) Elviz and his evil uncle Cengiz (3.41�4.50)

((Cengiz exits the barbershop and is being helped into his coat;
he gives money to the barber, who refuses to take it.))

1. Barber: [T ] I can’t accept that
2. Barber: [T ] Cengiz, please
3. Cengiz: [T ] thanks

((Elviz approaches on bicycle, is forced to stop by a Turkish man in
a parked car who opens his door in front of him.))

4. Cengiz: [IG ] Well, got new girlfriend? Where you get those la-
dies!5

5. Elviz: [NG ] Jealous, uncle?
6. Cengiz: [IG ] I’ve heard you’re doing tonight dance contest?
7. Elviz: [NG ] Yeah
8. Cengiz: [IG ] Why don’t I know anything about it?
9. Elviz: [NG ] Because it’s still my place?

10. Cengiz: [IG ] Do you have my money rate?
11. Elviz: [NG ] Tomorrow at ten was arranged
12. Cengiz: [IG ] Ten o’clock, be on time, yes?
13. Turkish man: [T ] Hello. What is this?

This scene introduces Turkish males in stereotypical immigrant looks
and jobs who speak Turkish among themselves. The uncle switches to
IG for his dialogue with Elviz, and a minor character later in this scene
does the same. The scene establishes the combination of T and IG as the
leitmotif for the migrant milieu. The protagonist does not style-shift to
accommodate to his uncle or other community members, though he is
cast as being able to understand Turkish, e.g. by replying, in German,
to the question in turn 13.

5.3.3 Language choices and conflicting aspirations
The representation of the Turkish community is diversified further as we
meet Anna’s father, a successful doctor and fluent near-native speaker
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of German. In excerpt (3), he exerts pressure on Anna to stop working
as a dance trainer, which she resists. Later in this scene, he arranges a
meeting between her and a young German doctor, the son of a colleague
of his, at a medical charity event (see excerpt [5]):

(3) Anna enters her father’s office (9.10�10.06)

1. Father: [NNG ] Have a seat.
2. Anna: [T ] Good to see you.
3. Father: [NNG ] Speak German to me.
4. Anna: [T ] Why? Don’t you speak Turkish?
5. Father: ((Shows Anna a newspaper clip.))

[NNG ] A patient gave this to me. She wanted to know if
this is my daughter.

6. Anna: [NG ] And you surely said no.
7. Father: [NNG ] I thought my daughter was intelligent, would set her

targets, she would study, take the state exam, take up an
assistant post, and then she would

8. Anna: [NG ] � take over my surgery.
9. Father: [NNG ] At some point you’ll be 50, Anna. Will you still want

to work as a dance teacher?

This is the first instance of explicit metalanguage in this film: a language
choice negotiation in turns 1�4, with the daughter selecting Turkish and
her father (surprisingly, perhaps) insisting on German. Their linguistic
choices index their conflictual relationship, which will not be resolved
until the end of the movie. The daughter is fully fluent in German, and
Turkish is a self-conscious part of her identity choices, as is oriental
dance. The father, even though conservative enough to initiate what can
be understood as a marriage arrangement, is also status-conscious
enough to go for German, a choice that echoes the notion that rejecting
your own minority community, iconised here by language choice, might
be the price of upward mobility.

5.3.4 The ‘real’ Turk: Stylisation as a romantic strategy
A second instance of metalinguistic talk occurs four minutes later at the
first personal encounter between Elviz and Anna. Elviz sneaks into the
training hall and overhears Anna talking on the phone about her inten-
tion to pull a trick on her father’s arrangement by escorting herself by
‘a real Turk’. He leaves the hall and returns shortly as a stylised ‘real
Turk’, complete with unbuttoned shirt, expressive gesturing and interlan-
guage German. Anna is obviously pleased to meet him, and the viewer
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easily infers that she will invite him to escort her to the meeting arranged
by her father.

(4) Anna & Elviz (14.25�15.21)

((Elviz enters the training hall and overhears Anna’s conversation,
then sneaks out.))

1. Anna (on [NG ] Right, he should finally get it that he can’t do
the phone): this with me ((long pause)) no I need a real Turk, one

whose German is not that good, you know? That will
drive him crazy. No, I’ll find one; I’ll pay him if I have
to. OK, see you, bye.

((Elviz re-enters the hall and walks towards Anna.))

2. Elviz: [IG/T ] Hallo, my name Elviz, the uncle of Djana. I
have a question. Djana, how dance, she dance good,
yeah? Cause cost much money, para yok. ((‘no
money’))

3. Anna: [NG ] Yeah, yeah, Djana is great. Hi, I’m Anna, sorry
I couldn’t make it yesterday to your dance contest.

4. Elviz: [IG/T ] Ah, yok yok yok ((‘no no no’)) … no problem,
eh?

Anna’s categorisation in turn 1 bluntly links ethnic authenticity to (lack
of) competence in the majority language (‘one whose German is not that
good’), and Elviz’s stylised use of IG and Turkish phrases overshoots
the Turkish men’s speech style. In turns 2 and 4, he uses generalised
feminine gender, a well-attested feature of Gastarbeiterdeutsch (meine
name, die onkel, keine problem); his syntax is reduced to a series of un-
connected phrases (original line 2: djana, wie tanzen, tanzen sie gut, ja?),
and he produces an ungrammatical construction that is nonetheless
understood in context (line 2: ich sie ein fragen: ‘I you a question’). In a
sense, Elviz gets grammatically wrong whatever could be done wrong
here, and even though there is nothing specifically ‘Turkish’ in his IG,
in the comical economy of the film his delivery is taken as a token of
ethnic authenticity.

This narrative thread continues at the medical school event where An-
na’s arranged meeting is about to take place. This scene (excerpt [5])
begins with her father, the German couple and their son waiting for
Anna. She and Elviz arrive stylised as a traditional Turkish couple, her
wearing a headscarf, him with old-fashioned suit, unbuttoned shirt and
oily hair. This leads to Anna being thrown out by her father. As they
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walk away, Elviz surprises Anna by disclosing his ‘real’ language compe-
tence.

(5) At the medical school event (30.44�32.21)

1. Father: [NNG ] I’m now wondering where she is
2. German man: [NG ] Well we look forward to seeing how the intern-

ship developed
3. Father: [NNG ] I’m very proud of her

((Anna and Elviz enter the scene.))

4. Anna: [T ] Hallo baba … Merhaba Dr Rüdiger
5. Elviz

(to father): [T ] Baba!
6. Anna: [NG ] Hello … This is Hassan, my fiancé
7. Elviz

(to group): [T ] Salaamu Alaykum
8. Anna: [NG ] Hassan is a lovely man … and he loves my

börek
9. Elviz: [IG ] I want many many children yeah, many children

with power of bull
10. Father

(to Anna): [T ] Shame on you
11. Anna: [NG ] We can’t decide whether to have six or eight
12. Elviz: [IG ] Of boys at least four, and two girls, and next

year, we celebrate marriage, you all come, you all
((…))

((Father drags Anna to the exit.))

13. Father: [NNG ] Who are you that you dare to do this?
14. Anna: [NG ] Your daughter!
15. Father: [NNG ] Not anymore! [T] Get out!
16. Elviz

(to couple): [NG ] Well then, until summer next year.

((Change of scene, Anna and Elviz walking away from the event
site.))

17. Elviz: [NG ] Would you prefer me to go now?
18. Anna: [NG ] You can speak correct German!
19. Elviz: [NG ] Anything wrong with that?
20. Anna: [NG ] Why are you pretending not to?
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21. Elviz: [NG ] Would you have taken me along if you knew
that my German is better than yours?

22. Anna: [NG ] You asshole!

Besides dress, the stylisation of the traditional Turkish couple includes
Turkish salutations and terms of address (turns 4, 5, 7). Features of
interlanguage German in Elviz’s delivery include vowel epenthesis into
the consonant cluster of Stier ‘bull’ (turn 9), missing articles and preposi-
tions, and pronominal errors (turn 12: ihre alle ‘you all’). Anna’s father
uses a Turkish expression of disapproval (turn 10) and then a Turkish
exclamation (turn 15). In turn 16, Elviz’s delivery shifts to NG as he
drops the stylised persona just before leaving the event. After the change
of scene, another instance of explicit language-ideological discourse oc-
curs as Anna qualifies Elviz’s default style as ‘correct German’ (richtig
Deutsch).

Excerpts (3) and (5) are the only instances of stylisation-within-styling
in this film. They both draw on IG and T and share a joint indexicality,
in that the stylisation constructs a traditionalist Turkish persona; how-
ever, Elviz engages in stylisation in order to approach Anna, while her
aim is to resist her father.

5.3.5 Gendered language skills
Gender differences in the Turkish community are staged in the second
part of the film, which centres on the bilingual sex hotline set up by
Elviz. Its premises are in a warehouse behind his brother’s bakery. A few
days before opening, women from the community cue up to apply for a
‘call centre’ job, not knowing its true purpose. The film shows three
interviews, excerpt (6) being the first one, in which the female applicants
are escorted by their husband or brother:

(6) Job interview (36.30�37.40)

1. Elviz: [NG ] We work internationally. Have collaborations
with overseas, are active in mobiles, customer service,
imports, exports, telecommunication.

2. Turkish man: [IG ] My wife also always much telephone, yes? At
home

3. Elviz: [NG ] Yeah, that is a very good precondition
((to Nilüfer)) Do you already have experience?

4. Turkish man: [IG ] Yeah, does have a lot of experience. Has worked
four years operator, you know, talk, lot of talk …
Where is workspace, eh?
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5. Elviz: [NG ] The call centre, it’s there at the back

((Husband leaves the interview desk to check the call centre space.))

6. Nilüfer: [NNG ] I’ve worked for five years with Beate Uhse
((adult entertainment company)) in live services and
as operator. With telecommunication.

In this and the other two interviews, the husband or male relative speaks
on behalf of the female character who remains silent. I read these scenes
as parodies of ethnicised gender stereotypes. They iterate and thereby
expose a stereotypical German assumption that ‘traditional’ Turkish
women must remain silent in the presence of unknown men. But the
stereotype is challenged within this scene. While Nilüfer’s husband does
the talking in interlanguage German and she remains silent in his pres-
ence, in turn 6 she discloses in fluent German to Elviz her previous
work experience and contextualises her new, knowledgeable footing by
repeating Elviz’ earlier keyword, ‘telecommunication’. Later in the film,
Nilüfen is portrayed as a skilful communicator who teaches the girls
how to do successful ‘lip service’ at the hotline.

6. Discussion and conclusions

Before returning to the framework proposed and demonstrated here, a
brief discussion of the sociolinguistic choices of Süperseks and their lan-
guage-ideological underpinnings is in order. In the approach developed
here, asking whether Süperseks offers ‘authentic’ representations of lan-
guage use in Hamburg’s German�Turkish community would miss the
point. As I have tried to show, cinematic indexicalities may well rely on
empirically evidenced indexical orders, but recontextualise them in the
conditions and for the requirements of cinematic discourse. Consider for
instance, this film’s bilingual performances that involve interlanguage
German. They can be read in part as an evocation of the Turkish lan-
guage that would normally have been used, but also as a reflection of
empirically attested bilingual practices in urban migrant communities.

Within the constraints of a commercial comedy, Süperseks offers both
stereotypical and nuanced representations of sociolinguistic difference in
an urban ethnic minority setting. These representations are nuanced in-
sofar as they draw on a repertoire of codes, which are allocated to a
repertoire of characters. They are stereotypical in that they rely on bi-
nary contrasts (between good/bad and major/minor characters) which
are equipped with, and supported by, linguistic choices that are predict-
able from the viewpoint of mainstream society. An obvious example is
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the allocation of IG to minor characters and baddies (especially Elviz’s
uncle), whereas the protagonists are given NG. Remarkably, these binary
contrasts are entirely acted out within the Turkish community rather
than in intercultural encounters between German and Turkish charac-
ters. This results in a differentiated representation of this community
within the limits of the film’s comical framing.

In carving out these representations, Süperseks relies heavily on main-
stream ideologies of language and ethnicity, class, generation and gender.
In Anna’s and Elviz’s metalanguage (excerpts [4] and [5]), ‘authentic’
ethnicity is iconised through the lack of competence in the majority lan-
guage. The contrast between Anna’s father and other characters of his
generation works on the assumption of a reciprocal relation between
standard language skills and upward mobility among migrants: thus
near-native German and denial of Turkish suit the white collar profes-
sional just as working-class Turkish people are ‘naturally’ speakers of
interlanguage German and Turkish. As in other Turkish�German films,
generational differences are part of the picture, with so-called second or
third generation speakers being represented as linguistically assimilated,
as with Elviz and his little niece who virtually speak no Turkish.
Süperseks further draws on mainstream language and gender ideologies
which ascribe better communicative and linguistic skills to women than
men, and uses these assumptions as a backbone to the entire plot, i.e.
Elviz’s business idea of a Turkish-language sex hotline, in which Turkish
women from the community eventually pay lip service to their husbands.
The romance of the protagonists reproduces a gendered ideology of lan-
guage as well, with Elviz skilfully using stylised language as a tool to
conquer Anna, while she draws on stylisation in order to refute her fa-
ther’s marriage arrangement.

In scenes involving code-switching or divergent code choices, the com-
munity’s heteroglossia is differentiated by narrative relevance. With sec-
ondary and minor characters, their choices of Turkish and interlanguage
German are accommodating. For example, the Turkish barber speaks
Turkish to other Turkish men, but interlanguage German in the presence
of Elviz’s German mate. Language choices are staged as conflictual in
the relationship between Anna and her father. Elviz draws on style-shift-
ing to construct the stylised ethnic persona he puts on to achieve his
romantic aims. Overall, Süperseks represents the heteroglossic tensions
and processes of change in a German�Turkish community (cf. Georga-
kopoulou 2000). As noted above (section 5.1), this film is not characteris-
tic of Turkish�German cinema in its entirety. It sets its romantic and
interpersonal stories in a peaceful Turkish community, blending out
discrimination and other social issues experienced by migrant people in
Germany. This can be linked either to the trend of urban multi-ethnic
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films that avoid the explicit problematisation of ethnic difference (see
Burns 2006 and section 4) or to this film’s mainstream orientation, to
which its German director and production company also contribute.
However, this doesn’t automatically lead to an affirmation of ethnic
stereotypes. By virtue of the differences it paints within the Turkish
community, Süperseks certainly goes against crude stereotypes of ‘the
Turk’. In the reading of some film reviewers (e.g. by Beatrice Willis on
filmszene.de), the film ‘wallows with delight’ in ethnic clichés, though
without exploiting them or disgracing its characters. This leads to a so-
ciolinguistic reading of Süperseks as playfully exposing rather than en-
dorsing the stereotypical language-ideological assumptions it operates
with. However, films are open to a range of readings, which cannot be
preempted by textual analysis alone.

Focusing on the cinematic text as opposed to its production and con-
sumption processes, the analytic framework proposed in this paper aims
at contributing to the sociolinguistic study of film and other audio-visual
fiction by integrating levels of analysis (repertoires, characters and
scenes) that have been separately treated in previous research. However,
it requires further development with regard to genre and multimodality
in their relation to the representation of sociolinguistic difference. It is
clear that comedy both constrains and facilitates particular representa-
tions of sociolinguistic difference, including the film’s playful endorse-
ment of clichés and its emphasis on verbal performance and linguistic
humour, to which multilingualism and code-switching no doubt contrib-
ute. Future analyses are needed to clarify the extent to which sociolin-
guistic difference in Turkish�German cinema differs by genre. Multimo-
dality was considered in this analysis to some extent, notably in the
detailed examination of scenes, but there is ample space for a more con-
sistent integration of visual analysis into this tripartite framework. While
this research can be viewed as a counterweight to the emphasis on the
visual and the erasure of indexical aspects of language in film studies,
linguists will also need to question the relevance of language in the
multimodal meaning-making system of film. Language style is only part
of a complex set of characterisation devices (Culpeper 2001), and more
research is needed to understand its place in cinema’s toolkit of identity
resources.6 In extract (5), for example, the stylisation of a traditional
couple by Anna and Elviz is constituted visually before they even start
talking, and the audience knows that their verbal performance in this
scene will diverge from their default speech styles. Here, not only
do visual and verbal means of stylisation co-occur, but the latter are
determined by the former. Extending sociolinguistic studies of styling
and stylisation to audio-visual performances requires incorporating
multimodal aspects of meaning-making into existing frameworks, and
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the three levels of analysis proposed here can be developed towards
this aim.

University of Hamburg

Notes
1. For an anecdotal example of a discussion on movie accents, see: http://blog.movie-

fone.com/2009/08/26/worst-movie-accents/
2. Another Turkish�German comedy from the same year, Kebab Connection, was

marketed as ‘culture-clash comedy’ (see www.kebabconnection.de). These and all
later translations are by the author.

3. Information on Süperseks is available on the film’s website, www.sueperseks.de,
and in the relevant entries on the Internet Movie Data Base (in English: www.imdb.
com/title/tt0384576/, in German: www.imdb.de/title/tt0384576/). Film reviews can
be found on portals such as filmszene.de or kino.de, and a few excerpts are avail-
able on YouTube.

4. This includes the majority of the cast (sleeve listing: 12 individuals, Wikipedia entry:
ca. 25 names). In addition, the cast includes: one policeman (NG); one hotline
businessman (NG); Elviz’s mother (IG/T), Elviz’s niece (NG), Tarik’s wife (NG/T).

5. Turn 4 refers to a little lamb that Elviz is carrying around in his rucksack in order
to offer it as a price at the dance context he is organising.

6. I am indebted to Crispin Thurlow for emphasising this point.
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Describing, analysing and judging
language codes in cinematic discourse

KAY RICHARDSON and ROBIN QUEEN

In this short commentary piece, we want to stand back from many of
the specific details in the seven papers which constitute the special issue,
and offer some observations which attempt to identify and assess points
of similarity and difference amongst them, under a number of different
general headings. To the extent that the ‘sociolinguistics of cinematic
discourse’ is an emergent sub- and inter-disciplinary specialism, it is not
yet altogether clear what its overall ambitions might be, or how it might
fit into the broader landscape of sociolinguistic study on the one hand,
or film/television studies on the other. By organising the commentary
along thematic lines, we hope at least to have indicated some of the
contours of the current landscape, as represented in these particular con-
tributions. For reasons of space limitations we have had to be selective
in the themes that we have foregrounded.

It is vexatious for research in this area that the default verb for refer-
ring to the consumption of audiovisual drama in either medium is
watch � ‘Did you watch that movie?’, and one of the commonest nouns
for referring to its consumers is as ‘viewers’. In the world of mass com-
munication, the verb listen tends to be reserved for practices of radio
and music consumption. ‘Watching’ movies and TV shows mostly also
includes listening/hearing, yet the verb does not semantically acknowl-
edge the aural dimensions of the experience, let alone the specifically
linguistic aural dimensions which are of interest to the contributors in
this special issue (Petrucci’s account of subtitled versus dubbed transla-
tions here reminding us that for some consumers the linguistic part of
the textual experience is visual rather than aural). If ‘watching’ is too
narrow, then more general terms like ‘consuming’ or ‘receiving’ are too
broad. We also consume goods and services generally, not to mention
food, whilst ‘receiving’ and ‘reception’ are as often used for technological
processes as for human ones. Thus, different items in this lexical reper-
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toire are variously caught up in different lay and expert discourses
around practices of communication and of media use. If usages in this
special issue, including our own, sometimes seem perverse or awkward,
it is in this context of struggle with a very complex metalinguistic heri-
tage in the English language.

Medium, genre and method

A first question in the light of these seven studies for us is whether it is
appropriate to assume rather than arguing for the essential similarity of
dramatic dialogue in the two audiovisual mediums of film and television.
Each of the papers in the collection is concerned with one or the other,
but not both: Planchenault, Bleichenbacher, Petrucci, Androutsopoulos,
Higgins & Furukawa on film, Tsiplakou & Ioannidou, Bednarek on TV,
and so for them individually the question does not arise. By tradition,
television as a domestic and predominantly national medium is regarded
as more ‘talky’ than film, especially of the globally dominant Hollywood
variety, though this difference can be exaggerated, and the quantity of
talk may anyway be a superficial matter in the context of sociolinguistic
debate. There are other axes of similarity and difference (apart from the
obvious one of national origin) which may be of greater interest for
sociolinguistic enquiry than that of medium. For instance, television,
especially of the serial sort such as the papers here explore, allows for
the unfolding of the narrative and characterisation over weeks and years
whereas the same unfolding in film must occur in a matter of hours. No
doubt this has ramifications for how comparable these two media are.
Further, while both media are fundamentally commercial endeavours,
the way in which the commercial imperative of each progresses is rather
different and also varies across different cultural contexts in which these
media are embedded. None of the papers in this special issue deal di-
rectly with the commercial nature of language data drawn from sources
such as these and yet that could be a critical component of understand-
ing how language becomes part of the semiotic material writers, pro-
ducers and actors rely on to enhance the likelihood of commercial suc-
cess.

All of the papers concentrate primarily on popular texts, rather than
drama for an elite or niche audience, with the possible exception of
L’Esquive (Planchenault) and Superseks (Androutsopoulos), perhaps ex-
plaining the grounding in sociolinguistic stereotypes and/or dominant
language ideologies in most of these materials. Comedy productions are
included in a large number of the papers (Tsiplakou & Ioannidou, Bed-
narek, Planchenault, Androutsopoulos, Higgins & Furukawa, Bleichen-
bacher), even if the authors have no reason to focus on specifically come-

Bereitgestellt von | Universitaetsbibliothek Freiburg (Universitaetsbibliothek Freiburg)
Angemeldet | 172.16.1.226

Heruntergeladen am | 06.06.12 16:26



Describing, analysing and judging language codes 329

dic properties of the texts they discuss (Bleichenbacher, Higgins & Furu-
kawa). Linguistic stylisation (and stylised stylisation) seems to marry
well with comedy, which has a licence to be playful, and to exaggerate:
under certain conditions it can use this licence in ways that seem socio-
culturally progressive (Tsiplakou & Ioannidou). Non-comedic audiovi-
sual drama (Petrucci, Bleichenbacher, Planchenault, Higgins & Furu-
kawa) might be essentially conservative (Bleichenbacher, Higgins &
Furukawa) or progressive (Planchenault); but if progressive, this may
not come through to the audience (Planchenault) or, if conservative, the
audience may find this to be a ground for criticism (Bleichenbacher).

The relationship of medium and genre to the question of method bears
some critical attention as well. For the most part, the authors of the
papers in this issue provide little information about how particular
content was selected for analysis. This is not meant as a unique observa-
tion or even critique as it seems that most sociolinguistic work on lan-
guage in the mass media draws its data largely serendipitously as schol-
ars notice interesting linguistic problems emerging from the media they,
their students, their colleagues or their friends encounter. Still, the seren-
dipitous nature of data selection has some consequences, one of which
is a fairly uniform methodological engagement with the data involving
discourse analysis and some simple quantification. As Bleichenbacher
points out in his commentary, though, the focus on language in the mass
media is ripe for some real methodological innovations that can connect
to many of the broader issues of sociolinguistics.

Censure and praise

As the above comments suggest, one useful lens with which to review the
papers is that of criticism � meaning here, censure, rather than literary
appreciation � and its converse, praise. Both negative and positive
evaluations are evident in this collection, as well as some less obviously
judgmental positions.

Higgins & Furukawa and Bleichenbacher each take a negative view of
the texts they discuss. Higgins & Furukawa want to criticise the films as
such, and for these authors, language use plays a part, alongside other
aspects of the representation (narrative structure; nonverbal semiosis) in
(re)producing discourses with an objectionably Orientalist view of Ha-
waiian and Local characters in movies with scenes set in Hawai’i. For
Bleichenbacher, it is not what the films say about culture and society
generally which is the problem, but the specific work that they do in
reproducing troublesome ‘linguicist’ language ideologies, by replacing
other languages with English, associating other languages with ‘bad’
characters, and so on. Thus, whilst both papers focus on language use,
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the sociocultural film criticism of the former makes a useful contrast with
the linguocultural criticism of the latter.

As well as these examples of censure, there is also space for commen-
dation. Tsiplakou & Ioannidou are clear that they set a positive value
on what Aigia Fuxia does in undermining the kind of stereotyping that
more traditional Cypriot sitcoms characteristically (re)produce. If the
latter do their work by stylising the language use of the rural population,
then it is because Aigia Fuxia so selfconsciously, reflexively and overtly
mimics and displays this that it can be said to be ‘stylising stylisation’.
Aigia Fuxia is a TV show, but films also come in for some commenda-
tion, in Planchenault’s account of L’Esquive and Bienvenue aux ch’tis.
Praise is due to both of these, on account of the effort made to legitimise
non-standard varieties of French by directors who are themselves users
of these varieties. This approval is not without qualification, since this
sometimes requires nonstandard speech to be depicted as unintelligible
to a standard French using protagonist � and perhaps also to the audi-
ence.

Petrucci, in setting up a contrast between two different versions of the
same text (Talk to me), using their relations to an original English lan-
guage version as his yardstick of comparison, is able to offer both praise
and criticism, with an evaluative orientation arguably more aesthetic
than either linguocultural or sociocultural: the better version is the one
which is closer to the original. In the Hollywood movie, some code-
switching between mainstream American English and an urban African
American vernacular makes an important contribution to the audience’s
understanding of characters and their relationships. The dubbed version
is superior to the subtitled one because it attempts to reproduce the
code-switching, by substituting comparable varieties of Brazilian Portu-
guese for the two American varieties. In linguocultural terms, there is
perhaps also an implication that sociolinguists should positively value a
movie where the key protagonist gets to speak in a nonstandard vernacu-
lar, to demonstrate powerful use of code-switching abilities, and be hear-
ably superior, within the narrative, to characters with more limited lin-
guistic repertoires. The protagonist of the Hollywood movie commend-
ably does this, that of the dubbed Portuguese version does so also, but
that of the subtitled version does not.

The papers by Androutsopoulos and Bednarek are the least overtly
judgmental. Androutsopoulos is non-committal because in his view this
is not something that can be established without reference to comple-
mentary research on audience reception. Bednarek’s paper, not directly
evaluative, is nevertheless suggestive because of its focus on stereotyping.
Stereotyping, in both lay and expert discourse on film and TV, is gen-
erally viewed as a bad thing; certain kinds of mass-produced popular
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genres are especially prone to it, thanks to commercial pressure within
the industry to ensure a steady supply of standardised products. A diffi-
culty here is that whilst standardisation may suit the industry as a pro-
duction factory, it does not entirely suit the audience, who as well as
valuing ‘more of the same’, also value difference, variation, originality.
Simple repetition is never enough. Stereotypes, despite the bad press they
get, are often necessary as a way in to the popular imagination, so the
desirable novelty may come from using familiar stereotypes in creative
ways (as in Aigia Fuxia). It would be interesting to pursue this by explor-
ing whether The Big Bang Theory also makes efforts of this kind.

Characterisation

The issue of stereotypes within the mass media points to another area in
which several of the papers provide interesting and potentially funda-
mental insights and that is in the area of characterisation. Bednarek
addresses the issue of characterisation most directly, though she ap-
proaches the data primarily from a perspective akin to literary analysis.
Androutsopoulos points to characterisation as the level of analysis that
explores what a given character does with the linguistic material pro-
vided by genre and the particular media event in question. It is specifi-
cally at this level of analysis that Androutsopoulos’ critique of previous
studies’ focus on authenticity gets its power. The analysis of characters
is not just the analysis of random individuals but also the analysis of
individual types and typifications, construed for the audience in a way
that must be minimally recognisable to them. This fact about characteri-
sation is especially highlighted in Petrucci’s analysis of the dubbed ver-
sion of the film Talk to Me. In the original film, one of the main charac-
ters represents a complex typification linked to bidialectalism in Stan-
dard American English and African American English. The twist in Pet-
rucci’s analysis comes from the additional concern for characterisation
that emerges when the film is dubbed as compared to subtitled into
Brazilian Portuguese. The process of translation itself, of course, brings
the matter of typification to the forefront.

Higgins and Furukawa’s paper uses the concept of linguistic diver-
gence to highlight the typified juxtaposition of the haole with the Local
and the Hawaiian. While they discuss characterisation, they locate it gen-
erally, as do the other papers, in processes of stylisation. We would like
to suggest that characterisation as linked to typification might provide a
fruitful path as well to a greater understanding of how and why language
variation is mobilised in television and film. The concept of typification
is enjoying a bit of a theoretical renaissance with its connections to proc-
esses of enregisterment (Agha 2007). Typification provides an important

Bereitgestellt von | Universitaetsbibliothek Freiburg (Universitaetsbibliothek Freiburg)
Angemeldet | 172.16.1.226

Heruntergeladen am | 06.06.12 16:26



332 Kay Richardson and Robin Queen

link between characters and characterisation and may also point to con-
nections to other sociolinguistic matters such as the diffusion of varia-
tion and broad matters of social semiosis.

Linguistic variation and the audience question

To focus on films and TV shows using sociolinguistic approaches and/
or contributing to sociolinguistic debates is to appreciate such texts as
part of cultural life, made for and consumed by particular audiences, and
to anticipate questions about the sociolinguistic and cultural resources of
those audiences. There are two aspects to the issue of ‘audience’. One
has to do with who these films and TV shows are designed for, and the
other has to do with who actually receives them and how they make
sense of these texts. The ‘audience design’ and the ‘reception’ aspects are
connected, and together they draw in all of the contributions.

On the audience design question, we can start by noting that there are
some clear differences of expectations with regard to the scale and struc-
ture of the anticipated audience. Aigia Fuxia (Tsiplakou & Ioannidou) is
at one end of the scale, because this series is made exclusively for the
national audience in Cyprus, and built to fit its particular linguo-cultural
horizons, whilst at the other end of the scale, mainstream Hollywood
movies like Just Married which feature in Bleichenbacher’s account are
designed with a trans-national Anglophone audience in mind, albeit one
which is expected to understand a lot about distinctively American cul-
tural life. This observation should not be mistaken for a claim that Aigia
Fuxia is designed for a homogeneous audience and Just Married for a
heterogeneous one. National audiences have their own significant in-
ternal heterogeneities. Rather, the point is that the national specificity of
Aigia Fuxia’s audience is coded into its imaginative bricolage of locally
accessible linguistic resources: ‘basilectal/obsolete Cypriot forms, hyper-
dialectism and code-mixing between Standard Greek, Cypriot Greek and
English’, and it is the Cypriot audience’s unique (if partly passive) famili-
arity with the forms and their associations which the series assumes.
The popularity of the series in Cyprus suggests that these assumptions
are acceptable.

The other aspect of the audience question concerns actual viewers,
and what they think of these films and shows. Although only three con-
tributors here explicitly draw on evidence of audience response, all of
them acknowledge in some fashion that their research raises ‘uptake’
issues. Androutsopoulos speculates about whether a film like Süperseks,
where linguistic ideologies about who speaks what variety to whom
(Turkish, Interlanguage German, Near-native German, Native speaker
German) are explicitly displayed is actually exposing these ideologies
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rather than uncritically reproducing or endorsing them. Yet he also
points out that this is not a question which can be resolved by textual
analysis alone. One way of putting this is that, just as interpersonal
communication can be regarded as involving the negotiation and co-
construction of meaning, so too can mass communication, though with
the problem that, with some exceptions (published reviews, online com-
ments) only one side of the negotiations is in the public domain. Indeed,
the media studies tradition has long recognised this, with the encoding/
decoding framework first introduced by Stuart Hall in the early 1970s
still exerting influence on how these transactions between producers and
consumers are conceptualised (Hall 1973).

The negotiation of meaning begins with what audiences already know,
and what they therefore bring to their viewing experiences. The pro-
duction of audiovisual drama may then depend on productions playing
into that assumed knowledge, some of which will usually be stereotypi-
cal. Bednarek’s example of the ‘nerd’ stereotype in The Big Bang Theory
is a case in point, and her account is designed to show how the writing
of a ‘nerdy’ persona like that of Sheldon in this series will activate this
particular stereotype by referencing its pre-established properties � resis-
tance to change, computer expertise, and so on. The Big Bang Theory
has been distributed in a number of different national markets beyond
the American ones for which it was originally produced, including Ar-
gentina, Hungary, the UK, Germany, Japan, the Netherlands and South
Korea (IMDb). This might suggest that the ‘nerd’ stereotype is a trans-
cultural one, with viewers in these countries coming to much the same
interpretation of Sheldon as viewers in the USA, on the basis of a similar
repertoire of stock characters. Yet the trans-cultural existence of a nerd
stereotype and its trans-cultural content, are different matters: without
further empirical evidence it would be hard to know whether non-Ameri-
can versions of the stereotype also include ‘American’ as one of its traits.

Three papers try to find some evidence for how viewers interpreted a
particular film or films (Petrucci, Bleichenbacher, Planchenault). Two of
them do this by looking for ‘found materials’ � comments on IMDb
message boards in the case of Bleichenbacher, vox pop comments and
published movie reviews in the case of Planchenault. Petrucci, by con-
trast, produces his own audience data: his informal focus groups, who
watched and commented on one or other of two Brazilian Portuguese
translated versions of Hollywood’s Talk To Me, confirmed his own judg-
ment that character meanings emerged more successfully from the
dubbed than they did from the subtitled translation.

Bleichenbacher also provides an audience research component, use-
fully complementary to the text-based parts of his account which attend
both to sociolinguistic usage and to in-text metalinguistic commentary.
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The audience research is based on 179 language-related messages on
IMDb message boards in respect of 13 of the 32 movies in his database.
Bleichenbacher’s data allow him to conclude that, although the hetero-
geneous audience includes some viewers who align with the linguicist
ideologies reproduced in these films, the key characteristic of this audi-
ence is the diversity of its views, and furthermore, ‘there is a general
acceptance of, and even a frequent enthusiasm about instances of multi-
lingual diversity in the movies, including the use of languages other than
English (rather than their replacement)’.

These IMDb contributors are likely to be untypical of the larger audi-
ence, though the main difficulty in knowing what to make of Bleichen-
bacher’s findings is how little we can know about these people beyond
what they themselves have actually written. The primary demographic
variables that would be of interest on this particular topic of multilin-
gualism are: nationality; country of residence; linguistic repertoire; edu-
cation. Others, like gender and class, might also be instructive. The con-
tributors do have some things in common as a group. They know Eng-
lish, they are literate, they have Internet access and they have sufficient
active interest in movies to go to the trouble of writing about them on a
specialist (though popular, well regarded and high profile) web site. Mil-
lions of viewers would lack one or more of these characteristics except
for English proficiency: non-English viewers watch different versions
and are not relevant here. It may be more useful to treat the IMDb
audience as being of interest in its own right, rather than worrying about
how representative it is. The larger audience will certainly be no less
diverse in the discourses it manifests. However, there is a risk here in
relation to Bleichenbacher’s conclusion that the audience is more accept-
ing of multilingualism than the movies they are responding to. The
(elite?) IMDb audience may well be positive about movie multilin-
gualism but they and/or their positive views may constitute only a small
proportion of the wider population.

Bearing that in mind, it is worthwhile to point out a suggestive com-
plementarity between Bleichenbacher’s findings and those of Planchen-
ault, allowing us also to link together our two themes of judgement and
of audience response. Bleichenbacher’s research allows him to be critical
of the texts, but find ideological comfort in the audience response.
Planchenault’s research involves the inverse of these judgments. The sec-
ond order indexicality in the stylising of Picardy and banlieu speech
represents a positive effort on the part of two directors to redeem com-
monly stigmatised nonstandard varieties of French. But this effort may
have been wasted, for Planchenault reports that journalism tended to
read the use of nonstandard French simply ‘for what the accent suppos-
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edly tells about the social or ethnic origin of the characters’, rejecting
second order indexicality in favour of a simpler, flatter, first-order brand.

There are other topics we might have explored in this overview but
have not had the space to open up. One, most certainly, concerns the
theoretical common ground, as reflected perhaps in the extent of the
shared references in the authors’ respective bibliographies. A second,
hinted at above but not fully examined, is the true extent of the interdis-
ciplinarity that is here manifest and the relative costs and benefits of
pursuing enhanced interdisciplinarity. A third concerns more direct mod-
elling of mass media data as appropriate data for sociolinguistic inquiry.
Within sociolinguistics, the two major theoretical trends of the last 60
years have concerned matters of language variation and change on the
one hand and broad matters of semiosis on the other. Not much of the
work on language in the mass media has attended to the broad concern
for language change, and yet this is an area that stands ready for serious
exploration, particularly in terms of the circulation and diffusion of lin-
guistic semiosis. Several of the papers hint at this type of analysis in their
discussion of reception studies and we believe this could be a powerful
approach to bringing media data into the canon of sociolinguistic data
types. As more and more media become enmeshed with interactive con-
nections in which fans, often in real time, engage directly with the
content of the programming, the processes through which language vari-
ation moves through a community in meaningful ways becomes more
readily apparent. As the papers in this special issue underscore, there is
a real technological, analytic and cultural nexus around sociolinguistic
data drawn from film and television, and this area looks set to be a
significant ‘growth area’ of sociolinguistic study.

University of Liverpool
University of Michigan
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