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Dubbing insults as cross-cultural mediation  
 
The linguistic codification of impoliteness is one aspect of social interactions that has recently 
attracted the attention of researchers interested in describing the dual nature of impoliteness 
expressions used to offend the interlocutor as well as to create and affirm solidarity (Bousfield 2008; 
Culpeper 2011; Haugh/Bousfield 2012). Among the conventionalised impoliteness formulae a 
prominent role is played by insults, which are however problematic to investigate for their 
infrequency in interactions both within individual cultures and crossculturally (cf. Culpeper et al. 
2014:77). Conversely, there is greater availability of insults in films (Formentelli 2014), due to the 
relevance of antagonism, conflict and challenge in plot development. Hence, films and film 
translation can be a privileged source of data, as insults used on screen offer a representation of 
such forms in interactions and the culture-specific expressive modes, while also carrying meanings 
that are peculiar to film as a genre. Although a few studies have been carried out on taboo words in 
audiovisual dialogue (Azzaro 2005; Bruti 2009; Valdeón 2015), we know little of how much the 
cultural pragmatics of insults in the source language is conveyed to foreign audiences through 
dubbing. To this aim, we argue that a comparison between original and translated texts is not 
sufficient, but needs to be complemented with the analysis of comparable texts originally conceived 
in the target language. The study focuses on English and Italian films and addresses the following 
research questions: 1) How and to what extent are insults used on screen to express: (a) negative, 
offensive stance; and (b) social bonding and solidarity? 2) Is dubbing of insults in line with the 
domesticating tendency frequently reported for this audiovisual translation mode, or does it rather 
serve as cross-cultural mediation of the source language and culture? Data are drawn from the Pavia 
Corpus of Film Dialogue, a parallel and comparable corpus now including 24 American and British 
films in the original and dubbed Italian versions, and 24 Italian original films. For ease of 
identification, this study only considers personalized negative vocatives (Culpeper 2011: 135), 
such as you stupid flipping cow, disgusting little shite. Results show that the frequency of offensive 
insults in original English and Italian films is comparable, while it is much lower in dubbing, where 
some of the original vocatives are omitted or replaced with personalized negative assertions (e.g. 
you stupid bastard > Tu sei uno stupido deficente ‘you are a stupid idiot’; you idiot > che idiota ‘what 
an idiot’). Conversely, solidarity insults are less frequent in both original and dubbed Italian films 
than in English films. Similarly, more limited is the variety of offensive and solidarity insults in the 
Italian texts. Finally, the repertoires of forms in original and dubbed Italian films display diverging fe 
atures. Original films mostly include single-word insults (e.g. bastardo ‘bastard’) and regional 
variants (e.g. schifús ‘yucky’), whereas dubbed films show complex strings of vocatives that are 
modelled both on the original English forms (e.g. you big ugly git > grosso brutto e coglione ‘big ugly 
and asshole’) and on target language patterns (e.g. you lazy git > pigrone che non sei altro ‘you are 
nothing but a lazybones’). Hence, dubbing of insults can be posited as a case of cross-cultural 
mediation that relies on both foreignization and domestication strategies. The findings will be 
discussed in terms of their implications for foreign audiences’ perception of source linguacultural 
impoliteness.  
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