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Abstract 

Recent cinema often includes taboo words to shape characters or stir feelings. Looking into how 

such words function within cinema culture, this study takes Quentin Tarantino’s Inglourious 

Basterds (2009) as one example among many. Research conducted by scholars on movie-related 

swearing, limits placed by censors, and surrounding societal conditions helps frame what follows, 

alongside an in-depth look at where and when offensive terms appear in that particular film. Instead 

of counting instances alone, attention goes toward meaning, setting, and effect. There has been a 

steady climb in harsh expressions across films through the years, tied closely to shifts in public 

norms and oversight rules. Expletives often reveal a character’s frustration, while insults spark 

tension between people. Sometimes, strong words form bonds among certain groups or, at other 

times, they push others away. Speech gains force when charged with intense vocabulary, shaping 

how lines land with viewers. These choices fit within familiar film styles, meeting what audiences 

expect from gritty realism or humour. Yet external forces play a role too.  Censorship rules and 

localization decisions affect both usage and perception globally. In Inglourious Basterds, the 

overlapping languages, filled with curses and offensive terms, sharpen identity and pressure in key 

scenes. Such examples mirror wider trends in filmmaking practice. What stands out is how 

forbidden speech on screen shapes stories, influenced by shifting social values and production 

demands alike. 

      

Introduction 

Taboo language often includes swear terms, racist labels, or crude expressions that pack a punch 

beyond their meaning. Research shows they can shift moods, stir reactions, and influence 
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arguments. They are not just background noise in the film as they shape how people feel, think, 

and respond. Power hides in these banned phrases, more than meets the ear (Fägersten et al. 14). 

In the visual medium, filmmakers often use this power. As Catarina Xavier observes, “taboo 

language has become a frequent resource for linguistic characterisation in cinema”(Xavier 2). 

True, movie lines often echo real talk and public views on speech, yet they twist sharp edges 

louder, bolder, just to stir feeling. Outcomes shift unpredictably: rough words make characters feel 

more authentic and somehow more alive. But off-screen, those same sounds still carry weight, 

risk, and rules. What holds attention is not shock alone, but rather how freedom fights quiet limits 

behind the scenes, shaping all the harsh syllable studios allow nowadays. 

A fresh look at Tarantino’s Inglourious Basterds shifts attention toward how movies handle 

taboo language. Instead of zeroing in on just his methods, the focus turns to patterns across 

filmmaking. Questions like “What shapes the way directors use charged speech?” may arise. This 

movie becomes a starting point, though not because it defines Tarantino’s work. It shows what 

happens when mainstream cinema leans into harsh language. Released in 2009, the film mixes 

languages, wraps brutality in dark humour, and uses raw dialogue, not simply for shock, yet tied 

to realism within its violent world.  

The study will focus on recent scholarly research on the field of taboo language, movie 

restrictions, and how culture shapes speech. That covers broad ideas about cursing along with fresh 

data drawn from media texts or lab work. Following that, key theories reveal the reason why people 

swear or what taboos say about society. Afterwards, the way we studied lines spoken in films is 

explained. A good portion dives into movie speech that shocks, tracking patterns, story roles, and 

rules around it. Furthermore, it shifts toward one film in particular: Inglourious Basterds. Pulling 

from existing research plus a real-world case, the piece shows rough language doing double duty, 

shaping plot while mirroring social tensions. 

This article follows a qualitative, text-based approach. For the case study, we analysed the 

screenplay and subtitles of Inglourious Basterds to identify taboo language. Each occurrence of 

profanity, slur, or vulgar expression was noted along with its speaker, context, and function. We 

then interpreted these instances using the theoretical framework above (e.g. expletive, abusive, 

social, stylistic, or extratextual function). Although detailed quantitative counting of every 

utterance was restricted, we estimate that Inglourious Basterds contains dozens of swear words 



RATE Issues, ISSN 1844-6159, Winter 2025, vol. 34, issue no. 2 

and slurs across its dialogues, matching the movie’s R rating classification. In parallel, we 

synthesised insights from recent film language research to situate our findings: literature on 

profanity in the media provided broader patterns, while cultural studies and translation research 

informed our interpretation of specific terms. In sum, our methodology combines close reading of 

the film’s language with connection to contemporary scholarship and industry data. 

Literature Review 

Looking into taboo words has drawn in different areas of academics in linguistics. In the last two 

decades, scholars from various fields have taken an interest in this topic. One summary points out 

work on forbidden speech, polite substitutions, and harsh expressions showing up in conversation 

breakdowns, social patterns, how context shapes meaning, thought processes behind word choice, 

mental responses to words, and moving such language between cultures (Crespo-Fernández 2). 

That mix shows how deeply connected these topics are, not just grammar rules but real situations 

plus shared beliefs about what words do. Hardly a single corner of language is untouched by this 

theme. What people find offensive differs across societies, yet the intensity of reaction often feels 

familiar everywhere. Studies by Allan & Burridge (2006) laid down key ways to categorise taboo 

language. Those tied to body processes, religion, slurs, intimacy and how they function in 

pragmatic speech. More recent scholarship considers new media and diverse cultural contexts. 

Sulpizio et al. (2024) show that in all cultures, taboo terms carry strong negativity and stir deep 

responses wherever used.  Even if each group decides differently on what crosses the line. Such 

findings underline a pattern that traverses borders. Swearing is universal, however, rooted in the 

cultural values of each nation (Sulpizio 3810). 

Catarina Xavier analysed the cinematic usage of taboo words. She breaks down, accounting 

for the reason why curse words show up so much on screen. She noted that instead of avoiding 

them, filmmakers weave them into scenes to feel truer, sharper, to imitate true-to-life speech 

patterns. These words bring authenticity to the film and evoke certain emotions. Cinematic 

swearing, as Xavier mentions, serves “intratextual” functions (inside the story), such as character 

emotions, as well as “extratextual” functions (concerning the audience). One extratextual role is 

the “mimetic function, according to which the taboo word confers realism to the discourse, 

fictionally portraying its authentic use” (Xavier 5). The other one is the “comic function, according 
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to which there is a production of humour” (Xavier 5). What these functions reveal is that swearing 

is not random; it paints personality through voice alone. 

Other scholars, such as Norrick (2009), argue that taboo dialogue traditionally indicated 

lower-class characters or villains. He observes that while taboo language usage in film often is 

associated with certain character typologies, more recent cinema presents more unexpected users 

of such words. (Norrick, 24) Quantitative corpus studies notice a shift in trends across media 

language. Chandra and Ren (2024) find a “gradual increase of abusive content in movie dialogues 

has been significant over the last two decades, where Oscar-nominated movies overtook the top 

ten blockbusters”(Chandra and Ren 1). Their study confirms the industry statements that R-rated 

films have become the norm, gaining popularity and therefore dominating the field. At the same 

time, global audiences and streaming platforms offer a wider variety of content, which might make 

strict rules about speech less firm. 

On Film Censorship 

Movie censorship has shaped how dialogue appears on screen. Back when the old Production Code 

(1930s- 60s) ruled Hollywood, harsh words were banned outright. Known as the Hays Code, it “ 

included lists of words that could never be used in spoken dialogue and provided specific 

guidelines on how filmmakers could depict potentially controversial subjects” (Rosenfeld). Over 

time, control shifted toward ratings instead of bans. Today’s approach, managed by the MPAA 

(Motion Picture Association), trades strict rules for classification. A single strong word might slip 

into a PG-13 title. Yet repeated usage pushes films into stricter categories. What counts as too 

much? That line shifts with social norms. Still, consequences remain: tougher labels mean smaller 

audiences. What gets blocked on TV has long drawn attention from scholars. According to 

Fägersten et al., silencing particular expressions can make them seem more charged.  Restricting 

terms underlines their shock value. When swear words are deemed inappropriate for open 

airwaves, they tend to stay labelled as such, even though the act meant to suppress them actually 

feeds their reputation (1). However,  not every strong word raises alarms, yet lines involving hate-

based insults or sacred names still provoke resistance. A muttered "damn" slips through; worse 

ones rarely do. Overall, looser rules across media platforms, particularly cable and streaming 

services, have gone hand in hand with increased use of strong language on screen.  
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Words seen as offensive shift meaning across cultures. Swearing in one’s native tongue 

often hits harder emotionally compared to using harsh terms in a second or later-learned language. 

Studies suggest people react less strongly when hearing curses spoken in languages they acquired 

after childhood. Fägersten and Stapleton suggest that “censorship practices in multilingual settings 

reinforce and strengthen the power/taboo of swearing in the L1 while simultaneously reflecting, 

and arguably, further attenuating, the lesser power/taboo of swearing in other languages”(1). A 

swear word in English might seem milder if it comes from someone who learned English later in 

their life. Emotional force fades slightly outside the mother tongue. One reason films such as 

Inglourious Basterds struggle is because slurs carry different weight across languages; a harsh 

term in German may sound less biting when heard by viewers fluent only in English. Beyond that 

example, translating taboos poses real challenges as word-for-word translations tend to fall flat 

since equivalent terms do not always carry equal emotional intensity. Because standards for 

offence shift between cultures, reactions depend heavily on local norms, altering how strong 

certain phrases feel once moved from one screen to another. 

Overall, research indicates taboo words appear in every language, yet they differ widely 

across cultures (Sulpizio et al. 3795). In movies, foul speech does more than shock.  It reveals 

feelings, marks group belonging, while often clashing with rules on what can be shown. This work 

takes those observations into account, focusing on how such language operates in filmmaking, 

using one wartime movie as a case to explore these patterns. 

 

Defining Taboo Language 

According to Allan and Burridge (2006), taboo language is an umbrella term for the latter denoting 

forbidden words and expressions related to taboo imagery, such as sex-related organs and acts, 

scatology, the body and its effluvia, sacred beings, food, and death (Allan and Burridge 1). Such 

speech tends to stay out of common talk; people skip it to avoid breaking unwritten codes or 

hurting others. Following Fägersten and Stapleton, using these charged words is known as 

swearing, something capable of stirring deep reactions due to its emotional weight (Fägersten et 

al 1). Unlike ordinary terms, foul language carries punch, not just meaning, but force,  though 

where and when one can say them depends heavily on context and shared expectations. When 
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characters curse in movies, their speech breaks expected manners, pointing instead to raw feelings, 

tension, or an attempt at authenticity. 

Scholars identify key functions of swearing in common speech. A commonly cited 

taxonomy includes at least four intratextual uses: one of these is the expletive function, where “a 

specific situation, and without an intention to offend anyone, the character can express anger or an 

exclamation towards an external element that bothers him, physically or psychologically” (Xavier 

6). Another function is the abusive one, which “is intended to insult and offend the other speaker 

or depreciate the object spoken about and evaluated negatively” (Xavier 6). A third function is the 

social one, which “can, on the one hand, support bonds of intimacy and solidarity and, on the other 

hand, generate conflict between speakers” (Xavier 7). The last function is the stylistic function, 

which can stimulate and increase the liveliness of discourse (Xavier 7). In the cinema, these 

functions are known to have concrete effects. For example, an expletive word can emphasise a 

character’s frustration, or insults can create a sense of camaraderie.  

Furthermore, taboo language matters off-screen just as much as what appears on it, 

operating also at an extratextual dimension. It creates a connection between the film and its 

audience.  Curse words make stories feel more authentic, mirroring real speech patterns instead of 

sanitised versions. In humour, these expressions often surprise by turning discomfort into laughter 

and creating a contrast between the two. They challenge polite norms, exposing cultural hesitations 

about certain topics. When tied to belief systems, strong language marks identity, revealing where 

someone stands in society or how they see the world. According to Norrick, such speech paints 

characters quickly by drawing on familiar stereotypes: grit, rebellion, poverty, and distress. A 

harsh word might show class roots, emotional intensity, even vulnerability, all without 

explanation. A film might assign rough speech to antagonists simply to underline their harshness. 

In Inglourious Basterds, Nazi officials speak with stiff precision, yet swear often, drawing 

attention to disciplined brutality. 

Trends in Cinematic Swearing 

Film studies highlight several intratextual functions of taboo words that often serve distinct 

storytelling purposes within the narrative itself. First, the expletive function can be exemplified 

when a commander bursts into frustration and might yell, “Shit!” Xavier shows that these outbursts 
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portray a character's anger or frustration (Xavier 6).  In Inglourious Basterds, faced with peril, Lt. 

Raine blurts out a curse. His raw reaction lies bare through abrupt swearing. Second, the abusive 

function crystallises when taboo words are used intentionally to insult another character. As Xavier 

notes, it is language meant “to insult and offend the other speaker or depreciate the object spoken 

about”(Xavier 6). In Inglourious Basterds, U.S. fighters mock Germans using terms like "krauts" 

or "Nazis." One Jewish soldier drops the n-word before stunned prisoners, a sharp reminder of 

how raw conflict shapes speech. Third, the social function shows how taboo words can reinforce 

group identities. According to Allan and Burridge, such language can strengthen personal 

connections between individuals. A scene in a war movie might show rebels trading harsh terms 

freely, treating them like everyday talk within their circle. Those who avoid strong language could 

come across as distant or rigid instead. For instance, in Inglourious Basterds, the rogue unit 

exchanges crude humour, building a sense of gritty unity. Meanwhile, British intelligence figures 

speak with restraint, highlighting differences in background and attitude. The way each group talks 

sets them apart.  

The stylistic function adds intensity and often shapes how something sounds, bringing 

energy to spoken lines, even in casual lines.  A line gains sharpness when it includes strong 

language, standing out beyond flat statements. As Xavier observes, using forbidden terms in stories 

tends to lift dull exchanges, making them feel more alive and striking (Xavier 7). This effect shows 

when someone uses a harsh word casually, like saying “We’ve been through hell and back, fucker,” 

where the insult is not really about offence, but rather heightens the dramatic effect. The impact 

lingers because it breaks rhythm without warning. What stands out is how raw language pulls 

viewers in, sharpening the tension. During calm scenes in Tarantino’s film, an abrupt swear-like 

“for fuck’s sake” cuts through, revealing irritation. That small touch grounds the moment, making 

it feel more realistic. Taken altogether, these four intratextual functions suggest curse words are 

not tossed in by chance. They usually appear for a reason tied to how stories unfold. They serve 

narrative goals, and profanity becomes a stylistic tool. 

Beyond the narrative itself, taboo words serve extratextual functions concerning the film 

audience. One of these functions is the mimesis of real life. Audiences assume soldiers from the 

20th -century, lawbreakers, or intense romantic partners would speak harshly when alone. When 

films include such speech, it suggests honesty in showing what might actually happen. What 
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counts as offensive language on screen has shifted. The mimetic function can only make individual 

characters and their personal verbal idiosyncrasies come to life against the background of more 

collective linguistic norms, defined in terms of social, regional or national identities (Delabastita 

306). Oddly enough, swearing pulls viewers deeper into a scene; not despite its crudeness but 

because of it.  It signals life as lived, a character that exists in the real world as well. Another 

extratextual function is the comic one, when taboo words generate humour outside the story. 

Delabastita has observed similar patterns across languages. When Hitler erupts in Inglourious 

Basterds, his speech swollen with over-the-top profanity, it somehow stumbles into comedy. It is 

not fury alone that leaves an impression, but rather, the way ridicule reshapes horror until it feels 

almost silly. Films called black comedies frequently pour sharp language into scenes not simply 

to provoke, but to underline unease about taboos. Laughter creeps in not because of the insult 

spoken, but instead due to the breach of unspoken rules. Forbidden speech becomes theatre when 

delivered at just the wrong moment. Finally, the ideological function marks the power structures 

and ideological positions. According to Xavier, when characters curse, listeners link those words 

to familiar stereotypes, strengthening fixed role expectations (Xavier 9). Speech patterns separate 

good from bad, one marker being curse words - more common among antagonists. The lead roles 

in Inglorious Basterds challenge Nazi rule by force, which makes rough language an act of 

rebellion against oppression. Those tied to fascist ideologies tend toward strict slurs or misuse 

grammar deliberately, reflecting their worldview. Because of this, dialogue choices highlight 

moral divides across the film’s structure. 

 

Inglourious Basterds: A Case Study 

To illustrate the dynamics, the study turns to Quentin Tarantino’s Inglorious Basterds, a fictional 

take on World War II, where taboo speech appears often and in varied forms. While the director 

is widely known for his use of profanity, attention here stays on the movie itself, as one instance 

among current films that place strong language into conversation. Through certain moments and 

figures within the story, it becomes possible to observe how earlier described roles actually unfold 

on screen. A point of interest of the film lies in its multilingual dialogue, as characters speak 

English, German, French, and Italian. Tarantino treats language as a semiotic code. When Germans 
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appear, Allied characters shift language, choosing English instead, using anti-German slurs (e.g. 

calling a German soldier “Kraut”). Such words cross lines, acting less as conversation than 

aggression. These ethnic slurs carry weight, serving an abusive function, revealing contempt while 

sharpening group identity. 

During a scene, Lt. Archie Hicox (a British soldier) finds himself across from German 

officers. Though tension climbs steadily, he holds back any emotional shift, speaking in measured 

tones throughout, keeping the lines in formal English. Only when suspicion turns to certainty does 

his voice break and “for fuck’s sake” escapes, sharp and raw, betraying inner collapse. Up until 

that moment, even remarks about proper speech stay polished, almost detached. Contrast arrives 

with the Basterds: American-Jewish fighters whose words drip freely with insults and vulgarities 

long before violence erupts. Their cursing blends mockery, identity, and defiance. Where Hicox 

swears once, out of breaking control, they wield language like a second weapon. In the scene where 

Colonel Landa dangles land as a bribe,  Donny Donowitz turns to Officer Hoss, tosses out "You 

my nigger?" This phrase jolts Landa. Among the Allied group, it functions like coded banter, tight-

knit and familiar. To the Nazi ear, though, it lands as raw provocation. Meaning shifts depending 

on who speaks, who hears. Inside the unit, it reads as gritty camaraderie. For the German officer, 

it is nothing short of defiance wrapped in a slur.  

When emotions run high, swearing appears often among the characters in Basterds. Fueled 

by urgency, Aldo Raine often uses sharp language when giving orders, his voice tight with 

emotion. During combat, sudden bursts of swearing follow brutal actions - this choice feels 

intentional, part of how the film captures tension. Even quiet characters unleash curses at turning 

points. Consider Suzy, the bartender helping the group: after witnessing a Nazi killing spree, she 

cries out, shouting “Scheisse!” in horror. That single word carries weight, showing how terror can 

force speech into harsh forms. Curse words here mirror genuine reactions, making the scene feel 

less staged, more lived. 

Outside the text, meaning grows strongest when shaped by Tarantino’s mix of borrowed 

styles and sharp irony. Rough language sometimes crosses into exaggeration, aiming for dark 

humour. Admiral Kanitz’s odd monologue uses a plethora of swear words, mocking hatred through 

absurdity. What makes these moments work is how viewers understand forbidden topics as part of 
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an exaggerated, nearly ridiculous style. That reflects Xavier's comic function: using taboos not for 

offence, but to create surprise through mismatched situations. Built on ideology, the film ties 

ethical standing to how people speak. Germans tend toward stiff expressions, using strong words 

only when pushed. Though their talk is packed with technical terms and avoids crude English 

forms, it still carries local slurs. Resistance fighters, however, swear without restraint, showing 

lives marked by struggle. This unfiltered speech reflects authenticity, not brutality. In this way, the 

movie draws lines between oppressive order and rebellious honesty through voice alone. Speech 

becomes a marker of alignment: sterile precision versus heated truth. Such choices echo Norrick’s 

view that cursing reflects deeper group belonging and emotional stance (Xavier 12). 

In summary, Tarantino's film reflects the trends noted earlier. Tension surfaces through 

forbidden words spoken by main characters, who bond via aggressive speech while rejecting 

authority. Opposing figures speak in controlled tones, signalling emotional distance and strictness. 

Different languages shape what counts as offensive. Germans avoid racial terms in English, while 

French speakers curse fluently in their native language. Culture sets invisible lines, altering 

messages when words move between languages. Notable here is the way Tarantino reshapes 

audience expectations. Profanity turns up frequently; it does more than mirror real speech, as it 

fuels intensity. Humour often emerges not despite exaggeration, but because of it. Controversial 

lines tend to stir conversation, particularly those involving racial insults, revealing discomfort 

about what belongs on screen. Such moments reflect wider conflicts in contemporary cinema 

concerning taboo expressions. 

This article has reframed Inglourious Basterds within a broader investigation of taboo 

words in the cinema. It shows that cinematic use of slurs and profanity follows functions and 

patterns. Because studios navigate rating rules separating PG-13 from R films while aiming for 

worldwide reach, harsh dialogue persists despite ongoing debate. Over the years, numbers show a 

growth in on-screen abusive language. Still, researchers point out how the offensiveness of any 

given term depends on cultural context. Thus, contemporary directors move through layered 

challenges, using strong language as a creative resource, showcasing realism, emotion or social 

meaning. Yet, they must adjust according to viewer expectations and industry regulations.  Words 

once banned in the cinema do far more than surprise viewers. Through character speech, they 

influence behaviour and relationships on screen. Outside the narrative frame, these terms colour 
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perception, framing a movie as daring, gritty, or self-aware. In Inglourious Basterds its crisp 

exchanges drive scenes ahead, and they also reflect historical echoes alongside Tarantino’s voice. 

Later studies could tally taboo expressions across broader film sets, perhaps measuring shifts in 

viewer response. Language lives where meaning meets the moment. Nevertheless, this study 

underscores how taboo words remain a useful tool in filmmaking, linking speech directly to 

cultural values. As social norms shift over time, the cinema will doubtless test limits in on-screen 

dialogue, ensuring scrutiny of offensive language stays relevant. What stands out is not just usage, 

but how it mirrors deeper currents beneath surface conversation. 

 

 

References 

 

Allan, Keith, and Kate Burridge. Forbidden Words: Taboo and the Censoring of Language. 

Cambridge University Press, 2006.  

Beers Fägersten, Kristy, Karyn Stapleton, and Minna Hjort. “Censorship and Taboo Maintenance 

in L1 and LX Swearing.” Languages, vol. 9, no.  4, 2024, article 128,  

Chandra, Rohitash, and Guoxiang Ren. Longitudinal Abuse and Sentiment Analysis of 

Hollywood Movie Dialogues Using LLMs. ResearchGate, 2025,  

Crespo-Fernández, Eliecer. “Taboo Language Research in the New Millennium: A Literature 

Review.” Complutense Journal of English Studies, vol. 33, 2025,  

Delabastita, Dirk. “A Great Feast of Languages: Shakespeare’s Multilingual Comedy in ‘King 

Henry V’ and the Translator.” The Translator, vol. 8, no. 2, 2002, pp. 303–340. DOI: 

https://doi.org/10.1080/13556509.2002.10799136 

Norrick, Neal R. “Swearing in Literary Prose Fiction and Conversational Narrative.” Narrative 

Inquiry, vol. 22, no. 1, 2012, pp. 24–49.  

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/388402031_Longitudinal_Abuse_and_Sentiment_Analysis_of_Hollywood_Movie_Dialogues_using_LLMs


RATE Issues, ISSN 1844-6159, Winter 2025, vol. 34, issue no. 2 

Rosenfeld, Jordana. "Hays Code". Encyclopedia Britannica, 12 Apr. 2025, 

https://www.britannica.com/art/Hays-Code. Accessed 21 January 2026. 

Sulpizio, Simone, et al. “Taboo Language Across the Globe: A Multi‑Lab Study.” Behavior 

Research Methods, vol. 56, no. 4, 2024, pp. 3794–3813. Springer,  

Xavier, Catarina. “Swearing in the Movies: Intratextual and Extratextual Functions of Taboo.” 

Anglo Saxonica, no. 22, issue 1, 2024, article 7, pp. 1–15.  

https://www.britannica.com/art/Hays-Code

