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My point of departure is that film dialogue is a good language 
model and a good starting point for understanding 
communication and culture. 
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I’ll focus on ways to harness the learner’s pragmatic competence, together with the 
rich context provided by film, to foster understanding of language and culture.

We’ll see together three short e examples that will
propose classroom activities based on the idea

Then I’d like to discuss whether it makes sense or not 
to think of a way to share questions on film dialogue.
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Young adults do posses a ”pragmatic competence”: in their 
everyday life, they can adapt their language and behavior to 
different contexts and needs, and there is evidence that they 
try (more or less consciously) to apply this competence when 
they learn a second language.

The problem is that learners often lack “an awareness of their 
competence”, and usually lack a language for connecting this 
competence to specific language features, both in mother 
tongue and in L2.



Film Dialogue, pragmatic competence
and good questions ...

Ann Arbor, April 23rd,  2010            
Francesco Caviglia

4

We have an instructional problem. 

Let’s give for granted – only for a moment – that we have “one 

description of language *communication+ that may serve educators”. 

We need a “language playground” where the students can have their say.

If our goal is “pragmatic competence”, we still miss a “playground”, an environment 
where the students (and maybe the teacher) work within their “zone of proximal 
development”, and some activities which require us to process both language and 
meta-language.
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Already Leo Spitzer has used the language of theatre as a basis 
for his analysis of Italian spoken language. I imagine that he would now use 
film dialogue.

Autenticity? absolutely ’constructed’, but rings true. This point has been
made quite explicit by Fabio Rossi.

Dialogue in film is prepared, but has to sound spontaneous. For commercial 
reasons, dialogue in film has to ring true and ingegnious enough not to be 
dull.

A team of well-paid people work on film dialogues, from screenwriters to 
actors.

Paper may still be a more flexible medium for learning and teaching. But 
paper does not offer as much context to understand communication.

- use evt. in discussion

- a body of research on conversation shows that conversation is all but trivial, 
because it has to cope in real-time with all the constraints of communication 
and it succeeds, most of the time

- ‘real life conversation’ is a great object of study for a specialist and can give 
insigh in what is important to teach, but is a quite complex object: you have 
probably seen a transcript of real life conversation and it is full of self-
corrections, noises.
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We have a support which is almost as flexible as a book

and which can “freeze” dialogue

constraints of time and space on the screen make subtitles usually shorter than a full transcript; subtitlers are 
used to present the gist of what is being said (Withhold, 2002:1) 

But even the occasional mismatch between subtitles and audio track can be a source of good questions. Finally, 
it is now easy to make new subtitles, when needed.

(especially same-language subtitles) <availability on DVD and videoext - SEE THE technical note>

My first idea was (and still is) that subtitles can ease understanding (in L2) and can – both in L1 and L2 – help 
focus on aspects of language that otherwise might go unnoticed. For me were tools for L2 learning, for easing 
listening comprehension, etc. (large bibliography on the subject, included impact of same-language subtitles on 
literacy).

The kind of subtitles hard of hearing people[1] and for second language learners – who may be regarded as 
partially phoneme-deaf – are in part the same: intralingual (almost) full duplication of the language of the 
soundtrack (Jung, 1990).

Intralingual subtitles (‘close captions’) to films in English and French – at least as far I can appreciate it as non-
native speaker – seem actually to be as much ‘duplicating’ as the space and time constraints make it possible. 

However, the dominating culture in the profession of interlingual subtitling, of which Withhold gives an 
interesting account, considers that subtitles have to “present the gist of what is being said” (Withhold, xxxx:1) to 
an audience who “usually do not understand a word of the original”.

As a consequence, interlingual subtitles are not a ‘literal’ translation of what is said on the screen, but have to 
capture the gist of a dialogue within severe constraints of time and space (Wildblood, xxx) That is, subtitles have 
to be more compact than a transcript of the screenplay and can be more or less creative or abusive (xxxx), 
actually quite creative, to the point of ‘inventing’ jokesxx to compensate for the ones that go lost in the original. 

I would expect however that subtitles in the same language – the intralingual ones – would offer minimal 
freedom to the author, but this is not at all the case in Italian. My first reaction was to get angry, the second was 
to find a way to write alternative and more faithful subtitles (this is only sometime possible, and rather time-
consuming), the third was to try to understand this mismatch and to try to exploit it for purposes of language 
awareness, first of all in L1 education and also at advanced L2 level.
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We’ll see now three examples where language construct representations, 
relationships and identities.

Young people understands this well in everyday life, but this understanding is 
usually implicit. My first goal is to make this understanding explicit.

My second goal is to make the students aware that the oral and written code in 
Italian are ”different languages”, by showing that subtitles are a translation into
another languaage which is close enough but less close than the students may
believe. Once we are aware of this gap we are also entitled to challenge it. But first
we need: 

- a situation in which both codes are ”correct” (film with intralingual subtitles are
perfect);

- knowledge about language;

- educational ideas how to transform these ingredients into educational
intervention.

<I am still at the level of describing the ingredients>

We see first the difference at syntax level and then move to sigle aspects of 
language

- keeping a good image in conversation

An issue of grammar, or ”grammar of the text”, how each word gives instruction
and how this instruction usually reflects an ongoing dialogue.
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Young people and - according to a few female writers - men in 
general are often poor readers of indirectness in 
communication.

Indirectness in conversation is a quite interesting phenomenon 
which can be studied at school without need for subtitles. 

MISMATCH

On the other hand, “short” subtitles - the ones giving “the gist” 
of an utterance - can help focusing on how ingenious the oral 
version is. Background: idea (based on the concept of face work) Deborah 

Tannen’s of double bind in conversation : showing affection and keeping 
independence, obtaining what we want without imposing ourselves.
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Are the audio and the subtitles equivalent?

What is the woman asking?

Why is she asking this this way?

Can you express the same request in a more or even less degree of “directness”?

And you can explain face work and requests as “face-threatening acts”

----

QUESTION THE NOTION OF RELEVANCE AND SEE HOW THE TWO TEXT ARE ONLY PARTIALLY EQUIVALENT

The woman is quite prudent, she does not want to seem imposing, but she does need a proof of commitment
from her man.

It is clear that she it is quite important to her to buy a house, but she uses a very general ”what if” question. 
The Italian subtitles keeps ony a lower level of indirectedness with ”we could buy a house”, and the house is a 
”house” instead of a ”casa tutta nostra”, ”a house of owr own.” 

A good exercise would be to write down and enact all the degree of ”directedness” that such request may
assume.

[questionable THING TO DO TO TRANSFORM ’Eh’, which sounds impolite to many, into the longer ”Come”+

Can you translate the sentence into a more direct one?

How are these elements made more easily to accept?

- the fact that the woman is making a request

- the act of buying

- the object to buy (a house)

How much indirectness has remained in the subtitles?

*****

more on indirectness, from this syntactic solusion
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A girl is flirting with a 10-years-older man she has just met at a party.
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Again on how language is a way of getting things done…

--> che lavoro fai?
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Does she hate the high-school she is attending?

She is projected into life AFTER the school, she is not a 
young girl.

Why does she make an allusion of this kind?

And why is the allusion not reported in the subtitles? 
Isn’t it relevant?
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we see now a couple of rather famous scenes from ”i soliti ignoti”, 

with the goal of getting the students to appreciate the subtelty of the language.

- ferribotte

- carmela componiti

As you know, 140 years ago Italian was not mother tongue language for 95% of Italians: 
The dialect with the greatest literary tradition was chosen as national language. There
were actually regional varieties of written Italian, but the political choice was to promote 
only one variety (although these regional variants continued to evolve). Fascism did a lot
for achieving a language unity and the language in radio and in films was rather
standardized (as far as you can standardize sómething in Italy).

But still in 1950 more than 50% of Italian people had another dialect as mother tongue. 
Now, even if most people could understand and even speak Italian, their italian was
modeled after their dialect. I belong to the first generation for which Italian is mother
tongue. For my father Italian is L1, but not literally ”mother tongue”.

This ’regional italian’ has gained a ”national dignity” in the genre of ”commedia all’italiana” 
but, as we will see, the subtitles are much more conservative and standardizing.

- ferribotte

- carmela componiti
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the subtitler in “I soliti ignoti” was especially.

I am afraid they hired the cugino scemo.

But these poor subtitles do help us raising questions.
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Here we see how the structure of the sentence has been standardized in the 
subtitles, along with a “sub-standard” feature, “ci deve mancare”.
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it is indeed important to understand the different accents

Here is renato salvadori mimicking Ferribotte’s accent

in a later scene it will be Vittorio Gassman
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Again, the guy who made the subtitles understands the joke,

but normalizes it
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- we looked at language as a way to get things done and to construct 
relationships and identities

- we looked at the problematic relationship between oral and spoken 
language in Italy

- we borrowed categories from linguistics, but also from anthropology

And, finally. I believe that the process of reflecting on language, of 
asking questions is in itself valuable to foster understanding.
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But this presentation is at present little more than an idea.

- I am starting a repository of film dialogues and questions, designed for advanced students of L2-
Italian

- should be connected to a curriculum in pragmatic competence, possibly designed with both L1 and 
L2 in mind.

Finally, there is a lot of boring but necessary issues if we want to publish a textbook
based on film dialogue.

But in the least, I think it is already feasible to start sharing dialogue scenes and 
good questions.  Thank you
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-a repository of film dialogues for fostering pragmatic competence, designed for advanced students 
of L2-Italian

- university students

(maybe, with a different goal) Italian secondary school.

What do you think? Would you be interested in something like this?


