Language Styles in Movies

The language people use will signal their membership of particular group. It reveals people’s social status, gender, age and ethnicity. It also can be reflected by the language used in movies. Through the analysis of linguistic features applied by different characters in the movie, this article will discover the relationship between language used by different characters and their social status, identity & regional origin from sociolinguistic point of view.
Movie No.1

The name of the first movie is Good Will Hunting and the name of the main character is Will Hunting. He is a native of Boston and a janitor at MIT in Boston, Massachusetts. He is also a mathematical genius and he has the tendency to get into fights due to his horrible past as an abused child passed from foster home to foster home. A professor at MIT, Gerald Lambeau, discovers Will’s hidden talents and promises if Will goes to work with him on his mathematical proof, he will get Will out of his pending jail time. During the film, there is a tension between the poorer locals of Boston and the academic crowd of MIT and Harvard students and faculty. The language used by local Boston people and those who works in the university are quite different in pronunciation, vocabulary, grammatical features and frequency of swearing. 
Firstly, Will and three of his good friend speak strong Boston accent, which is referred to by linguist as Boston Accent. Their accent is lacking the ‘r’ sound. For example, Will’s best friend Chuckie, says, “When are we going to the Havahd bah?” (Harvard bar). Will also demonstrates the characteristic of omission of ‘r’ pronunciation and he pronounces words such as aht (art), faht (fart) and Chahge(charge) in that special way. Their way of pronunciation reveals their regional origin as native Boston and their lower social status as labors in society which contrasts them with the professors and students of higher social status who speak British accents. 
Secondly, Will also uses slang and dialectal grammar when he asks the girl in the bar, “Why didn’t you give me none of that nasty hoochie-woochie you usually throw at me? The girl in the bar answered him with swearing words. Their conversation also gives away their lower social status. However, Lambear, the MIT professor speaks with formal vocabulary. For example, he tells the waiter in the bar that he wants “Perrier” to drink. Here, he is merely being snobby and showing off his cultural background that he is superior to the bartender and belongs to a prestigious social group. 
Thirdly, when Will says “I am caught by the cop”, he pronounces the vowels of both caught and cot as long vowel. This is another characteristic of Boston accent. It merges long vowels and short vowel as one group, thus the vowel of caught and cot is the same. 

In this movie, the writer stereotypes native Boston accents to speakers who have little to no education. They also stereotype that English or foreign accents mean that the person is distinguished, intelligent, or using "proper" English. Here, the lower class speakers use curse words quite frequently while those characters of higher social class use them much less. For example, Gerald Lambeau didn't curse once in the film even when he is so angry. Yet Will and his friends use a lot of curse words in their conversation. This is a special way of portraying the language difference caused by different social classes. 

Movie No.2

The name of the second movie is Trainspotting and the main character is a twenty-year old heroin addict Mark Renton. He and his four junkies live in one of the poorest parts of the Scottish capital, Edinburgh. These five guys are excluded from society and are thus always ready to commit a crime. They escape to the dark, illusory dream of heroine, careless about the “normal” life outside. The main theme lies in Renton’s struggling to free himself from the addiction of heroine and from his junkie lifestyle.
Mark Renton, the main character speaks the Scottish dialect with distinctive pronunciation and grammatical features. Firstly, when he says “it is really cauld outside” in the movie, he pronounces cold as cauld, which is a typical vowel change in Scottish dialect. It reveals his regional origin of Northern Scots. Secondly, Mark drops several times of “h” sound in his conversation to his close friends. For example, when he says “I am leaving er ouse”, it means he is leaving her house. However, the lawyers and judges in this movie never or seldom drop “h” sound in their speech and their pronunciation is close to RP. According to the famous linguist William Labov’s experiment, Mark’s pronunciation reflects his lower social prestige identity and the lawyers who seldom drop “h” sound belong to the most prestigious members of upper class people in English society. The above analysis of linguistic features shows that language could reflect people’s identity as a member of a community and social class. 
Movie No.3
The name of the third movie is Joe Gould’s Secret and the main characters are Joseph Mitchell and Joe Gould. The story happens in New York City during the 1940s and 1950s and it is a true story of friendship between famed New Yorker writer Mitchell and a self-proclaimed scholar of NYC (New York City) streets, Joe Gould. Gould is chronically jobless and becomes beggar and depends on “Joe Gould Fund” from friends for a living. After Mitchell writes about him in The New Yorker, Gould becomes a minor celebrity and receives a monthly stipend of $600 from a mysterious patron. In the end, the city’s variety and essential mystery eludes the vain attempts by Gould. 
Gould speaks the New York dialect and he always pronounces ‘ing’ sound to ‘in’ at the end of words like string, swimming and fling. According to William Labov’s study, the pronunciation of ‘in’ in words with ending of ‘ing’ is a feature of vernacular variant of lower social class. It reveals Gould’s identity as a homeless beggar chronically who lives in the lower class in the society. However, Mitchell speaks with upper middle class pronunciation and he pronounces ‘r’ following a vowel in words like car, floor, far and smart. It is called the post-vocalic ‘r’ by linguist and it demonstrates prestigious upper class identity of the speaker. In the movie, Gould doesn’t speak ‘r’ after vowels and it also reveals his lower social status in the society. 
When Gould asks Mitchell “how could I find a decent job”, he pronounces job as ‘jarb’ and it reveals his regional origin of New York because one of the most distinctive features of New York dialect is the low back chain shift in which the [ɔ] vowel sound of words like on, God, Bob will be changed into [a] sound in speech. 
In the movie, Mitchell’s wife Therese’s language is different from other characters because she uses more formal way of speech with selective pronunciationn and wordings.Her speech is more polite and she always uses a lot of tag questions in her conversation. Some linguists think that women tend to use more polite and formal language because they are viewed as the subordinate groups in society and in order to be recognized as people with social prestige, they prefer to use more standard and polite language. Other linguist think that women use formal and standard language because they are supposed to be the role model for new generation, guadian of society’s value and thus social expectation on them lead to their frequently use of more standard language. Most of the sociolinguist believe that women use more tag question because they are less confident than men and try to be tentative rather assertive when they initiate a topic. The above linguistic features reflect the differences of language use for different genders. 

In conclusion, language is a mirror which reflects not only people’s reginal origin, but also people’s age, gender, educational background, social status and even people’s personality as the analysis of language used by the main characters in the above movies. We need to develop our sociolinguistic awareness when we meet people form diffferent places of the world and it will help us to make reasonable judgement of people we meet and understand them much better.
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