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Abstract  

Taboo language in movies refers to the deliberate use of profanity, offensive words, or explicit 

content that may be deemed socially inappropriate or offensive. Filmmakers sometimes employ 

taboo language to reflect the gritty reality of certain characters or situations, evoke strong emotions, 

or portray authenticity. However, its inclusion is a sensitive topic as it can alienate or offend 

certain audiences. Filmmakers often navigate a fine line between artistic expression and 

responsible storytelling, carefully considering the impact of taboo language on the overall 

narrative, character development, and audience reception. Ultimately, the use of taboo language in 

movies requires thoughtful consideration and an understanding of its potential effects on the 

audience and the story being told. 
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INTRODUCTION  

"American Gangster," directed by Ridley Scott, is a captivating film that delves into the 

gritty world of organized crime in 1970s New York City [1], [2], [3]. Amidst the intricate 

narrative and compelling performances, the movie dares to explore the use of taboo 

language, shining a spotlight on the raw, unfiltered reality of the characters and the 

environment they inhabit [4], [5], [6]. Throughout the film, taboo language emerges as an 

integral part of the dialogue, mirroring the brutal and unforgiving nature of the criminal 

underworld [7], [8], [9]. The characters, portrayed by actors such as Denzel Washington 

and Russell Crowe, frequently employ profanity, racial slurs, and coarse language to 

emphasize their power, dominance, and street credibility [10], [11], [12]. This choice of 

language serves as a stark reminder of the harsh realities faced by these individuals and the 

unfettered nature of their lives [13], [14], [15]. 

The use of taboo language in "American Gangster" also serves to underline the stark 

contrast between the criminal underworld and the outside world [16], [17], [18]. The 

characters' language acts as a metaphorical barrier that separates their lawless existence 

from the seemingly pristine and morally upright society they inhabit [19], [20], [21]. By 

employing profanity and explicit language, the film challenges societal norms and 
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confronts viewers with the uncomfortable truth that these characters exist on the fringes of 

what is considered acceptable behavior [22], [23], [24]. 

Furthermore, the film's depiction of taboo language is a reflection of the historical context 

in which it is set [25], [26], [27]. The 1970s marked a tumultuous era in American history, 

characterized by social and political upheaval [28], [29], [30]. "American Gangster" 

captures the spirit of that time by immersing viewers in a world where language is raw, 

untamed, and politically incorrect [31], [32], [33]. It highlights the racial tensions and 

cultural divides prevalent during this period, encapsulating the reality of a society on the 

brink of change [34], [35], [36]. 

The social background of taboo language is intricately woven into the fabric of human 

society [37], [38], [39]. Taboo language refers to words, phrases, or expressions that are 

considered offensive, vulgar, or inappropriate within a particular cultural or social context 

[40], [41], [42]. The origins of taboo language can be traced back to various factors, 

including religious beliefs, social norms, power dynamics, and historical events [43], [44], 

[45]. Religion has played a significant role in shaping the taboo language of many societies. 

Religious texts often prescribe certain words or topics as blasphemous or sacrilegious, 

leading to their exclusion from everyday discourse [46], [47], [48]. The use of taboo 

language can be seen as a violation of religious codes and a challenge to established moral 

values [49], [50], [51]. 

Social norms and values also influence the development of taboo language. Society 

imposes restrictions on certain words and expressions to maintain decorum and uphold 

notions of respectability [52], [53], [54]. These norms are subjective and vary across 

cultures, reflecting the specific beliefs and customs of a community [55], [56], [57]. Taboo 

language can serve as a mechanism to reinforce social hierarchies, as certain groups or 

individuals may be stigmatized or marginalized based on the language they use [58], [59], 

[60]. Power dynamics play a crucial role in determining taboo language [61], [62], [63]. 

Those in positions of authority often dictate what is considered acceptable speech, using 

language to maintain control and exert influence over others [64], [65], [66]. Taboo 

language can be employed as a tool of oppression, silencing certain voices and 

perpetuating inequalities [67], [68], [69]. Conversely, marginalized groups may adopt and 
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reclaim taboo language as a form of resistance or self-expression, challenging existing 

power structures [70], [71], [72].  

Historical events and cultural contexts also shape the social background of taboo language 

[72], [73], [74]. Traumatic experiences, conflicts, or periods of social change can give rise 

to the creation of new taboo words or the reappropriation of existing ones [75], [76]. Taboo 

language can be used as a means of expressing frustration, anger, or dissent, allowing 

individuals to push boundaries and challenge societal norms [77], [78], [79]. In summary, 

the social background of taboo language is a complex interplay of religious beliefs, social 

norms, power dynamics, and historical events [80] [81], [82]. It reflects the values, 

prejudices, and power structures within a given society [83], [84], [85]. Understanding the 

social context behind taboo language is essential for analyzing its impact, interpreting its 

usage, and engaging in meaningful discussions about language, identity, and social change 

[86], [87]. 

METHOD  

In this study, the writers utilized library research techniques and subjective depiction. This 

study utilized a subjective methodology zeroing in on story understanding, portrayal, and 

examination. Subjective means examination dependent principally upon a constructivist 

viewpoint with respect to a singular's encounter that has been by and large or socially built. 

Information assortment strategies were performed by exploring or perusing sources in 

books, the web, as well as in past exploration reports, and others. Most understudies can 

find their assets in the library, information on the main libraries, experience with the 

chapter by chapter guide and other reference works, about complex is surely a fundamental 

apparatus for pretty much every understudy of writing. The information examination 

procedure utilized in this study is clear investigation. To help this information, the 

specialists looked for important information from different sources. Information 

investigation is the methodical course of considering and orchestrating information from 

meetings, perceptions, and records by coordinating the information and concluding what is 

significant and which should be contemplated. also, make determinations that are 

straightforward.  



  Komunikata.id 

  Volume 3 (2), 2023 

4 Komunikata.id 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION  

The movie "American Gangster" directed by Ridley Scott explores the social background 

of taboo language in a gripping narrative set in 1970s America. Through its portrayal of the 

criminal underworld and the characters who inhabit it, the film delves into the intricacies 

of power, race, and socio-economic dynamics that shape the use of taboo language [88], 

[89]. In the movie, the protagonist, Frank Lucas, played by Denzel Washington, rises to 

prominence as a drug lord in Harlem, New York. As an African American operating within 

a predominantly white-dominated criminal world, Lucas faces numerous challenges and 

obstacles [90], [91], [92]. His use of taboo language serves as a tool to assert his power and 

establish his identity in an environment where racial tensions and discrimination are 

prevalent. 

The social background of taboo language in "American Gangster" reflects the era's racial 

dynamics. The film captures the racial divide of the time, highlighting the racial slurs and 

derogatory terms used by characters to demean and belittle individuals from different 

backgrounds [93] [94]. Taboo language becomes a means of asserting dominance and 

reinforcing racial hierarchies within the criminal underworld [95], [96]. Moreover, the use 

of taboo language in the movie also reflects the socio-economic disparities that permeated 

society during the 1970s. The characters in the film come from various social strata, with 

Lucas rising from poverty to become a powerful figure in the drug trade [97]. Taboo 

language becomes a symbol of defiance against the oppressive social order and a 

manifestation of the frustrations felt by those living in marginalized communities. 

Additionally, the film explores the idea of linguistic code-switching, wherein characters 

adapt their language to suit different contexts. Lucas, for example, adopts a more refined 

and eloquent manner of speaking when dealing with his white associates, emphasizing the 

importance of language in navigating social and power dynamics [98], [99]. The use of 

taboo language is reserved for instances where it can be wielded strategically to intimidate 

or assert authority, further highlighting its significance within the social fabric of the movie 

[100]. Overall, the social background of taboo language in "American Gangster" serves as 

a reflection of the era's racial tensions, socio-economic disparities, and power dynamics. 

Through its portrayal of the criminal underworld and the characters who inhabit it, the film 

offers a nuanced exploration of how language, particularly taboo language, becomes a 
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means of survival, rebellion, and the assertion of power in a society marked by systemic 

inequalities. 

CONCLUSION  

Taboo language refers to words, expressions, or topics that are considered socially 

unacceptable or offensive in a particular culture or society. The important aspects of taboo 

language lie in its impact on communication and social dynamics. First and foremost, 

understanding taboo language is crucial for individuals to navigate social interactions 

appropriately and avoid unintentionally causing offense. It highlights the significance of 

cultural sensitivity and respect for others' boundaries. Moreover, taboo language reflects 

the power dynamics and societal norms of a given community, shedding light on sensitive 

issues such as discrimination, marginalization, and social taboos. Recognizing and 

addressing taboo language helps foster inclusive and respectful environments where 

individuals can communicate effectively while being mindful of the cultural and social 

sensitivities of others. 
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