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The use of hate speech to attack individuals has been found to exert a depressing influence on collective self-

esteem and to yield extreme emotional responses (Boeckmann and Liew, 2002). A clear link thus exists 

between hate speech and the emotions it evokes in the targeted individuals. Interestingly, multiple studies 

have explored the relationship between emotion and bilingualism (see Pavlenko, 2006; Wilson, 2008; 

Dewaele, 2010), yet no study to date directly addresses the potential link between hate speech and 

bilingualism. This research thus constitutes a first investigation of the impact of bilingualism on hate speech 

perception, by asking whether (1) hate speech perception differs for bilinguals in their first/second language 

(L1/L2), and whether (2) hate speech perception further differs among bilinguals according to their bilingual 

experience – i.e. based on differences in length of residence (LoR) in the L2 country or language dominance. 

Finally, this study explores whether (3) bilinguals’ degree of slur ‘appropriation’, that is the use of slurs by 

in-group members in a non-derogatory way (cf. Bianchi, 2014), is modulated by factors pertaining to their 

bilingual experience (such as language, LoR or dominance) or by being part of a minority group targeted by 

hate speech. 

The bilingual group tested consists of 43 highly proficient Italian speakers of English, who grew up in Italy 

until at least the age of 16 and have been in the UK for an average of 5 years, seven of whom report being 

dominant in English. Participants’ experiences with hate speech in Italian-English are gathered through an 

online questionnaire in three parts: (1) a series of questions regarding personal experiences with hate speech 

since adolescence; (2) ratings on a 1-9 Likert scale of nine hateful word pairs in English-Italian (e.g. asshole–

stronzo) for seven variables (familiarity, personal use, offensiveness, tabooness, valence, arousal and 

imageability; cf. Janschewitz, 2008; Sulpizio et al., 2020); (3) in each language, four scenarios containing 

verbal assault due to sexual orientation or ethnicity, with/without slur appropriation by the target (e.g, ‘Aye, 

we’re fucking fags. You’ve got a problem with that, pal?’), to elicit whether participants would appropriate a 

slur to use it in such a way (yes/no) in both L1/L2. We hypothesised that longer LoR in the UK and a switch 

to English dominance may result in a higher degree of emotionality and slur appropriation in L2 English and 

a potentially lower degree in L1 Italian, in line with the selective and temporary changes that occur in 

different L1 domains of bilingual speakers (cf. L1 ‘attrition’; Sorace, 2020). 

 

The responses to our survey reveal that over two thirds of our participants are familiar with hate speech, with 

the majority reporting to have encountered episodes of hate speech since adolescence. Similar examples of 

hate speech are also reported in both English and Italian across the three periods of time (e.g. frocio-faggot, 

negro-nigger, etc.). Multiple linear regressions are carried out to predict each of the seven variables in our 

word pair ratings based on LoR and language dominance (Italian/English): Whilst an increase in LoR is 

found to yield lower ratings for familiarity, personal use and imageability of hate words in L1 Italian, the 

same variables in English and the other variables in Italian/English cannot be predicted by either LoR or 

dominance. A binomial logistic regression is also conducted to predict slur appropriation (yes/no) based on 

language, LoR, dominance, sexuality and ethnicity: Whilst both sexuality and ethnicity significantly predict 

appropriation, none of the variables related to the bilingual experience are significant predictors of slur 

appropriation. Taken together, the results in this study seem to indicate that Italian residents in the UK 

perceive hate speech very similarly in their L1/L2, contrary to some evidence pointing towards a lower 

degree of emotionality involved in the L2 (cf. Costa et al., 2014), with Italian terms being less accessible (in 

terms of familiarity, use and imageability) the longer Italians reside in the UK. Moreover, slur appropriation 

does not seem to be affected by any of the variables related to the bilingual experience, but rather by more 

broadly being part of a target group. We conclude by recommending that further studies investigate the 



effects of bilingualism on the perception of hate speech by also examining both L2 acquisition and L1 

attrition, and that other methods (e.g. EEG, eye-tracking or pupillometry) could be implemented to probe 

deeper into the subtle changes that may occur in the bilingual mind. 
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