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 Towards an intercultural pragmatic taxonomy of insults 
 José Mateo & Francisco Yus 
 

 

1. Introduction 
 

In a previous research (Mateo and Yus, 2000), we proposed a five-case taxonomy of insults 

depending on the type of intentionality underlying the insult and on how the insulter uses 

language in a particular context. We viewed our study from a translation point of view and used 

a relevance-theoretic framework. Although we published our research in a "difficult-to-access" 

journal, it had a good response from many researchers interested in this issue so we have been 

sending offprints of this paper everywhere for the last ten years. Encouraged by this interest, we 

decided to approach the topic from a more ambitious perspective by focussing it on intercultural 

issues rather than on translation which led to the results we shall briefly present today. 

 In this paper, we claim that a thorough analysis of insults necessarily involves more 

attributes which, eventually, produce a much more detailed taxonomy. In that respect, in the next 

minutes, we shall describe the four qualities that, in our opinion, play a part in how insults are 

produced and interpreted: (a) the conventional or innovative quality of the insult; (b) the 

underlying intention, which can be either to offend, to praise, or to establish a social bond; (c) 

the (in)correct outcome of the interpretation of the insult; and (d) the addressee’s reaction or lack 

of it. 

Broadly speaking, insults can be defined as an unfriendly action in which speakers by 

saying or doing something rude or insensitive intend to affront their interlocutors. Linguistically, 

insults have traditionally been categorized as semantic items (words or phrases) conveying the 

communicative intention to hurt or injure psychologically an interlocutor. But they are not 

simply lexicographical or grammatical items that one can look up in a dictionary. Although 

basically an insult is a verbal weapon used to offend, very often they become elaborate 

communicative acts that entail such complex levels of intentionality, cultural awareness or 

inferential processes that transcend this primary usage. Therefore, the “insulting” effects greatly 

depend on contextual attributes, and on the underlying intention together with the inferential 

conclusions on the part of the interlocutor. Hence, as the analysis of insults entails a pragmatic 

analysis that covers their context, intentions and inference and cultural awareness, we believe 

that such analysis needs to be done from the domain of cognitive and intercultural pragmatics. 

Needless to say, including these elements in the study of insults makes the analysis more 

complex but, at the same time, more “real”. 

 

2. Taxonomy 
 

When speakers devise an insulting utterance, they must make some decisions. Firstly, they have 

to weigh the effect that they intend to provoke in their addressees, and which may range from 

pure offense, to a reinforcement of a social bond, or even a praise.  

Once this intentionality is clear, speakers have to turn their thoughts into an utterance. In 

general, the selected utterance will be either conventional (in the sense that they will fit the 

standardised utterances used on similar occasions by all members of their community), or 

innovative.  

 Once the proposition has been uttered, it is the addressees’ role to determine the meaning 

and the effects which might be derived from its content with the aid of context. In this sense, 
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addressees can either understand the insulting load correctly or not and they can also react to it 

or not. The addressee’s reaction (by inferring and acknowledging the insulting load of the 

utterance) is important in a picture of the whole insulting situation, but it is not essential. It is the 

addressee’s awareness and reaction what makes it clear for the speaker that the insult was 

effective, but very often no linguistic reaction is provided. In any case, we believe that there is 

always a cognitive reaction even if the addressee thinks it is not worthy to manifest this reaction 

overtly (for fear, wisdom, good manners, etc). 

 Summarizing our words, in any communicative situation in which an insult is used, a 

number of pragmatic variables play a part, depending on: 

 

 -the linguistic form/quality of the insult (conventional or innovative) 

 -the speaker’s underlying intention according to the context in which the insult is used 

 -the hearer’s inference of an interpretation based on contextual assumptions 

 -whether the insult generates or not the hearer's reaction 

 

Following this argument, we are going to propose a pragmatics-connoted taxonomy of insults 

that results from a combination of 4 variables. In our opinion, these 4 variables apply to Western 

European cultures and languages, but there is certainty that these will be reproducible in other 

cultural or linguistic settings. We mean that they are cross-culturally valid although they may 

differ in scope, variety or social adequacy. 

 

1
st
 variable: Conventional vs innovative 

 

In all languages, many words have a number of senses that are systematically used with an 

insulting intention, and hence they are conventionalized within the speech community. This 

implies that they are readily available to the speakers when they feel the need to use them in a 

particular context. These are conventional or standard insults, words or expressions which are 

commonly used by all speakers in similar situations. However, a consequence of the extended 

use of conventional insults is that they inevitably end up losing their hurting potential. To 

overcome this loss, speakers often try to find alternative (or even new) expressions to provide 

the same degree of offense and hurting force which have been lost in the conventional insult due 

to overuse. Therefore, innovation also plays an important part in the creation of an insulting 

utterance. Indeed, skilled insulters (for instance, professional comedians or experts in verbal 

insult-connoted duelling) devise highly innovative expressions to carry out their offense. 

 

2
nd

 variable: Underlying intention: offense, praise or social-bond 

 
What is the purpose or intention of an insult? Three are the basic reasons for that: (a) speakers 

may want to offend their addressees; (b) they paradoxically may want to praise them by using an 

insulting expression; and (c) they may wish to reinforce a social bond. Although the main 

purpose of an insult is to release a strong emotion and channel it to a target, the intense 

relationship established between the two parties can paradoxically be used for other goals. 

In terms in intentionality, we can see that, depending on the context where the insult is used, it 

can perform different purposes, not only the predictable of “offense”. 

 Normally, intention is reinforced with paralinguistic cues, gestures and so on. Insults are 

normally accompanied by hand and finger signals, fierce face expressions and a general state of 

bodily agitation, but even in the most educated settings where insults are conveyed by means of 

indirectness (ironies, sarcasms, etc), the paralinguistic features are present in the way the 
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addressers look daggers at their addressees.  

  

3
rd

 variable: Good or bad interpretation of the insult 

 
Insults require at least two interlocutors and sometimes an audience. The different layers of 

meaning involved in an insulting situation can make this pattern of interaction either 

straightforward or extremely subtle. For the insulting situation to take place, it is necessary for 

the addressee to recognize the addresser’s insulting intention by identifying the correct 

interpretation communicated with the utterance. In most insulting situations there is an explicit 

manifestation of the utterer’s intention that becomes evident to both interlocutors (mutually 

manifest in relevance-theoretic terminology). The ostensive stimuli displayed by the 

communicator (insulter) leads so clearly to an insulting interpretation that the insultee expends 

little effort in deriving this interpretation. 

 There are, however, situations where things are not so easy. Sometimes the proposition 

expressed disguises the real intention or requires complex additional cognitive operations to 

infer the insult correctly. The resulting interpretation cannot be perceived straightforwardly by 

its target as an insult. Innovative insults, insults masked in ironies or even in elevated language  

may make the understanding the insult a rather complicated inferential task. Understanding or 

misunderstanding insults may have other causes: not having a good knowledge or command of 

the language used or the cultural setting involved in the insult . On other occasions, the 

interlocutors do not interpret the insult as such, do not take it seriously or simply ignore it. 

 

4
th

 variable: Reaction or lack of it 

 
In standard verbal interaction an addresser has the intention to communicate a proposition to an 

addresseee who, after a process of inference, reacts in a more or less foreseeable way. Insulting 

exchanges, however, go beyond this basic pattern, producing four different cases: 

 

(a) The addresser has the intention to insult and the addressee feels insulted and reacts or not. 

(b) The addresser has the intention to insult but the addressee does not feel insulted (and hence 

does not react). 

(c) The addresser has no intention to insult but the addressee feels insulted and reacts or not. 

(d) The addresser has no intention to insult so the addressee does not feel insulted (and hence 

does not react).  

  

The 24-case taxonomy & the 6 categories 
 

These 4 variables (conventional/innovative; the speaker’s intention; the hearer’s inference and 

the hearer's reaction or lack of it) generate a 24-case taxonomy. 

Since intention is essential in our approach to insult, we have grouped these twenty-four 

cases into six broad categories considering the speaker’s underlying intentionality and the 

conventional or innovative quality of the part of the utterance that contains “the insulting load” 

(if any) as the main organising principles. 

 

 1. Conventional + Offense 

 2. Conventional + Praise 

 3. Conventional + Social bond 

 4. Innovative + Offense 
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 5. Innovative + Praise 

 6. Innovative + Social bond 

 

 

Case Utterance Intention Interpretation Reaction Example 

CATEGORY 1 

1 Conventional Offense Well understood With reaction A: Eres un gilipollas de mucho 

cuidado. 
B: Gilipollas lo serás tú. 

2 Conventional Offense Well understood No reaction A: You are an asshole. 
B: [...] 

3 Conventional Offense Misunderstood With reaction A [Eng.]: You’re a bastard! 
B [Spa.]: What do you mean? I 

know my parents! 

4 Conventional Offense Misunderstood No reaction [A, un argentino, conversando 

con B, un español] 

A: Che, ¡Eres un sorete! [meaning 

“you’re shit!”] 
B: [...] 

CATEGORY 2 

5 Conventional Praise Well understood With reaction A: ¡Qué cabrón eres, tío! ¡Con lo 

feo que eres te has ligado a la más 
guapa! 

B: El feo, como el oso, cuanto 

más feo más hermoso. 

6 Conventional Praise Well understood No reaction [A has just inherited a large sum 

of money from a distant relative]. 

B: [with an exaggerated tone of 
voice] “You lucky bastard!”. 

A: [...] 

7 Conventional Praise Misunderstood With reaction A: ¡Tío! ¡Qué hijo puta eres! ¡Has 

conseguido el contrato con ese 

falso currículo! 

B: ¡¡¡Hijo puta lo serás tú!!! 

8 Conventional Praise Misunderstood No reaction If in the North of England, an 

American customer makes a 
comment and the barman replies 

“You're a real barmpot” [meaning 

“you are an idiot or a fool”], he 

will probably not know what it 

means, while the local customers 

will laugh at him. 

CATEGORY 3 

9 Conventional Social bond Well understood With reaction [A y B son dos jóvenes que están 
insultándose como forma de 

camaradería] 

A: ¡No vales una mierda, tío!  

B: ¡Qué puta razón tienes, macho!  
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10 Conventional Social bond Well understood No reaction [A y B son dos hermanos jugando 

al póquer y, sonriendo, A 
recrimina a B una mala jugada] 

A: ¡Eres un soplapollas con el 

cerebro de un mosquito imbécil! 

B: [...] 

11 Conventional Social bond Misunderstood With reaction A [American]: Congrats, man, 

you hit it off with that girl!!! 
You’re the male slut in the gang, 

man!!!! 

B [Spanish]: I am not a slut, you 

cheeky bastard!!! 

12 Conventional Social bond Misunderstood No reaction A [American]: Congrats, man, 

you hit it off with that girl!!! 
You’re the male slut in the gang, 

man!!!! 

B [Spanish]: [...] 

CATEGORY 4 

13 Innovative Offense Well understood With reaction A: If I were married to you, I'd 

put poison in your coffee [Lady 

Astor to Winston Churchill] 

B: If you were my wife, I'd drink 
it [Winston Churchill, in reply]. 

 

“Why are you so fat?” “Because 

every time I fuck your wife she 
gives me a biscuit.”  

14 Innovative Offense Well understood No reaction What other problems do you have 
besides being unemployed, a 

moron and a dork? [John 

McEnroe to a spectator at a 

tennis match] 

15 Innovative Offense Misunderstood With reaction [A y B van en coche y A insulta a 

B diciéndole que es homosexual]. 
A: ¡Tío! ¡Pierdes aceite! 

B: ¡Imposible! Acabo de llevar el 

coche a la revisión. 

16 Innovative Offense Misunderstood No reaction A: Algunos beben de la fuente del 

saber pero tú sólo haces gárgaras. 

B: [...] 

CATEGORY 5 

17 Innovative Praise Well understood With reaction [Two tennis players, A and B, and 

B always defeats A. After the last 

defeat, A ironically congratulates 
B] 

A: I wish your parents had never 

met. 

B: But you can tell they did! 
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18 Innovative Praise Well understood No reaction [A football coach encouraging a 

promising player, who is 
disappointed after failing to score 

a goal]  

A: If they could make penicillin 

out of moldy bread, I’m sure I can 
make something out of you. 

B: [...] 

19 Innovative Praise Misunderstood With reaction A: [admirado por el esfuerzo de 

su amigo B en el gimnasio] ¡Tío! 

¡Sudas más que un cerdo en una 

sauna! 
B: ¡Cerdo lo serás tú, cabrón! 

20 Innovative Praise Misunderstood No reaction [Alguien le ha contado a A las 
hazañas sexuales de B] 

A: ¡Joder, tío! ¡Seguro que la 

tienes más arrugada que la cara de 

mi abuelo! 
B: [...] 

CATEGORY 6 

21 Innovative Social bond Well understood With reaction [Two friends, A and B, doing 

research together. A realises that 
his mate is doing nothing] 

A: You on screen saver mode? 

B: Sorry, pal. You’re right! 

22 Innovative Social bond Well understood No reaction [Two friends, A and B, doing 

research together. A realises that 

his mate is doing things wrong] 
A: [Smiling at him] Mate! You’re 

as useful as a condom with a hole 

in it! 

B: [...] 

23 Innovative Social bond Misunderstood With reaction [A y otros saben que su amigo B 

conoce a unas chicas y quieren 
que se las presente] 

A: ¡Tío! ¡Acuérdate de tus 

amigos! Compórtate como una 

persona y no como lo que eres. 
B [ofendido]: ¿Y qué soy yo?  

24 Innovative Social bond Misunderstood No reaction [Un grupo de amigos ven que B, 
una persona muy gruesa, se está 

comiendo 3 hamburguesas] 

A: ¡Tío! ¡Come, come!, que tienes 

menos chicha que la radiografia 
de un silbido. 

B: [...] 

A pragmatic taxonomy of insults. 
 

3. Intercultural research questions 

 

In a research framework such as the one in this Conference, this taxonomy opens up a number of 

research questions: 

 

-Are there similar ways of coding the conventional utterance of an insult in both cultures? 
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-Are innovative utterances of an insult transferrable to other cultures? 

  

  

-Do similar contexts of interpretation favour good intention ascription in both cultures? 

-Are any of the possible intentions involved in the use of an insult (offense, praise, social bond) 

favoured by cultural constraints? Is any of them expected? 

- Is there any cultural specificity in the adscription of intentions when an insult is uttered? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

-Does the cultural context play any part in the good or bad understanding of an insult? 

-Do insults in another culture result in a re-contextualisation that affects understanding? 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

-Is a reaction to the insult (or lack of it) expected in a specific culture and perhaps not in others? 

-Is there a cultural specificity in the way insults are reacted upon?  
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We believe that the taxonomy proposed in this paper raises a number of research 

questions such as the ones just commented upon. The usefulness of this taxonomy is that it 

offers a clear-cut pragmatic framework with essential aspects that any future study of insults 

from a pragmatic or intercultural point of view should address. 

 Needless to say, the cultural specificity of the language under study may yield different 

answers to these questions. Perhaps, some cultures may force us into a reshaping of the variables 

included in the taxonomy. We cannot know if, for example, all cultures include the praise or 

social-bond purpose of the use of an insult. Perhaps future studies of specific cultures will lead 

to a reconfiguration of the variables proposed today or to the addition of new ones. 


