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Summary

This dissertation addresses the importance of insult in the discourse of 

intercultural interaction encounters. Following previous interdisciplinary studies 

on the subject of tabooed language and insult this study points out the universal 

character of linguistic interdiction, and of the notion of impoliteness.

By taking Brown and Levinson’s (1978) model of politeness as a 

departure point, and Mary Douglas’s (1975) concept of insult as ‘a reflexion of 

the values held by a particular culture’, this dissertation proposes a revision of 

the variables that need to be taken into consideration in a discourse model of 

impoliteness, in order to account for intercultural misunderstanding.

The thesis argues the importance that the variables of Context (C), 

Cultural Values (Vc), and Individual Interactant’s Evaluation (E) have in the 

theory of discourse; and puts forward the hypothesis that the understanding or 

misunderstanding of a given insult by two interactants of different cultural and 

linguistic backgrounds might vary, according to the individual interpretations of 

the socio-contextual variables involved in the speech act which, in turn, are 

influenced by the interactants’ own cultural values.

In order to test the above hypothesis, research was carried out among 

informants of two different cultural and linguistic backgrounds. Two groups of 

Informants (Spanish/Castillian-speaking; and Irish/Hiberno-English-speaking), 

were selected according to their knowledge of a second language (English and 

Castillian respectively). Two data collection methods -  a Questionnaire based on 

Blum-Kulka’s (1982) adaptation of the ‘Discourse-Completion Test’; and a 

Recorded Informal Talk -  were employed. The Questionnaire consisted of eight 

different situations described to the informant, for which he/she had to choose the 

'most’ and the ‘least’ suitable insulting expression, from a choice of five insults 

given for each specific situation. Each situation was presented twice to the



informant; firstly the eight situations were set on a native context, with the 

interaction taking place in the native language of the interactant; secondly, the 

same situations were set in a foreign context, with an interaction taking place in 

the informant’s second language.

The ‘situations’ were specifically designed to maintain the socio- 

contextual variables of Power, Distance, and Setting constant, by equally 

defining the interactant’s status and personal closeness (students, friends, etc.) 

in informal settings (pub, concert, etc.). This would further allow us to test the 

hypothesis that cultural values influence the way in which interactants from 

different cultural backgrounds evaluate a given insulting expression.

The analysis of the data obtained from the questionnaires revealed that, 

given the same exact interacting situation in which the socio-contextual 

parameters of power, distance, and setting were constant, the choice of insult by 

two interactants of different cultural backgrounds, with an intermediate-to-high 

level of linguistic competence of the other interactant’s language, was generally 

not the same .

This empirical evidence seems to support the hypothesis that cultural 

values (Vc) are an essential variable without which, the discourse of intercultural 

interaction exchanges can not be well understood, and points out the need to 

revise Brown and Levinson’s model of politeness in order to account for 

impoliteness perceptions and misunderstandings in real interactional situations.
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El teu glosar no m’espanta, 

si mes no t’has explicat.

Te veig mes embarassat

que un llagost que s’es travat 

a dins d’un fil de taranta.

(Cango antiga mallorquina)

‘Your ‘singing’ doesn’t frighten me, 

if that is all what you have to say.

I can see you more worried 

than a grasshopper which is stuck 

in the thread of a tarantula'

(Old Maliorcan song)
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INTRODUCTION

The boundaries that mark the limit between polite and impolite linguistic 

behaviour are often a problem in intercultural communication, in terms of their 

recognition by the interacting parties. Different cultures hold different taboos 

about acts, things, and the words which refer to them. Transgressions of these 

taboos are sanctioned at different levels, from religious and other metaphysical 

restrictions, to socio-cultural rules of conduct.

Tabooed language is a reflection of the interdictions that apply to a 

certain culture, in terms of what ought and ought not to be said, to whom, how, 

where, and when, according to the set of cultural values that define the culture in 

question. Insults are in themselves an interesting example of the force that 

linguistic expressions have over human beings. Verbal insults constitute an 

interesting subject of study in the field of language and communication since, it 

would seem, insults are per se expressions which relay on their transgressing 

force. That is, insults are verbal attacks on a person’s or group’s feelings.

A culturally defined group will hold a set of values which ought to be 

respected and, therefore, not transgressed. The linguistic transgression of these 

values will constitute insulting behaviour. Two different culturally defined groups, 

however, may hold two different sets of values.

This study investigates the hypothesis that, in intercultural interaction, the 

assessment of impolite and, more specifically, of insulting expressions, will 

directly depend on the cultural values held by each of the cultures to which the 

interacting parties belong.

The subject of insult, and of taboo language in general, has been 

approached on the one hand, mainly from a taxonomic, onomastic, and folkloric 

perspective. On the other hand, sociolinguistic studies have focused on the ritual
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aspect of insult and its social meaning intraculturally. To date, no study in the 

field of discourse has addressed the subject of insult exchanges between 

different cultural groups in interaction, that is, insult in intercultural interaction.

The importance of this approach, as I see it, is twofold.

First of all, the increasing contact between cultures is a problem in 

communication since this demands that communicational competence be 

redefined in terms of culture rather than in isolated linguistic structural terms. The 

study, and the teaching, translating, and interpreting of languages at present can 

not afford to ignore the relevance of pragmatic knowledge.

Secondly, the problem of cultural misunderstanding has to be dealt with 

from a ‘cultural-diversity’ point of view. The study of communication failure 

between cultures will not be possible as long as discourse studies rely on the 

values and intuitions of one culture being applicable to the others. Intuitions on 

ways of reasoning, in terms of positive and negative notions are dangerous tools 

of analysis which can lead to biased conclusions and stereotyping.

This dissertation deals with the subject of verbal insult in intercultural 

interaction, reviewing various related fields of study with a view to contributing to 

the field of Discourse and Pragmatics from a universal and subject-related 

perspective.

Chapter One reviews, diachronically, studies related to the concept of 

taboo and language transgression in its metaphysical, psychological, social, and 

cultural aspects.

Chapter Two deals with the subject of insult, departing from previous 

approaches dedicated to its universal, cultural, and ritual aspects, towards the 

definition of its social meanings.

Chapter Three concentrates on the relationship existent between 

language, culture and communication, with emphasis on the concept of ‘cultural 

values’ and ‘intercultural communication’.

Part One in Chapter Four addresses the subject of insult in discourse
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from a Speech Act Theory perspective, by reexamining some of the concepts in 

which Brown and Levinson’s Theory of Politeness (1978) is based. In this part of 

Chapter Four, I suggest that, in order to account for misunderstanding of 

politeness, and therefore, impoliteness, in situations where interactants of 

different cultural and linguistic backgrounds communicate, the importance of 

‘context’ (C) and ‘speaker/addressee’s evaluations’ (Es, Eh) should not be 

ignored. The Theory of Politeness, I argue, would benefit from taking into 

consideration these two new parameters, with a view to accounting for situations 

where intended politeness results in impolite perceptions.

Part two of Chapter Four presents a further argument for the redefinition 

of the above theory of politeness in favour of a model of impoliteness and insult 

in intercultural communication. This argument, which claims the importance of 

integrating the parameter of ‘cultural values’ (Vc) in the equation of the 

calculation of the weightiness of a face threatening act. is based on the notion 

that insults are a reflexion on the cultural values held by a culture (Douglas 

1975).

Chapter Five presents the research method followed in this study based 

on the suggested model for impoliteness and insult, in order to test the main 

hypothesis of this thesis on the importance that cultural values have in 

intercultural communication and misunderstanding. The data was collected by 

means of written questionnaires based on the Discourse-Completion Test model 

(Blum-Kulka 1982), and recorded informal discussions, in which Spanish and 

Irish subjects were asked to participate on a voluntary basis.

The data obtained from both data-collection methods has been analysed 

and summarised separately in Part One and Part Two of Chapter Six, and the 

final conclusions are explained in Chapter Seven, together with my analysis of 

the contribution of this study to the field of discourse and Pragmatics, especially 

from an intercultural communication point of view, as well as suggestions for 

further research .

xvii



The findings of this study support the hypothesis that the calculation of 

weightiness of an insulting linguistic expression by interactants of different 

cultural and linguistic backgrounds will vary, depending on the influence that 

their own cultural values have on their perceptions of acceptability or 

unacceptability of the insulting act in question. Different degrees of acceptability 

of value-reference and value-judgment between Spanish and Irish informants, in 

terms of insulting force and prestige, are shown in the data. Gender-related 

values and honour-related values are an example of insult interpretation 

difference between both groups.
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CHAPTER ONE

Propriety and Impropriety: The Meaning of Taboo

1.1. The Concept.

Taboo is a concept present in most cultures. This expression is widely 

used to refer to those human acts and behaviours which are forbidden, 

sanctioned, restricted or prohibited, due generally to the potential danger that 

they represent to society. However, because of the vast variation in prohibitions, 

restrictions etc, existent among different societies around the world, the concept 

of taboo is not likely to be understood in the same exact manner in every one of 

these societies. Furthermore, and according to Saville-Troike ([1982] 1989; 215), 

“No topic is universally forbidden [... taboos] relate integrally to culture-specific 

beliefs and practices in religion or magic, decorum and social control” .

The word ‘taboo’ or ‘tabu’ is found in many Germanic and Romance 

languages, and other languages around the world. Although its origin is not 

certain it seems to have been heard for the first time in the Tongan language. It 

was recorded by European explorers of the Polynesian Archipelago towards the 

end of the 18th and beginning of the 19th Centuries. As Steiner (1956:31) points 

out,

...the word had been so extensively discussed by ethnologists that it 
became unfashionable to take for granted that it was a Polynesian word; 
Sanskrit and Indonesian languages were searched for etymologies. But 
as in all this very learned literature one can find no attempt to show why 
the word could not be Polynesian, we may safely consider it to be so.

The term is believed to have been introduced into the English language 

from Polynesia by Captain Cook, an explorer of the South Sea Islands, who 

mentioned it in his account of his third voyage round the world (Steiner 1956:22
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fn) Cook, according to Steiner(1956) repeatedly heard this word in different 

occasions, either to refer to material things, or to people for which some sort of 

prohibition seemed to apply. He observed this word being applied, for example, 

to ‘untouchable things’ -  in the case of certain food; to ‘forbidden spaces’ -  in the 

case of the place where they (the Captain and his crew) were staying as visitors, 

or the king’s ‘residence’; to ‘forbidden people’ -  in the case of human distance, 

and other prohibitions such as having contact with a dead body, or feeding after 

having attended a funeral.

As it can be inferred from these descriptions, it must have appeared 

difficult to establish a relationship between the single term of ‘taboo’ and the 

different contexts of use, other than that this term was used when a certain 

observance applied, that is, as Farb (1973:77) puts it, “to describe the avoidance 

of particular kinds of behaviour... an avoidance which sometimes appears 

arbitrary and fanciful to an outsider”. In fact, what Captain Cook meant by ‘taboo’ 

was also a subject of controversy, since, as Steiner (1956:22) explains he 

described this term as one of ‘mysterious significance’.

Although Steiner(1956:23) claims that what Cook meant by this 

description was that the precise meaning of the word was a mystery to him this 

gave way to other interpretations. These Polynesian observances were 

understood from a European point of view as having a sacred character and, in 

the process of translating the Polynesian term into the European culture, Taboo 

was explained in terms of ‘mystery’ and ‘religious magic’ or, more precisely, 

translated into the concepts of ‘the prohibited’ and ‘the sacred’, concepts which, 

within the 19th Century European context, were clearly defined, but which, as 

Steiner (1956:141-142) observes, bore no distinction in a Polynesian cultural 

context:

...Polynesian taboo is atypical: differ as they might among themselves, 
the various Polynesian societies had the taboo idiom in common. This 
idiom was derived from certain avoidance custom in which one could 
describe widely different things -  a man’s rights over an object, a royal 
minister’s power to select the crop the subject was to farm, and the 
supreme chief’s relation to petty dignitaries -  in terms of delegated 
interdiction rather than delegated authority. This unique feature explains
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why it was in Polynesia rather than some other part of the globe that the 
oddness of avoidance customs and the people’s protestations of fear 
impressed themselves on the European as particularly remarkable. That 
it should be so is understandable, but unfortunate.

Here lies a possible explanation for the confusion that the subject of 

taboo seems to generate in terms of its definition and classification; on the one 

hand, the initial reduction of meaning suffered by the Polynesian term in the 

process of assimilation into European languages and, on the other, its translation 

into a decontextualized double meaning of interdiction and sacredness.

What follows is an attempt to organise the different topics to which the 

concept of taboo is related, in order to establish the functions that taboo is 

accorded in communication. Special attention will be given to the revision of 

early and more recent studies of taboo, including research which has 

concentrated on the spoken representation of taboo, in the attempt to find an 

explanation of the phenomenon of linguistic interdiction, as well as trying to 

establish a relationship between the linguistic form of taboo and its cultural 

values and social rules.

1.2. Language and Reality.

So far in this study we have seen how the meaning of taboo as it was first 

recorded in Polynesia was not clearly defined as either to refer to actions, or to 

people, or to things, or to places, but rather it seemed to establish a relationship 

between these actions, people, things, etc., and their restricted or forbidden 

character. However, Taboo was not only a referent for certain people, things, 

places, etc., but it was also a word to refer to restricted words and expressions, 

that is, to speak the name of these restricted actions, people, things, and so on, 

was also forbidden.

The relation between reality and thought is a philosophical problem 

which has occupied many thinkers, past and present. The relation between
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thinking and existing established by the philosopher Descartes, who advanced

the idea that thinking is proof of one’s existence centuries ago, continues to be a

subject of debate in the social sciences which, in turn, has extended to the study

of language. In the study of language and social behaviour, the opposition

between realism and relativism is a reflection of this problem. Realism postulates

that there is a reality which does not depend on the observer. For realist

advocates language describes this reality as it is; it reflects a preexistent order.

On the other hand, relativism confers language the power to shape reality, that

is, reality is dependent on the observation of it. The Sapir-Whorf hypothesis of

linguistic relativity, which states that different languages impose on their

speakers different views of nature and the world in general, is a good example of

the debate about the relationship between language and thought. As Cameron

et al. (1992:10) point out.

The area is full of ambiguities: for example, does the Sapir-Whorf 
hypothesis imply that reality itself is linguistically determined, or that 
actor’s experience of it, their ‘mental reality’, is? Commentators have 
expressed differing opinions on this. And does ‘mental reality’ count as 
‘real’? These are hard questions, and philosophers have not resolved 
them.

The relativist theory as portrayed in the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis is not a 

new concept in the study of language. The relationship between language and 

reality, and the belief that language has the ‘power’ to make reality happen is a 

preoccupation with men since early civilisations, which, although possibly not 

clearly formulated and understood by them, is reflected in the tabooing of words 

which, otherwise, could bring misfortune to those who dared to utter them, as 

though they alone were a source of danger.

More than a century ago, Sir James Frazer, in his pursuit to explain the 

way in which primitive societies thought and behaved, classified taboo 

observances among these societies in four main groups: Tabooed Acts,

Tabooed Things, Tabooed Persons, and Tabooed Words. He dedicated a full 

chapter to every one of these taboos, in his study of magic and religion (1890).
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The chapter on tabooed words includes five different sections which deal with

‘Personal Names Tabooed’, ‘Names of Relations Tabooed’, ‘Names of the Dead

Tabooed’, ‘Names of Kings and other Sacred Persons Tabooed’, and ‘Names of

Gods Tabooed’. The following is an example given by Frazer ([1890] 1933: 247)

in the first section on ‘Personal Names Tabooed’;

When the Sulka of New Britain are near the territory of their enemies the 
Gaktei, they take care not to mention them by their proper name, 
believing that were they to do so, their foes would attack and slay them. 
Hence in these circumstances they speak of the Gaktei as o lapsiek, that 
is, “the rotten tree-trunks,” and they imagine that by calling them that they 
make the limbs of their dreaded enemies ponderous and clumsy like 
logs. ... they suppose that the mere utterance of an expression 
signifying clumsiness will homeopathically affect with clumsiness the 
limbs of their distant foemen.

Frazer reflects, in his writings, the preoccupation of ‘primitive peoples’

with language and its direct powers over reality;

Unable to discriminate clearly between words and things, the savage 
commonly fancies that the link between a name and the person or thing 
denominated by it is not a mere arbitrary and ideal association, but a real 
and substantial bond which unites the two in such a way that magic may 
be wrought on a man just as easily through his name as through his hair,
. .. or any other part of his person. ([1890] 1933; 244).

The study of the relationship between language and reality, and the

effects that this correlation has in human behaviour has seen dedication up to

our era from many branches of study. In the field of semantics, for example.

Hayakawa (1990;352) explains this phenomenon as the result of confusing

language and reality;

The primitive confusion of word with thing, of symbol with thing 
symbolised, manifests itself in some parts of the world in a belief that the 
name of a person is part of that person. To know someone’s name, 
therefore, is to have power over him. Because of this belief, it is 
customary among some peoples for children to be given at birth a “real 
name” known only to the parents and never used, as well as a nickname 
or public name to be called by in society. In this way the child is protected 
from being put in anyone’s power.

From a semantic point of view, it is claimed that names and things are not
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equivalent, and that to assume that a thing and its name is exactly the same thing

is considered an error (Postman, 1990). However, a certain level of confusion in

this subject is present in studies of euphemism. Postman (1990; 346) states:

It would appear that human beings almost naturally come to identify 
names with things, which is one of our more fascinating illusions. But 
there is some substance to this illusion. For if you change the names of 
things, you change how people will regard them, and that is as good as 
changing the nature of the thing itself.

Far from being a primitive relic, or the product of unfounded superstitious 

beliefs associated only with primitive societies and primitive thinking, taboos are 

present in our own society and their function may not differ from their primitive 

function to the extent that one might expect. Words, as we have seen above, are 

associated with the power to change, to alter the present reality, to an extent that 

might be harmful either to those who speak them, or to those whom the words 

are addressed to, or even all those who can hear them, and so on. As Postman 

suggests, this ‘fascinating illusion’ that words have power might not altogether 

be devoid of substance.

Since the way people regard the essential properties of things can 

depend on how these things are named, by defining the essence of taboo we will 

reach a better understanding of the process involved in the transgression of 

these taboos. In other words, by looking at the opposition between prohibition 

and transgression, it might be possible to establish a link between language, its 

powers and dangers, and its direct effect on reality as we perceive it.

1.3. Words as Transgression: The Essence of Taboos.

The first attempts to understand taboo, after this word was introduced in 

the Western vocabulary at the end of the 19th Century, concentrated on the 

meaning this term appeared to have in primitive societies. However, as we have 

seen above, the interpretation of these primitive observances was European, not 

Polynesian. Thus the notions of sacredness and profanity were introduced in the
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theory of taboo to be able to explain an alien concept in European terms. Steiner

(1956; 50) has described the notion of taboo as ‘A Victorian Problem...,’ and

explains how the first description of this Polynesian concept was influenced by

the, then, European current of thought;

...the customs of taboo obtaining among the Polynesian were first 
described by a Protestant -  a fact no doubt due to certain historical 
accidents, but yet not without some significance. We can thus call 
Polynesian taboo customs a Protestant discovery. With even more justice 
we can regard the problem of taboo as a Victorian invention.

This author points out the fact that, in the Victorian age, the rationalist

and subjective approach to religion was based on ethical theories which could

not totally account for some irrational human attitudes, such as ritual ceremonies,

prohibitions, and other ‘residual contexts’ related to religion, “In this way magic

and taboo... emerged as the two main categories of religious residua." (1956;50).

The anthropologist Bronislaw Malinowski dedicated much of his life to

the study of sacredness and profanity among primitive societies and claimed

([1948]1984;18) that;

In every primitive community, studied by trustworthy and competent 
observers, there have been found two clearly distinguishable domains, 
the Sacred and the Profane; in other words, the domain of Magic and 
Religion and that of Science.

Many theories of taboo have been developed since this term was 

brought to the knowledge of Western explorers. These theories evolved with the 

current preoccupations of the times. First attempts tried to explain taboo as a 

means by which ‘primitive’ peoples dealt with unknown dangers, thus assigning 

to it a superstitious and magical sense, that is a metaphysical interdiction value, 

to include religious beliefs, which forbid humans from trespassing across 

dangerous boundaries (Frazer 1890; Van Gennep 1909). Later, different 

approaches to taboo turned to other aspects such as the psychological 

pressures that restrain human behaviour, and the unconscious maintenance of 

social structure and cultural values (Freud 1905, 1913; Malinowski 1926, 1948;
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Radcliffe-Brown 1939).

We are concerned here with the concept of transgression as the key to 

taboo understanding, mainly in the areas of social and cultural transgression, but 

a review on previous points -  those of metaphysical and psychological 

transgression -  is also necessary to reach a full understanding of the study of 

taboo.

The concept of transgression as associated with taboo was introduced

by Van Gennep (1909) in the first decade of the 20th Century. Steiner

(1956:116), on reviewing earlier studies on the subject of taboo, writes the

following explanatory paragraph on Van Gennep’s notion.

Taboos are concerned with the passing of things into the body and out of 
it; they guard the body’s orifices. Taboos control such changes as the 
passage to a strange or alien setting from a more familiar one. One 
aspect of taboo undoubtedly consists in providing an idiom for the 
description of everything that matters in terms, quite literally, of 
transgression; of passing, that is, from inside-outside the individual’s 
rights or competence.

Taboo has been described as “being concerned with behaviour which is 

believed to be super-naturally forbidden, or regarded as immoral or improper” 

(Trudgill [1974] 1983:29). The following section deals with the concept of taboo 

as a supernatural force, that is the relation of taboo to metaphysical 

transgression.

1.3.1. Metaphysical Transgression.

The relationship between religion and taboo is a widely discussed 

subject which is nowhere as clearly reflected as in the phenomenon of 

blasphemy and curse. The link between the primitive fear of the power of gods 

and the danger of the unknown, that is, the link between humans and their 

beliefs, are reflected in the restriction of language around these matters. 

Examples of religious taboos or, more accurately, taboos on actions and 

behaviours which might be the cause of metaphysical consequences, are
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plentiful in all cultures, at all times.

Neaman and Silver (1991:1-2), for example, explain how the fear of gods

regulated the use of language to refer to this subject and, as a result, a

euphemistic system of avoidance developed.

...the subject of the earliest euphemism was undoubtedly religious. Gods, 
whether benign or malevolent, were treated with respect amounting to 
terror. Since the names of gods were considered identical with them, to 
speak a name was to evoke the divinity whose power then had to be 
confronted.

To this days, many cultures condemn the use of names of gods and other

sacred symbols in some situations. Alford and O ’Donnell (1983) have studied

tabooed expressions related to religion from a linguistic scale point of view. They

propose that linguistic symbols can be divided in high representational capacity

symbols and low representational capacity symbols. Taboos belong to the first

group and euphemism to the second one. According to Alford and O ’Donnell

(1983:160), this is also true for religious symbols:

Restricted sacred symbols constitute one obvious category of curses. In 
certain contexts, “Lord,” “God,” “Jesus Christ,” “God Damn,” and “Hell” all 
serve as effective curses (of course, their effectiveness is relative to the 
extent to which the listeners themselves restrict the usage of these terms 
to sacred contexts).

The relation between language and reality is reflected then in the fear of

invocation of supernatural forces, and the taboos on certain types of language

usage to refer to sacred images and other representations of the unknown.

Demers (1991:22), in her study of euphemism, its origins and the reasons which

motivate its use, writes the following:

C ’est done la “magie du mot" qui serait a I’origine de I’emploi de 
I’euphemisme, et, bien que I’interdiction linguistique touchant le 
surnaturel soit sur la voie de la disparition complete, 1’ epoque 
contemporaine n’est pas entierement exempte de superstition...

Fear of unknown dangers is not an exclusive concept of primitive 

societies. As we have seen above, language and behavioural restrictions apply 

in our cultures and they are observed, in many cases, because of a possible
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clanger, a fear of stepping outside moral boundaries which have a heavy 

conscious or unconscious religious foundation. Beliefs on the magical powers of 

words are closely related to superstitions and fears. The word, in its written or 

spoken form, may have the power to influence reality because it is equated to it 

(Demers 1991:23). Burgess (1985.400), on the subject of taboo language, 

explains that “Word-evasion is such a universal characteristic that it hardly 

seems worth while issuing books about it. All they tell us is that human fear 

continues but the objects of fear change. And that takes us outside the realm of 

mere words.”

In the metaphysical sense, then, taboos are an interesting subject of 

study that provide us with comparable attitudes which have been adopted to deal 

with the common human feature of fear. As it can be inferred from the study of 

taboos throughout the evolution of humanity, this fear has evolved but the 

dangers are always present in any society at any time. These dangers are 

portrayed in language and its interdiction. As Burchfield (1985:28) puts it; “Our 

present age, like those of the past, produces euphemisms to conceal or take 

attention away from its particular embarrassments and its unsolved problems.”

1.3.2. Psychological Transgression.

Late 19th century and early 20th Century anthropologists and

philosophers dedicated a great deal of effort in trying to establish a connection

between the taboos observed in primitive societies and their process of thought.

Bronislaw Malinowski (1926:13), for example, argued that humans could not

abide by rules and prohibitions without being somehow forced to it:

... no society can work in an efficient manner unless laws are obeyed 
‘willingly’ and ‘spontaneously’... there are a number of laws, taboos and 
obligations in every human culture which weigh heavily on every citizen, 
demand great self-sacrifice, and are obeyed for moral, sentimental or 
matter-of-fact reasons, but without any ‘spontaneity’.

Malinowski sought to explain the nature of these forces and the reasons
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why they existed, studying the way in which th ese  rules were established and

obeyed (1926:15). His contribution to a  new perspective on the study of taboo as

a  product of social constraint is of great importance. This idea w as later

developed by Radcliffe-Brown (1939) and others, who em phasised the

importance of taboo in the m aintenance of social structures. This notion will be

expanded under Section 3.3. entitled ‘Social T ransgression’ below.

In this section, we will deal with the idea of psychological pressure

attached to taboo, that is, taboo understood a s  psychological transgression.

Malinowski ([1948]1984), on examining the  various reasons why primitive

people keep their taboos, explains that the main reason is not because  they

fear social punishm ent or public opinion but, mainly, because  they experience a

prohibiting force which is a  product of their mental activity a s  represented by

personal responsibility and conscience. He further clarifies ; “Now this mental

attitude is undoubtedly due in part to the influence of society... But it works in the

individual and through forces of the individual mind. It is, therefore, neither

exclusively social nor individual, but a  mixture of both.” (p. 57)

Sigmund Freud, one of the m ost rem arkable products of Victorian

intellectual thought, dedicated two main works (1905, 1913) to the study of

psychological transgression. He w as interested in the subject of taboo since he

believed there w as a  possible connection between taboos observed by primitive

civilisations and the existence of morals and conventions. He justifies his interest

in taboo ([1913]1950,1972:22) a s  follows:

Why, it may be asked at this point, should we concern ourselves at all 
with this riddle of taboo? ... the moral and conventional prohibitions by 
which we ourselves are governed may have som e essential relationship 
with th ese  primitive taboos and that an explanation of taboo might throw 
a  light upon the obscure origin of our own ‘categorical imperative’ .

According to Freud, taboo was an interdiction related to the m ost intense 

desires of hum ans and the unconscious tendency to transgress the forbidden 

(Demers, 1991: 23). In his study of the relation of jokes to the unconscious, Freud 

claims that “Since our individual childhood, and, similarly, since the childhood of
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human civilisation, hostile impulses against our fellow men have been subject to

the same restrictions, the same progressive repression, as our sexual urges.”

([1905]1960:146).

Freud believed that it was possible to establish a connection between

taboo and psychical illnesses. His theory was based on the -  according to him -

resemblance between these two phenomena of prohibitions since they do not

seem to have a motive and are of unknown origin. Both groups of people

involved (the primitive men and the obsessional patients) were seen by Freud as

having applied to themselves a prohibition which was observed very strictly.

Steiner (1956:134) quotes Freud ([1913] 1950,1972:26):

Anyone approaching the problem of taboo from the angle of psycho
analysis, that is to say, of the investigation of the unconscious portion of 
the individual mind, will recognise, after a moment’s reflection, that these 
phenomena are far from unfamiliar to him. He has come across people 
who have created for themselves individual taboo prohibitions of this 
very kind and who obey them just as strictly as savages obey the 
communal taboos of their tribe or society. If he were not already 
accustomed to describing such people as ‘obsessional’ patients, he 
would find ‘taboo sickness’ a most appropriate name for their condition.

The relationship between unconscious human desires and the notion of 

primitive taboos, and taboo in general, has been the point of departure for many 

recent studies of taboo and linguistic avoidances. Mildred Ash, to mention an 

example, claims that the linguistic taboos on the subject of female pudenda 

reflect a psychological problem. According to this psychiatrist, there is a lack of 

use of the word ‘vulva’ in the English vocabulary due to a negative and 

unpleasant reaction to the image that this word creates in the mind. This reaction 

is a product of unconscious feelings related to obscenity learnt as a child (Ash 

1980). On the subject of unconscious childhood learning. Grimes (1978), 

following previous studies of Cassirer (1965) and Levy-Bruhl (1923), explains 

that taboo categories are the product of unconscious social conditioning of the 

child. Because of this unconscious factor, taboos have a psychological impact in 

the mind of the child who, unable to rationalise them, associates them with
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magical power.

Linguistic studies of eupliemism do often refer to this psychological 

element of taboo as one of the main explanations for the suppression of certain 

words and their substitution for other expressions. Senabre (1979:176) gives a 

clear example of the importance that Freudian notions of unconscious or 

psychological transgression still have in linguistic studies of taboo. He 

establishes an initial distinction between interdiction and euphemism according 

to which

interdiction is the external or psychological pressure which advises us to 
avoid the use of certain linguistic forms. Euphemism, on the other hand, 
is the linguistic phenomenon by which some words are avoided or 
substituted by others.

This force that forbids us to use certain words has always an external, 
social origin. But often they become rules that are interiorlzed in the 
speaker and which are integrated in his/her psychological mechanism to 
the point of becoming part of his/her personality.

So far this chapter has looked at taboo as it has been associated in 

literature to the notions of metaphysical and psychological transgression. 

However, this study is primarily concerned with the social and cultural aspects of 

taboo. As it can be inferred from this section and the previous one, transgression 

in taboo is not limited to one type. Many of the examples given above on 

metaphysical and psychological interpretations hint at social reasons and/or 

social explanations of and for taboo. In the following section the subject of taboo 

is examined from the point of view of its function in society, that is, the possible 

links existent between taboo and social transgression.

1.3.3. Social Transgression.

If these explanations of taboo -  on the one hand the metaphysical 

approach based on magical values; on the other, the psychological one based 

on unconsciously self-inflicted rules -  were accepted as valid and sufficient by
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previous scholars, other theorists such as Radcliffe-Brown went a step further in

advancing a theory based on the social meaning of taboo. Before them, the idea

that some correlation existed between taboo and social structures had already

been hinted by sociologists like Durkheim who, as Douglas explains, understood

sacredness as the expression of society’s awareness of itself (Douglas 1975:49),

and by philosophers like Frazer and anthropologists like Malinowski.

Frazer (1890) argued that certain taboos are directly related to the

maintenance of social order. In the following passage ([1890]1933:212) he

refers to taboo observances related to certain types of people (‘people tabooed’):

The general effect of the taboos laid on sacred chiefs, mourners, women 
at childbirth, men on the war-path, and so on, is to seclude or isolate the 
tabooed persons from ordinary society, this effect being attained by a 
variety of rules, which oblige the men or women to live in separate huts 
or in the open air, to shun the commerce of the sexes, to avoid the use of 
vessels employed by others, and so forth.

For Frazer, however, the relationship between the obsen/ance of taboo

by these primitive societies, and the social rules and structures which they might

serve, was not a reasoned relationship, but a product of superstitious beliefs.

Malinowski, following this new current of thought at the time, believed

that a society’s efficient functioning was based on the obeyance of rules, and that

these rules had to be enforced. He points out that “Psychologists like Wundt,

sociologists like Durkheim, Hubert, and Mauss, ... have all understood the

intimate association between myth and ritual, between sacred tradition and the

norms of social structure.” ([1948]1984:98). This author goes on to define “myth”

and the important role it has in primitive cultures (p. 101):

Myth fulfils in primitive culture an indispensable function: it expresses, 
enhances, and codifies belief; it safeguards and enforces morality; it 
vouches for the efficiency of ritual and contains practical rules for the 
guidance of man (...) a pragmatic character of primitive faith and moral 
wisdom.

Radcliffe-Brown (1939) further examined the concept of taboo among 

primitive societies. He agreed with Frazer’s assertions that many primitive
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societies do not distinguisli between the concepts of ‘polluted’, ‘unclean’, and 

‘holy’, but they simply see these qualities as dangerous. R add iff e-Brown 

(1939:18) points out that “In studying the simpler societies it is essential that we 

should carefully avoid thinking of their behaviour and ideas in terms of our own 

ideas”, and he proposes that to refer to these qualities of danger the term ‘ritual 

value’ is used.

According to this author, a society can only exist if its members recognise 

a set of values common to all of them; the function of rituals is to develop in the 

individual a sense of social order and thus, they serve a social function. 

Radcliffe-Brown disagrees with Frazer’s conviction that the magical and religious 

beliefs of the ‘savage tribes’ created and maintained a stable orderly society by 

accident, and that they arrived at these beliefs by erroneous processes of 

reasoning. His own views are that “the negative and positive rites of savages 

exists and persist because they are part of the mechanisms by which an orderly 

society maintains itself In existence, serving as they do to establish certain 

fundamental social values” (1939:46).

Radcliffe-Brown acknowledges his borrowing of the notion of ‘ritual 

value’ from the Chinese and the Confucian philosophical theory that rites are the 

orderly expression of feelings appropriate to a social situation. But he goes a 

step further by seeking to apply this method to the comparative study of different 

societies, in search of universal characteristics “which belong to all human 

societies, past, present and future” (1939:43).

More recent studies, especially in the field of anthropology, have sought 

to explain the meaning of taboo by comparing this phenomenon in primitive and 

modern societies. The anthropologist Mary Douglas has dedicated various 

studies to the concepts of taboo, pollution, and danger, and how these influence 

the social mechanism of values. By comparing how these concepts operate in 

modern and tribal societies, she establishes the importance that rules have in 

maintaining the values of a society.

One of her examples (1975:10, 12) is taken from the Lele culture and
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what she calls its ‘dominant value’. This dominant value, she explains, is the 

value of 'buhonyf or ‘propriety’. This is a human value from which animals are 

excluded. By contrast, all improper or disgusting things are referred to by the 

word ‘hama’'.

[buhonyi] is shame, shyness, or modesty. Animals are thought of 
essentially as being without buhonyi. They urinate publicly, snatch 
without asking, are not embarrassed by refusal, they eat filth, and mate 
incestuously. [...buhonyi\ provides the standard for all social relations.

The word hama refers to rotten, smelly things: corpses, excreta, 
suppurating wounds, clotted blood, and maggots. In use the word is 
extended to apply to anything which produces a feeling of disgust.

Classifications of the type ‘buhonyi’ / ‘hama’ are present in all societies.

All societies distinguish between propriety and impropriety by means of rituals of 

separation, that is by means of established taboos. The transgression of taboos 

threatens these social classifications. Taboos, then, can be understood as a 

pillar of the social system which, if violated, can be the cause of structural 

damage, disorder and confusion.

According to Douglas (1975:53), the function of taboos or ‘pollution 

beliefs’ is

ensuring that the order in external physical events conforms to the 
structure of ideas. Pollution rules can thus be seen as an extension of the 
perpetual process: in so far as they impose order on experience, they 
support clarification of forms and thus reduce dissonance.

Two approaches are put forward by this author to reinforce the above

argument: on the one hand, Mary Douglas follows the work of psychologists on

the theory of learning; on the other, the anthropologists’ analysis of culture from a

structural perspective. Accordingly, learning is viewed as a process of

assimilation of new experiences into an established structure of thought, a

system of assumptions. Any challenge to these assumptions is faced with a

protective rejection. In the case of culture, Douglas (1975:53) argues, something

very similar applies:

For a culture to have any recognisable character, a process of 
discrimination and evaluation must have taken place very similar to the
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process of language development... The general processes by which 
language structure changes and resists change have their analogues at 
the higher level of cultural structure... As in language, there are 
different degrees of tolerance of ambiguity... Cultural intolerance of 
ambiguity is expressed by avoidance, by discrimination, and by pressure 
to conform.

From a social perspective, then, we can establish a relationship between

socially accepted structures and the rules by which they are maintained, and the

social taboos which have the function to protect these rules against their

transgression and, in general, against any deviance from the norm. As Douglas

puts it, “The beliefs that there are rules and that future experience is expected to

conform to them underlies social intercourse" (1975:243).

Now, how are these rules or observances portrayed in society? Of

course, different societies differ in the type of values they reinforce, as much as

they differ between themselves from a cultural perspective. Some societies

forbid, for example, certain sexual behaviours while others may encourage them.

Other societies define social class more strictly than others, or allow for more or

less equality between the genders. Excretory and bodily functions, in general,

are more restricted by notions of shame and privacy in some cultural settings

than in others. Family relationships, community relationships, etc., can be sacred

or casual, depending on the society in question.

In the domain of social intercourse and, more specifically, in the domain

of language, the way in which the members of a society communicate is dictated

by rules of conduct and avoidances which, at the same time, reinforce the social

structure. As Jay (1992:4) writes:

A taboo operates to suppress or inhibit certain behavior, thoughts, or in 
this case, speech. Different cultures, in order to preserve social order, 
use taboos to control individuals within the group. The power of the 
taboo or the strength of the taboo is relative to the power of the 
controlling group to sanction or punish the perpetrator. The larger the 
threat, the greater the inhibition of the language. The function of the 
taboo is to prohibit the behavior of a speaker and preserve social 
cohesion. The focus is on the speaker’s behavior.

Different types of what might be considered social transgressions are
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reflected in the use of language and of its restriction to certain members of the

society, in certain contexts and situations, etc. In many Western societies, for

example, words connected with sex, excretion, religion, ethnicity, death, etc., are

associated with existent taboos on sexual behaviour, impropriety, blasphemy,

etc. (Andersson and Trudgill 1990), and the prohibition might vary depending,

among other variables, on the speaker.

This prohibition will be more or less severe depending on the gender,

the age, the status, and so on, of the person transgressing the norm. Of course, it

will also depend on the social context in which this transgression takes place.

Therefore, certain linguistic behaviours are expected in certain social

interactional contexts, by certain speakers. Saville-Troike ( [1982]1989: 21) gives

the example of the child who has yet to reach social competence when

communicating;

A child who uses a taboo expression in public and causes 
embarrassment is said not to ‘know better’, i.e. not to have acquired 
certain rules for social conduct in the use of language ... The concept of 
communicative competence (and its encompassing congener, social 
competence) is one of the most powerful organising tools to emerge in 
the social sciences in recent years. .

Studies of language and gender are a good source of information on 

linguistic representations of social rules imposed on sex behaviour, for example, 

and its social transgression. Sociology, anthropology, linguistics, psychology, 

and their many research combinations, have all contributed to the study of sex- 

roles in society. These studies are particularly interesting because they reflect 

the way in which society continually establishes and reviews its values in order 

to preserve itself.

Many recent sociolinguistic studies, for example, have dedicated great 

attention to the subject of taboo or, more specifically, to the subject of taboo 

language and its uses in women and men’s speech (Trudgill 1972, 1983, Lakoff 

1973, Milroy 1980, Bailey 1985, Coates 1986, Rish 1987, Saporta 1988, 

Cameron and Coates 1988, Hughes 1992, De Klerk 1990, 1991, 1992). These
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studies present arguments for and against the existence of differences between

women and men’s use of taboo language.

While some of these studies argue that women use fewer taboo forms in

their speech (Bailey 1985), and that, in general, they are more concerned about

using more socially acceptable and prestigious forms of talk (Trudgill 1972,

Lakoff 1973), others (Rish 1987, Cameron and Coates 1988, Hughes 1992, De

Klerk 1990, etc.) argue that these perceptions are biased and the results

obtained are distorted due to the fact that “the male forms are inevitably taken as

‘the’ language and the female forms regarded as a deviant afterthought, and that

many features in female versus male speech have not been demonstrated in a

systematic and empirical way” (Hughes 1992:293).

De Klerk (1992), for example, has challenged the assumption that

women use more standard forms of speech by claiming that, although there

seems to be a wider range of pejorative terms to refer to women, there is no

difference between the knowledge and use of these terms by men and women.

Her findings are supportive of Rish’s (1987) previous study, which challenged

the idea that women are necessarily socially and linguistically conservative, by

proving that women do use taboo language increasingly.

What is most relevant to this study of taboo and social transgression is

the fact that, as these studies and their approaches show, the socially

established roles for the sexes have shifted in twenty years, and so has the

concept of linguistic transgression; the social boundaries between taboo and

non-taboo have stretched with the social acceptance of gender as a social

construct. Holmes (1997:203) claims that a more sophisticated treatment of

sociolinguistic variables is necessary when dealing with the variable of sex:

Because it is usually easy to classify people by sex, this biological 
category has generally been substituted for the cultural category 
‘gender’, which is the appropriate focus of the sociolinguist’s 
attention.

Using ‘gender’ rather than ‘sex’ as a basic variable emphasises the 
fact that a person’s gender is socially constructed from the roles, 
norms and expectations of the community in which they participate.
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Simple binary classification is no longer possible; gender is a 
complex continuum which interacts with other social dimensions 
such as social status, ethnicity, age and power

The study of social transgression has, therefore, to be dealt with carefully 

taking into consideration all the social dimensions involved in the process of 

taboo breaking. In the case of linguistic taboos, we need to take an approach 

which focuses on the social context in which the discourse process takes place, 

in order to account for all the variables that contribute to the meaning, causes 

and purposes of social avoidances in different cultural settings.

1.3.4. Cultural Transgression.

Culture, as Goodenough ([1957]1964:36) describes it,

is not a material phenomenon; it does not consist of things, people, 
behaviour, or emotions. It is rather an organisation of these things. It is 
the forms of things that people have in mind, their models for perceiving, 
relating, and otherwise interpreting them.

The different ways in which humans have adapted to their environment 

has resulted in the cultural variety that determines different social structures and 

rules of behaviour. In the same manner, rules that apply to communication are 

directly related to the way that the relation of nature to culture is perceived 

(Douglas 1975:213). Cultural variety, then, implies multiple perceptions of reality 

and, consequently, multiple ways of dealing with it. Taboos, as Andersson and 

Trudgill (1990:57) discuss, are a good example of cultural variation :“There is 

great variation in what is taboo or significant in different cultures, and... this can 

show up in different ways -  as prohibition, obligation, or strict regulation”.

Language in social interaction follows rules based on the cultural values 

of the society in question. In communicating between cultures it is important to 

understand the different rules in language usage (Trudgill [1974] 1983:130). In 

this sense, we can achieve an understanding of how these rules apply by 

examining the values that sustain a society. Inversely, a careful study of the rules
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and prohibitions will provide information on these values. Misunderstanding 

between cultures is a consequence of the different cultural perceptions of basic 

concepts associated with human behaviour, such as ‘good’ and ‘bad’, ‘right’ and 

‘wrong’, ‘fair’ and ‘decent’, and so on (Sharp 1997). Certain accepted behaviours 

in a given culture are held as a transgression of values in a different culture. 

Different emphasis given to collective duties versus individual rights, for 

example, are basic contributive factors to this communication problem.

Since there seems to be a correlation between the form and content of a 

language and the beliefs, values, and needs present in the culture of its 

speakers (Saville-Troike [1982] 1989:32), restrictions in language usage, that is, 

what is taboo and can or should not be said, may also vary with the culture in 

question:

Generally, the type of word that is tabooed in a particular language will 
be a good reflection of at least part of the system of values and beliefs of 
the society in question (Trudgill [1974] 1983: 29).

However, language restrictions vary within the same culture depending 

on setting -  certain things are not to be said in certain places, for example, in 

class, at the dinner table, at mass -, speaker and listener characteristics, such as 

age, status, gender -  certain things are not to be said by a child, a priest, a 

teacher -, speaker-listener relationship, context in which the interaction takes 

place, intention, etc, etc.

A theory of taboo language should benefit from a detailed analysis of all 

the factors that contribute to the process of communication, together with its 

participants’s characteristics, intentions and relationships. For it is not the words, 

the people, or the things that are in themselves taboo, but the relations which 

emerge between them in a given context or situation. Douglas (1975:21) points 

out the importance of looking at rituals of avoidance from this ‘relational’ point of 

view:

Without the secular associations of the contrasts which are made in 
ritual, the numerous ritual prohibitions would be difficult to interpret. 
Knowing something of the implications in social life of the ideas of 
property, manhood, womanhood, etc., it is possible to recognise the rites
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as a set of dramatised analogies ... Nor are there persons, or actions or 
spheres that are in themselves either sacred or profane. Only in certain 
contexts, on certain occasions, do these categories apply in a strictly 
relative sense.

The following section is an attempt to organise a representative sample 

of the most recent approaches to taboo, with a view to demonstrating that studies 

that deal with taboo from a language and/or communication point of view have 

not typically integrated all the contextual and situational factors that influence the 

expression of taboo. As Douglas (1975) has emphasised before, it is not the 

words, nor the people that use them, nor the intentions they have, or the 

conditions they live in, and so on, but the relations that exist between all these 

factors and their relative outcome on a given occasion.

1.4. Recent Approaches To Taboo: A ‘Relational’ Proposal.

The following is a sample of approaches to the subject of taboo, in its 

linguistic expression. By ‘sample’ 1 mean ‘representative examples’ -  1 do not 

intend here to give an exhaustive relation of all the research that has been 

carried out on taboo by all fields of scientific and social study. Although reference 

to psychological, theological, philosophical, and other non-strictly linguistic or 

communicational studies of taboo are necessary in some cases, this sample has 

been organised according to our main subject of interest, that is, depending on 

the main focus of attention given to the linguistic expression of taboo . I have 

differentiated four main groups.

The first group of studies on taboo includes studies on language and 

gender -  mainly linguistic and sociolinguisitc studies, but also psychological 

research; the second group reviews studies on the semantic interpretation of 

taboo -  especially linguistic studies on euphemisms; the third group deals with 

theoretical approaches to the classification of taboo, i.e., taxonomy studies; and, 

finally, the fourth group includes studies of taboo from an ethnographic or cultural
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perspective, dealing with the relationship between taboo and social and cultural 

values.

1.4.1. Language and Gender: Sociolinguistic and Psycholinguistic 

Approaches.

As we have seen in the previous sections, many studies of language and

gender have dealt with the subject of taboo language, mainly from a

sociolinguistic perspective. Again, as I have already pointed out, some of the

latest studies on the use of taboo language by women have challenged the

notion that women’s speech is ‘less taboo’, that is, more prestigious, than men’s

speech (Coates 1986, Rish 1987, Hughes 1992, De Klerk 1992, and others).

However, other studies emphasise the fact that, because of their nature,

linguistic taboos are often sexual in their reference and sexist in their usage (Ash

1980, Saporta 1988, Lawrence 1990). This presents a contradiction to the claim

of equality in speech between men and women because linguistic taboos, such

as those of obscene character, do contribute to the denigration of women to a

greater extent than they contribute to the denigration of men.

According to Lawrence (1990), for example, linguistic taboos of the

obscene type have a dehumanising effect on the perception of the human body

and the human functions, and this is more obvious for what refers to the female

human body and the functions of sexuality and procreation. This author believes

that there is not enough opposition to the use of sexual pejoratives by “the

people in the best position to do this (critics, teachers, writers)” (1990:356).

Sol Saporta (1988:163) explains that the struggle for an egalitarian

society has forced women to use linguistic forms which are sexist:

...many of these emotionally loaded words are themselves sexist. Hence, 
the double bind: either women refrain from using such expressions, 
thereby legitimising men’s privilege, or they do not refrain from using 
them, and thereby participate in their own degradation. The result is the 
incongruous situation whereby women who are indignant at the use of a 
word like ‘chairman’ have nevertheless ‘reclaimed’ the word ‘bitch’.
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The idea that men and women are affected differently by sexually-related 

taboo words has been studied by the American psychologist Timothy Jay. His 

research (1992) examines the subject of offensiveness and gender from a 

semantic point of view. He makes an initial distinction between what is 

‘offensiveness’ and what is ‘offendedness’. Accordingly, ‘offensiveness’ is 

related to the concept of taboo and denotes the degree of negativeness of a 

word. ‘Offendedness’ is the reaction that a word provokes in a person. While 

‘offensiveness’ ratings provide the starting point to examine the semantics 

underlying obscene speech, ‘offendedness’ tells about personality factors (1992; 

161-162).

After having classified the semantic content of taboo words as

'aggressive content’, ‘sexual content’, ‘body functions and body products’ and

‘racial slurs’, and looked at the relation between the frequency of use of these

words and their offensiveness (low frequency resulted in high offensiveness),

Jay (1992) opens a review of some of the data available on the subject of

‘offendedness’ stating that; “It is important from here to the end of the chapter that

offendedness depend on the gender of the offendee. From here on, the specific

gender or sex-of-subject effects in the reported research deserve special

attention” (1992; 170).

However, after this revision of Perceptual Defense studies and Pupillary

Response Studies, he concludes that “Psychologists have not provided

convincing evidence from laboratory studies about how taboo words affect

people” (1992;176). He explains that the complexity of one’s reaction to dirty

words is due to context, a variable forgotten by the researchers;

The personality of the subject, the environment of the experiment, the 
type of words selected, the sex of the subject, the sex of the experimenter 
are all contextual variables that cannot be separated one by one to 
provide a simple answer (p. 173).

Jay concludes by pointing out the importance of personality, religion, and
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repression, together with the variable of gender -  the most important variable 

according to him -  as main contextual clues for the measurement of 

offendedness. However, there is no mention here of other contextual variables 

such as setting, age of the participants, relationship between them, intention of 

the speaker, and so on. This is in part due to the emphasis the author gives to 

sexual harassment and the social attitudes that have resulted in new laws about 

language in the work place.

Although gender differences in the use of taboo words have been seen, 

in part, as a product of biased research which assumes their existence, rather 

than using research methods that neutralise this variable (Hughes, De Klerk,

Rish, etc, above), the classification that Jay gives on ‘Gender-Specific Insults’ 

may be relevant to this study. In the last section of this Chapter and in Chapter 2,

I will take his studies further following his recommendation to examine gender 

differences in insulting rituals, as a means to gain insight into the offensiveness 

and offendedness of taboo words.

1.4.2. Taboo and Euphemism: Linguistic Approaches.

Since taboo implies a restriction on a forbidden subject, and linguistic 

taboos are regulated by these prohibitions and must not be spoken or 

mentioned in certain circumstances, many studies of taboo have concentrated on 

the linguistic avoidance of taboo, or more exactly, on the euphemising process 

that allows language to refer to ‘delicate’ subjects, without mentioning them. As 

Farb puts it, “Euphemism ... is a compensating strategy in language to skirt the 

taboo word; the term is derived from Greek and means ‘good-speak’. ” (1973:78).

However, studies of euphemism do not agree in assigning a positive or a 

negative value to the use of euphemism. In fact, most studies of euphemism are 

more preoccupied with the consequences that the use of euphemism has on 

social values and political issues, rather than concentrating on the linguistic 

description of how euphemisms work. This is in itself interesting because it
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informs us of the broad implications of language avoidance in human 

communication.

From a semantics point of view, for example, there seems to be some

disagreement and lack of homogeneity in the description of euphemism.

Senabre (1979:180), in this respect, claims that linguists often depart from

psychological criteria using terms such as ‘pleasant words’, ‘feelings’ and

‘difficult impressions’, etc., to formulate a linguistic description of the problem,

instead of studying the linguistic nature of this phenomenon departing from a

linguistic base, to which further non-linguistic, psychological, and ethnolinguistic

data can be added.

Se trata de establecer, como base, una caracterizacion puramente 
linguistica del eufemismo, sobre la cual sea posible ahadir ulteriores 
precisiones y datos, incluidos los no estrictamente linguisticos.

Senabre also reviews previous classifications of euphemisms and 

claims that these classifications have been based on what causes the 

euphemism, relying on subjective criteria rather than on objective data. He 

proposes a classification of euphemism which distinguishes between ‘denotative 

euphemism’, ‘non-denotative euphemism’, and ‘zero or ellipsis’. He concentrates 

on the explanation of the first two groups by saying that a denotative euphemism 

depends entirely on context since “it exists with two faces”, and is an expression 

which already existed, before acquiring a euphemistic value, but that it loses this 

initial meaning to acquire the meaning of the forbidden term.

Denotative euphemisms can recover their original meaning at any time. 

On the other hand, non-denotative euphemisms are deformities of the forbidden 

word, but they keep the lexeme or another part of it in order to keep it 

recognisable. An example of the first group would be to refer to cancer as a 

‘malignant tumour’, an example of the second group is to use ‘the big C’ to refer 

to the same illness (1979:186).

Another linguistic study of euphemism, from a morpho-semantic 

perspective, is that of Casas Gomez (1986). This study, however, relies in part in
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the semantic characterisation of euphemisms as ‘affective’ which would not be 

acceptable in Senabre’s strict linguistic terms.

Casas Gomez explains, “...les mots euphemistiques, dysphemistiques 

ou injurieux se caracterisent par I’importance du cote affective, qui se place au 

premier plan de son contenu semantique” (1986; 38). His theory, following Ch. 

Bally (1940)’s theory of ‘champs associatifs’ is, however, relevant from the point 

of view of language and interaction, since it emphasises the importance of 

‘relativity’ as being essential to euphemism. Casas Gomez (1986:37) quotes Ch. 

Bally (1940:196):

Le champ associatif est un halo qui entoure le signe et dont les franges 
exterieures se confondent avec leur ambiance. En outre, le champ 
associatif presente des differences d’un individu a I’autre, puisque 
chacun modifie en quelque mesure la langue commune; il differe aussi 
d’un sous-groupe a I’autre...”.

and adds: “De cette affirmation, nous deduisons le caractere “relatif" inherent a 

ce systeme, comparable a I’essence meme de I’euphemisme” (1986: 37).

Going back to non-structural linguistic or semantic studies of euphemism 

which are, as Senabre advances, more available in number, we can now 

examine the two main functions euphemism is allocated with. On the one hand, 

most studies initially define euphemism as the means by which certain restricted 

subjects can be addressed in communication; subjects like sexuality, excretion, 

etc. (Alford and O’Donnell 1983; Epstein [1984]1985; Burgess 1985); the subject 

of death (Burgess 1985; Gross 1985; Hayakawa 1990a), or subjects that arouse 

strong emotional responses (Hayakawa 1990b). As Alford and O’Donnell 

(1983:195) explain, “... euphemisms allow us, whenever the social context 

demands it, to communicate about restricted subjects in indirect and delicate 

ways.”

In the above sense, euphemisms have a positive value in 

communication, and probably everybody engages in euphemising to facilitate 

communication by “‘putting on’ our best face forward” (Hahn 1989). The lack of 

euphemisms in a language would, from this perspective, render the language in
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question ‘defective’ (Burchfield 1985).

Euphemising has also been compared to a disguise to conceal natural

processes. Allowing the expression of taboo-related issues may be seen as an

acceptance of the more animal side of man’s nature (Storr 1985). Sex, and the

euphemisms related to reproductive organs and sexual intercourse, is a good

example of this human fear of acknowledging animal instincts (Epstein 1984).

Another function of euphemistic language is to deal with expressions that

evoke strong emotional responses, such as those associated with ethnicity,

politics, religion, social roles, etc. Hayakawa (1990b:262) explores the effects of

using these words which, either intentionally or unintentionally, can be

understood as prejudice and be offensive:

Sometimes it is necessary to violate verbal taboos as an aid to clearer 
thinking, but more often “calling a spade a spade” is to provide our minds 
with a greased runway down which we may slide back into old and 
discredited patterns of evaluation and behavior.

As well as analysing euphemism from its ‘communicational facilitator’

character, some of the above authors coincide in their double evaluation of

euphemism, that is, they also point out the deceptive function of euphemising.

Alford and O ’ Donnell (1983.158), for example, explain;

Many euphemisms are used in social contexts in which communications 
are purposely constructed to be minimally revealing or even deceptive. 
The military, the government, business, education, and the medical 
industry are especially productive of such obfuscating euphemisms.

In fact, there is a vast body of literature dedicated to the deceptive 

character of euphemisms, especially studies related to the language of 

advertising (Gruner 1990; May 1985), politics (Adams 1985; May 1985; Hoggart 

1985), crime and death (Gross 1985; Storr 1985). Gruner (1990) did an 

experiment to find out the effects of euphemism in advertising for the sales of 

second-hand cars, among college students. The results, according to this author, 

showed that “the students were more inclined to regard an object termed a ‘pre

owned motorcar’ as more ‘valuable’ and more ‘active’ than one called only a
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‘used car’, that which we must descend to when unable to afford a new car.” 

(1990:374).

Gruner’s purpose was to show that 'doublespeak' in advertising has a 

great power of influence on unsuspecting targets. The subject of 'doublespeak' 

has been dealt with, especially in the sphere of politics. The term has been 

defined as language which gives a false perception of what is bad and makes it 

seem good, and thus violates people’s right to the truth (Lutz 1987). As Adams 

(1985:45) puts it, “Where there is an unwelcome truth to be hidden from others or 

oneself, euphemism flourishes, hence its special fondness for situations where 

codes or ideologies are under pressure.”

Hahn (1989), in the same light, explains how, by the use of euphemisms, 

politicians simplify problems, make injustice tolerable and, in summary, let 

people believe there is no need for action. The same occurs with the subject of 

death, especially as dealt with by military strategists. Gross (1985:216, 218) 

points out that the subject of death has replaced sex as the great forbidden 

subject, by saying that “Military euphemisms constitute a subject in themselves, 

and attempts to glamorise death or to soften its impact inevitably loom large 

among them” ; and adds: “The other great twentieth-century innovation has been 

mass-murder in the name of this or that ideology, with a manipulation of 

language to match”.

Before the conclusion of this section on taboo and euphemism, it is 

important to bear in mind that, as Postman (1990:347) has advanced, a culture 

can change its perception on reality through the use of euphemisms, and this 

will result in a change in style, properties and values. However, the process of 

euphemising is not moral or immoral, only what the words used express in a 

given context. At the same time, and taking into consideration human variety, it is 

preferable to think of euphemisms as a variety of processes rather than a 

collection of expressions, in which intention plays also an important part (Adams 

1985: 54-55).
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1.4.3. Taboo Taxonomy: The Classification of Taboo.

Classifications of taboo are, probably, the most clear indication that

taboos are extremely complicated to understand and define. In fact, there seems

to be frequent disagreement when it comes to deciding which expressions are

included under taboo in general or, say, under obscenity, profanity, dirty words,

cursing, expletives, epithets, insults, invective, interjections, and so on.

What follows are some examples of the most recent classificatory studies

of taboo. I have also included Sir James Frazer’s classification to show that the

confusion dealt with here may be related in part, to an early confusion on the

notion of taboo and its translation from Tongan into European languages (as

pointed out elsewhere in this chapter).

Frazer classified taboos in four groups; Acts, Persons, Things, Words.

The first problem we encounter in this classification is that it does not relate to

contextual cues. For example, Frazer ([1890]1955; 206) explains that certain acts

are forbidden in certain occasions for certain people:

...among the Maoris any one who had handled a corpse, helped to 
convey it to the grave, or touched a dead man’s bones, was cut off from 
all intercourse and almost all communication with mankind. He could not 
enter any house, or come into contact with any person or thing, without 
utterly bedevilling them. He might not even touch food. ..

Frazer includes this example under the group of Tabooed Persons, but it 

is not difficult to see how this could also be an example for Tabooed Things 

(food), Tabooed Acts (enter a house, communicate, eat...). The problem seems to 

stem from taking an approach to taboo as if it could be considered an entity in 

itself, rather than dealing with it as a product of contextual and interactional 

situations.

Coming back to more recent studies of taboo and, especially, taboo 

language, we can appreciate the difficulty in establishing what taboo means and 

how it is represented in language. Jay (1992:1), for example, gives the following 

explanation: “ “Cursing” ... is meant to cover all sorts of dirty word usage. The
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term cursing has been chosen over, for example, the term dirty words because 

cursing is a more widely accepted term for the American public...”.

Jay (1992:1) proceeds to classify ‘dirty words’ in ten different categories, 

and explains, in a vague way, that this term “allows the author to refer to many 

types of acts (insulting, humor, profanity, or ethnic slurs) without needing to refer 

to a specific act”. The categories are ‘cursing’, ‘profanity’, ‘blasphemy’, ‘taboo’, 

‘obscenity’, ‘vulgarity’, ‘slang’, ‘epithets’, ‘insults and slurs’, ‘scatology’. Although 

the author points out that “some expressions can be cross-categorized, that is, 

used in more than one way”; and also that “one has to look at the entire sentence 

and speech context to see how the word was used” (1992:9), very little attention 

is given to these factors in his study.

Eckler (1986) has also proposed, not one, but three different 

classifications of taboo: a) according to the way in which different groups allocate 

their word usages (‘close’ and ‘distant’ groups); b) according to the subject 

matter (obscenities, eschatologies, slurs, blasphemies); c) according to the 

philosophies of taboo words (good or bad, inevitable, safety-valves). Eckler 

suggests a ‘pragmatic definition’ of taboo, by saying that: “a word is individually 

considered taboo if one would not use it speaking to one’s mother” (1986:201- 

202). This definition somehow runs counter to his admitting that “The subject [of 

taboo] is complex, involving the intersection of psychology, sociology and 

linguistics...” (p. 201).

Hughes (1992) is a further example of this confusion. In her study of 

expletives amongst working-class women she states that "In English, most 

expletive (swearing, cursing, profanities) or taboo words are words connected 

with sex, excretion, and the Christian religion” (1992:291). However, she fails to 

differentiate the words used in her questionnaires (‘bloody’, ‘bleeding’, ‘balls’, 

‘cunt’, ‘dick/head’,’ fuck/ing’, ‘prick’, ‘shit/e’, 'twaf, ‘Jesus’, ‘Christ’, ‘God’) as 

belonging to one group or another and uses the terms ‘insult/interjection’ and 

‘blasphemy/curses, etc’ indiscriminately.

There are many other examples of the kind (Saporta 1988’s definition of
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‘code-word’; Steel 1985’s notions of ‘mild’, ‘moderate’ and ‘strong’ expressions; 

Crozier 1988’s 'metaphor vs. malediction’), which would unnecessarily extend 

this section.

Going back to Frazer's classification of taboo, we can now relate to a 

series of difficulties that arise from dealing with taboo language. As these studies 

mentioned above show, ‘form’ seems generally to supersede ‘function’ when it 

comes to explaining the meaning of taboo. Formal studies of taboo make 

reference, predominantly, to the origin of taboo words as opposed to their uses in 

discourse; and neglect or reduce the importance of factors such as context, 

setting, interactants’ characteristics and relationships, speaker’s intentions, etc., 

giving more importance to classificatory issues which, on the other hand, are 

difficult to identify in real speech.

Jay’s (1992) classification of ‘dirty words’ in ten categories (‘cursing’, 

‘profanity’, ‘blasphemy’, ‘taboo’, ‘obscenity’, ‘vulgarity’, ‘slang’, ‘epithets’, ‘insults 

and slurs’, ‘scatology’), as we have mentioned above, is an illustrative example 

of how classificatory studies of insult are a problem, in terms of defining the use 

of taboo in real speech. To give a practical example, we can take an expression 

such as 'Holy shif.’, and try to categorise it according to Jay. At first sight it would 

seem that this expression belongs under the ‘blasphemy’ heading, because of its 

reference to religion. On the other hand, the term ‘shit is of the ‘scatological’ type 

which, combined with 'Holy would be ‘profane’... or perhaps ‘taboo’... or ‘vulgar’, 

as well as being perhaps ‘insulting’.

Again, without knowing which context this expression may be used in, in 

terms of physical setting, speaker and listener characteristics, intentional usage, 

etc., it is impossible to define the exclamation in one way or another. Let’s 

suppose that this expression is used in a church. The setting would then 

determine its classification as a ‘blasphemy’, in the sense of showing contempt 

or lack of reverence, as well as a ‘profanity’, since it would treat the sacred 

environment abusively. However, this expression, used by a friend for example, 

to show admiration, would just be understood as an ‘epithet’ or interjection. On
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the other hand, if the friend’s grandmother were to hear this expression, she 

might think that her grandson is being ‘vulgar’, ‘blasphemous’, etc.

All these contextual factors are variable and depend, to a great extent, on 

the socio-cultural environment in which the taboo expression is produced, 

understood, analysed and accepted or rejected. Formal approaches to taboo 

language are inadequate for the study of the functioning of taboo language in 

discourse due to the versatile character of taboo forms. That is, taboo forms are 

not taboos in themselves, but depend on the combination of all the socio- 

contextual and cultural factors of setting and interactants which define their 

tabooed character. In the following section I draw attention to some of the studies 

that have approached taboo from a cultural and ethnographic perspective, 

giving special attention to the function of ‘insult’.

1.4.4. Cultural and Ethnographic Perspectives on Taboo Language: 

The Transgression of Custom.

Up to this point we have seen how approaches to taboo language differ 

widely in their focus. Some studies on language and gender concentrate on the 

different usages of taboo language by men and women, and also on the different 

effects this usage has on one or the other gender. Other studies concentrate on 

the avoidance of taboo expressions and their euphemistic correlates. Political 

issues and philosophical issues such as ‘true’ and ‘deceit’ predominate over 

linguistic and cultural approaches to the problem. Taxonomic studies do, at most, 

mention cultural and contextual divergence in the interpretation and 

classification of taboo language, but do not explore all the combinations and 

permutations possible, given different cultural and contextual settings of verbal 

interaction.

Some authors, however, have pointed out the importance of factors such 

as cultural and social values and rituals which define taboo in a given context, 

and the linguistic expression which results from the combination of all these
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factors. Teso Martin (1988:200-201) points out that “the implicit prohibition in

taboo can be generally understood as a general and topical feature in a given

culture”iH e explains that many elements are taboo in relation to certain

situations of discourse, not in relation to the political or social state of affairs.

Although Teso Martin’s study concentrates on euphemism from a semantic point

of view, his definition of linguistic taboo as a'transgression of custom’ which, as

he remarks, is usually intended by the speaker, is relevant to this study.

Social relationships are based on the assumption that rules exist and

that future experience will conform to these rules (Douglas 1975:243). Taboos

are protective devices against the breaking of rules because the existence of

social relations depends upon the agreement of the members of a given society

in the values they recognise (Radcliffe-Brown 1939: 21), values to which they

have become accustomed.

However, not all the members of a society hold the same values as

equally important. Willis (1978:44-45), in a study of ‘motor-bike boys’ or

‘rockers’ in England, explains how these groups of young men, while

consistently using ‘swear-words’ in their daily interaction, are, on the other hand,

particularly critical of the ‘bad language’ used by West Indians:

While their own swearing may have been offensive to conventional 
society, their dislike of others swearing was not only in line with 
conventional social values, but self-consciously understood as a breach 
of wider values -  apparently which they subscribed to.

Adding to the problem that different values held by different groups of

people in one society poses to successful communication, are the different

values held by different cultures. When different cultures interact, as in the case

of ‘the rockers’ and the ‘West Indians’ in Willis’ example, the lack of awareness of

language-use and other differences in their customs are an important element

which will cause misunderstanding and stereotyping of the other group as a

group that has no values. In Saville-Troike’s ([1982]1989:196) terms,

...stereotyping is not based on observable traits at all, but is a negation of 
the values held by the group which is typing ... The group doing this

1 My translation
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kind of stereotyping defines culture in terms of its own beliefs and 
practices, and then interprets all differences as deficiencies.

Insults are particularly interesting in the interpretation and understanding 

of accepted cultural values and customs in general. This is because insults “carry 

the strongest implications of contempt which the symbolism of the culture is 

capable of concentrating into a word or phrase” (Douglas 1975; 12). Insults, then, 

are a good source of information on a specific culture and the values that define 

it (Saville-Troike [1982)1989).

What I propose in the following chapter is the idea that insult is, in itself, 

representative of all the different types of transgression mentioned earlier in this 

study. Insults, understood as expressions of contempt for established values, 

have the power to transgress religious, social, cultural and psychological 

symbols.

1.5. Summary

This chapter has presented the concept of ‘taboo’ following previous 

anthropological, sociological, psychological, philosophical and ethnographical 

approaches to this subject. It has pointed to the importance of the reality / 

relativity language controversy and has attempted to establish a relationship 

between the notion of linguistic interdiction and the notion of transgression by 

looking at different types of taboo transgressions , that is, metaphysical, 

psychological, sociological, and cultural transgressions. This chapter has further 

explored recent sociolinguistic and psycholinguistic studies on the notion of 

taboo language and gender issues, linguistic approaches to taboo and 

euphemism, taxonomic studies on the classification of taboo, and, finally, it has 

drawn attention to the importance of looking at taboo and insult from a cultural 

value perspective. The notions of insult and trasgression, and their relation to 

cultural values, are subjects explored in more detail in Chapter Two.
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CHAPTER TWO

Insult as a Cultural Value Judgment

2.1. Introduction

In this chapter I will concentrate on the subject of insult as a 

representative of all kinds of transgression (concept discussed in CH1), that is, 

as a representative of metaphysical, psychological, social and cultural 

transgression and, to this purpose, 1 use Teso Martin’s (1988) concept of 

‘transgression of custom’ (Ch.1, 1.4.4 ), where custom is understood as the 

combination of metaphysical, psychological, social and cultural devices which 

inform the communication act of its transgression boundaries, in a given 

interaction.

1 will start by summarising those early approaches to insult taken by four 

different researchers already mentioned in CH. 1 (Frazer, Malinowsky, Radcliffe- 

Brown, and Freud), with a view to introducing the different aspects from which 

insult has been studied in the past. 1 will try to unfold the idea that the 

classification of insult as transgression of custom is not different from Frazer’s 

interpretation of name-calling as a symbol of metaphysical transgression, or from 

Malinowski’s understanding of insult as a social conduct regulator, or Freud’s 

sub-classification of hostile jokes as a psychological relieve valve.

After reviewing these approaches to insult in early 20th Century, I will 

discuss the possible universal aspects of insult by contrasting some of the most 

recent taxonomic and onomastic approaches to insult in different cultures. This 

will bring some light to the relationship existent between the lexical content of an 

insult and the deviations that it attacks, and will make it possible to compare
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different cultures and their understanding of transgression.

Secondly, I will include studies from different fields of research which 

have paid attention to cultural aspects of insult from a tradition perspective, such 

as folklore, oral traditions, and rituals.

Following the section on cultural aspects of insult, a third section on 

social aspects of insult will deal with issues such as social division, social 

interaction between different social groups, solidarity rituals, social deviation, etc. 

This section will take into account the close relationship between culture and 

society and the restrictions that may arise from this combination on the 

expression of insult.

Finally, and most relevant to this theory of insult, a fourth section on 

discourse aspects of insult will deal with linguistic and pragmatic features of 

insult as a speech act. The purpose of this exercise is to come up with a theory 

which, taking into consideration all the elements that define insult in the 

interaction setting, will be able to explain insult as an element which 

transgresses communication boundaries cross-culturally and interculturally. By 

understanding how insult works, a new door will be open towards a better 

understanding of how others communicate and, thus, to a better understanding 

of human interactive behaviour.

2.2. The Meaning of Insult: Early Theories.

In early studies of taboo, some of the authors previously mentioned in 

Ch. 1 (Frazer, Malinowski, Radcliffe-Brown, Freud, etc.), concentrated on the 

functional importance of insults in primitive and contemporary societies. Frazer 

([1890] 1933:253), for example, on examining the effects that name-calling had 

over primitive peoples, explains how, certain linguistic expressions, given a 

certain context, can be a symbol of transgression and, thus instigate an 

aggressive response;

...in some Victorian tribes, the ordinary names of all the next of kin were
not discussed during the period of mourning, and certain general
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terms, prescribed by custom, were substituted for them. To call a mourner 
by his own name was considered an insult to the departed, and often led 
to fighting and bloodshed .

On the other hand, Malinowski’s study of primitive societies and crime 

(1926) deals with the subject of insult and gives some examples of what this 

author describes as ‘specific legal arrangements’. According to him, insult plays 

an important part in the life of the Trobianders, as a regulator or tool for the 

keeping of law and order.

The following two examples are relevant to our study. Insult, in this case, 

has a role as a law-keeping device and, at the same time, is a mode of action, 

with a notorious effect on the receiver. The first example given by the author is a 

type of public quarrel or ‘yakala’ which consist of “two parties assisted by friends 

and relatives, [which] meet, harangue one another, hurl and hurl back 

recriminations”. Malinowski explains that this public litigation “allows people to 

give vent to their feelings and shows the trend of public opinion, and thus it may 

be of assistance in settling disputes” (1926:60). Insult, in this case, can be seen 

as part of an interactional exchange and, thus, it has no intrinsic power by itself, 

but only as part of the interaction as a whole. Malinowski (1926:78-79) further 

points out that, on the subject of crime : “The exogamous prohibition is one of the 

corner-stones of totem ism, mother-right, and the classificatory system of kinship. 

All females of his clan are called sisters by a man and forbidden as such”.

He explains that the breach of this prohibition is considered to be one of 

the worst possible offenses, which provokes strong public disapproval, as well as 

supernatural punishment. In some cases, when such crime has been committed, 

the criminal is insulted and, by this action alone, he can be driven to suicide. 

Malinowski (1926:78) gives an example of a real case where a man had 

committed incest with his maternal cousin, and the lover of his cousin accused 

him, and this brought him to commit suicide: “the one evening he insulted the 

culprit in public -  accusing him in the hearing of the whole community of incest 

and hurling at him certain expressions intolerable to a native”.
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Malinowski points out that, in cases of incest, it is not the action of incest 

as such that requires that the culprit self-punishes him or herself by committing 

suicide. In some cases, if incest does not break into an open scandal, their public 

opinion is only reflected in gossip. But, in the case of a public scandal, insult and 

ostracism are the punishing means by which the culprit can be driven to his own 

suicide. Malinowski realises the gravity that insult seems to have in cases such 

as the example mentioned above, where the demeaning verbal action is parallel 

to suicide: “But the immediate and the real cause of the suicide was the moment 

of insult. If not for that, the deeper but less poignant conflict between love and 

taboo would never have led to a rash act” (1926:95).

This observation brings us to the conclusion that the rules of behaviour 

by which the society under study abides are heavily constrained by other’s 

opinions of the self. Public opinion, in this case, is a prominent force which, if 

expressed verbally and publicly against an offender by means of insulting, 

becomes a form of executional law by right.

From Malinowski’s observations of the Trobiander’s behaviour, we can 

single out the following relevant points about insult: insult is a public expression 

of disapproval directed against a person who has broken an established law or 

rule; it has a direct negative effect on the insulted person which can cause him or 

her to commit suicide -  in this sense it can be considered as an act of 

punishment in itself; this act of punishment seems to be based on the value of 

individual worth as seen through the eyes of the community, a notion which 

equals the concept of positive face and which is based on the recognition and 

acceptance by others of the self.

In early Twentieth Century, Sigmund Freud turned his attention towards 

this subject, in his study of the relationship between jokes and the unconscious 

(1905) . His intention was to combine previous perspectives on jokes, such as 

Lipps’, Fischer’s, Jean Paul Richter’s, Kraepelin’s, and Heymans’, and establish 

a relationship between all mental processes involved ([1905]1960:44-5):

The criteria and characteristics of jokes brought up by these authors ...
-  activity, relation to the content of our thoughts, the characteristics of
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playful judgment, the coupling of dissimilar things, contrasting ideas, 
‘sense in nonsense’, the succession of bewilderment and enlightenment, 
the bringing forward of what is hidden, and the peculiar brevity of w it ... 
they are all disjecta membra , which we should like to see combined into 
an organic whole.

In his classification of jokes in different types such as ‘exposing or 

obscene jokes’, ‘aggressive or hostile jokes’, ‘cynical, critical or blasphemous 

jokes’, and ‘skeptical jokes’ (among others), he classifies insults as ‘aggressive 

or hostile’ jokes which also constitute abusive language. Freud ([1905] 1960.147) 

claims that;

Brutal hostility, forbidden by law, has been replaced by verbal invective. 
... We have, just as in the case of sexual aggressiveness, developed a 
new technique of invective, which aims at enlisting this third person 
against our enemy. By making our enemy small, inferior, despicable or 
comic, we achieve in a roundabout way the enjoyment of overcoming 
him ...

In this way, Freud explains insult as a type of transgression which

substitutes real aggression; a kind of metaphysical transgression as it were.

Although Freud is more concerned with the psychological aspects of pleasure

and repression and the effects that these opposed forces have in the mind of the

human being, rather than with the linguistic and communicative processes of

insult in general, his analysis of insult interests us since he proposes ([1905]

1960;162) a link between the techniques of jokes and the purposes of jokes:

If it is correct to say that the pleasure provided by jokes depends on the 
one hand on their technique and on the other hand on their purpose, 
from what common point of view can such different sources of the 
pleasure in jokes be brought together?

An answer to this question has not yet been found, either in the case of 

jokes or in the more particular case which concerns us here: that of insult. Freud, 

however, did provide us with important cues. And so did Frazer and Malinowski. 

On the one hand, Freud is proposing the thesis that insults (included in Freud’s 

broad category of jokes) cannot exist without a purpose or a technique, that is, 

insults, in order to be understood as such, need to have a function and a
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structure. They also need to be able, as Frazer pointed out, to be identified by the 

receiver as a transgression from which he/she has to defend his/herself. 

Malinowski, on the other hand, points out the ‘legal’ or social functioning of 

insults, and their interactional essence.

2.3. Approaching Insult from a Universal, Cultural, and Social 

Perspective

In order to reach a full understanding of insult we need to take into 

consideration all the above points, and integrate them into a theory that can 

answer questions concerning the discourse of insult in interaction, that is, how 

insult is construed in language, how it is classified, what meaning or meanings, 

values, etc., it conveys, and how it is structured in speech. We are also 

concerned here with the purposes of insult, that is, with insult as a speech act, 

with the speakers and hearers involved in this act, and the effect it has on them 

as members of a speech community.

In the last forty years or so, language-related and unrelated fields of 

study have dedicated many of their pages to the subject of insult, especially 

studies in the social branches such as anthropology, linguistics, folklore, 

sociology, history, and others such as psychology, politics, law, etc. While some 

of these studies -  especially lexicographic, onomastic and etymological studies 

-  have concentrated on compiling and classifying insults in a given culture 

according to either their referent, the deviations attacked, the target of the insult, 

etc., others have tried to explain the function of insult from many perspectives, 

such as psychological, sociological, cultural, anthropological, etc.

In the sections below, drawing from these many perspectives in the study 

of insult, I propose an analysis of insult based on the most important aspects 

which define it, that is, its universal, cultural (ritual and non-ritual), and social 

aspects, with a view to integrating them into a broader theory of insult and 

discourse.
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2.3.1. Universal Aspects of Insult

Universality in language is a controversial subject which has been 

broadly discussed from different points of view. From a language learning 

perspective, for example, it has been claimed that certain universal patterns must 

exist in order for all humans to learn to speak, and not other animals. Chomsky 

(1965), for example, claims that a deep structure of language is innate in 

humans. Similarly, Bickerton (1983) has suggested that only universal principles 

of language acquisition can account for similarities existent between different 

creoles. From an anthropological perspective, the study of kinship systems have 

found linguistic representations which seem to be universal in their use of factors 

such as gender, age, marriage, etc., and the same seems to be true of taboo 

language. As Wardhaugh (1986:231) advances; “Perhaps one linguistic 

universal is that no social group uses language quite uninhibitedly. If so, it would 

be intriguing to hypothesize why this is the case. What useful function does such 

inhibition serve?”.

From an ethnographic perspective, the main concern, as Saville-Troike

([1982]1989:215) points out, is with human relationships understood as

universal, and the ways in which language patterns of use have been defined by

different communities according to their needs. This author also claims that

although taboo topics are not universal, they always relate integrally to culture-

specific beliefs and practices.

Universals in language have a wide representation in studies dedicated

to the linguistic expression of politeness. Brown and Levinson (1978 [1987]:48)

have explained the importance of universality in language as follows:

The search for universals in language usage should be a major research 
objective: without such knowledge, the claims of cultural peculiarities in 
language use cannot be properly assessed, while with it the possibility of 
functional accounts of universal linguistic properties arises.
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In their theory of politeness, two assumptions of the universal type are

made for what refers to members of a society. The first one is the assumption that

all interactants are aware of the notion of face, and that they generally cooperate

in maintaining it during interaction. Brown and Levinson derive the notion of face

from Goff man (1967), and describe it as; “something that is emotionally invested,

and that can be lost, maintained, or enhanced, and must be constantly attended

to in interaction” ([1978]1987:61).

The second assumption Brown and Levinson ([1978] 1987:64-65) make

is that all the members of a given society operate according to rational

behaviour. They define rationality as;

the application of a specific reasoning ... which guarantees inferences 
from ends or goals to means that will satisfy those ends.
... A further aspect of rational behaviour seems to be the ability to weigh 
up different means to an end, and choose the one that most satisfies the 
desired goals.

Brown and Levinson argue that the ‘pan-cultural’ interpretability of 

politeness in different cultures derives from the universal mutual-knowledge of 

interacting individuals about the above assumptions on face and rationality. They 

emphasize that their politeness model is also a prototype for other kinds of ritual 

such as rites of avoidance or taboos following Durkheim’s (1915) concept; 1 

“There must be simple and direct links we dimly saw when we borrowed the 

distinction between negative and positive politeness from Durkheim’s distinction 

between negative and positive rites...” ([1978]1987:43).

Although a theory of insult as a universal feature in language use has not 

been designed to date, many authors after Brown and Levinson have 

approached the subject of insult from a common universal perspective. Francis 

E. Abernethy (1982:227), for example, explains that communication is a form of 

folklore, where folklore is defined as a cultural response to genetically implanted 

behaviour patterns which humans hold in common with all their animal kinsmen . 

He further adds that “underlying and amplifying this level of communication are

I Brown and Levinson (1978 [1987];43) quote Durkheim (1915:229); “rites [which...] are able to 
impose abstentions or negative acts”
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all his years of being conditioned in his culture ... On this level, he [the human 

being] howls and snarls and stomps his feet in threat or cringes in submission, 

tail between his legs” (1982.232).

Although the scope of these assumptions is beyond our linguistic study 

of insult, two points are especially interesting to us. On the one hand, indirect 

reference is made to problematic or violent communication, and, on the other, a 

relation is established for this type of behaviour between humans and beasts. 

Insult, 1 propose, would seem to apply to this universal description and, therefore, 

insult differences in different communities would be the result of combining such 

‘innate behaviour’ with cultural conditioning.

The universality of politeness, taboo, and insult, has been claimed 

elsewhere (Brown and Levinson 1978; Murray 1983; Wardhaugh 1986; Sifianou 

1992, and others). Sifianou, for example, points out that without some kind of 

universal understanding on what constitutes politeness, comparative studies and 

translations of polite formulae, from one language to another, would not be 

possible unless some common patterns existed (1992:49). She advises that, in 

order to define these universal common patterns, it is necessary to start by 

analysing the differences exhibited in diverse cultures. Here, 1 will follow 

Sifianou’s advice with a view to defining cross-cultural similarities in insulting 

patterns.

Fortunately, for the purpose of this analysis, a wide range of taxonomic 

and onomastic studies of insult in different languages is available for 

comparison. These studies generally concentrate on the lexicological aspects of 

insults, and on the classification of these lexical items according to their 

meaning, the target at which they are directed, the etymology of the words used, 

and so on.

From a universality point of view, a first inference can be made for what 

refers to the cross-cultural awareness of insult. This is reflected in the numerous 

studies of insult in different languages around the world; English insult, in 

England, Ireland, USA, Australia (O’Broin 1980; Mitchell-Kernan and Kernan

44



1975; Taylor 1975); French insult, in France and Canada (Garrioch 1987; Moogk

1979); Thai insult in Thailand (Wijeyewardene 1968); Ewe, Yoruba, Nigerian and

Bono insult, in Africa (Anyidoho 1982; Ekundayo 1993; Maduka 1991, Warren

and Brempong 1977); Gujarati insult in India (Mankodi 1988), Chinese insult in

China (Zhu 1993); Iranian insult in Iran (Noland et Al. 1981); to mention a few.

By looking at the way in which these studies have analysed insult, it is

possible to establish a cross-cultural relationship between the linguistic uses of

these expressions in different languages. Classifications of types of insults are

the most indicative of these similarities. Reinhold Aman (1977), for example, has

proposed a ’taxonomy of insult provenance’ which can be applied to any

language. He explains (1977:318-9) that:

Such taxonomy, thus, is primarily intended to organize data according to 
the literal meaning, to make us aware of the semantic shifts (transfers of 
meaning), and to observe the predominance of, e.g., professions, 
animals, or objects used figuratively (metaphorically) to label human 
beings accused of having certain unpleasant characteristics and 
annoying physical, intellectual, or social shortcomings.

This taxonomy is divided in twelve sections or types of insults: 1.Human; 

2.Body Part; 3.Excretion; 4.Activity; 5.Characteristics; S.Creature; 7.Animal; 

8.Plant; 9.Object; 10.Sound; 11.Abstract; and 12.Miscellaneous. Each of these 

sections is divided into subclasses. Aman stresses the fact that his interest in this 

taxonomy is strictly ‘literal’, that is, he is concerned with the denotative meaning 

of these expressions, not with their etymological background.

By looking at studies of abusive language which have traditionally 

examined the denotative meaning of insults, a relation can be established 

between these literal meanings and their cross-cultural distribution. Taking as a 

starting point Aman’s taxonomy, a relationship can be established between 

different types of insults, and their apparent universal applicability. I will 

concentrate here on ‘Animal’ insults, given the fact that many studies have 

mentioned this type of derogation.

Lich (1982), for example, has examined the use of animal metaphors in
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verbal abuse among German-speaking farmers on Cypress Creek, Kerr County, 

in Texas. He classifies these metaphors according to the deviation they attack, 

i.e., sexual deviations (immorality, promiscuity, impotence); physical deterioration 

and filth; unsettledness and gracelessness (that which is not in control of itself); 

and age. Lich’s approach is based on the construct of ‘specificity’ as intensifier. 

“...any tendency toward specificity corresponds with increasing pejorative value 

... Specificity is affected structurally by modifying, compounding, or hybridizing 

the general base metaphor” (1982:189-90).

One example of this structural system of intensification (1982:190) takes 

as a point of departure the general base metaphor of Hund (dog), used to name 

a mean, spiteful, miserable man. This is intensified by modification (which can 

include sex and colour differentiation): narrischer Hund (crazy dog), used to 

name a foolish, strange, peculiar man; by compounding -  which is usually 

accomplished by adding some form of the words “dirt” or “shit”, or some body part 

or lower orifice, to the base metaphor -  : Hundefutz (dog-vulva), used for an 

extremely vulgar, repulsive, deceitful man. And finally, by hybridisation -  by 

joining some form of “swine” or “pig” with the undifferentiated “dog”; 

Schweinehund (swine-dog), used to name an extremely vulgar, very mean, 

repulsive, reprehensible man.

Animal references are found to be insulting in many languages and 

cultures. Moogk (1979), for example, explains how in New France, animal 

epithets were common: “As a supplementary insult, the colonists occasionally 

likened their enemies to a goat, wolf, pig, lustful mare, or bitch” (1979:540).

In Iran, Farsi abusive terms attribute animal qualities to individuals 

(Noland and Warren 1981). An example of these abuses are the words shutur 

(camel): tall and clumsy, and gav'(cow): stupid, insensitive, without manners. In 

Northern Thailand animal names are also used as abusive terms.

Wijeyewardene (1968) has established a relationship between animal 

categories and their proximity to humans. Domestic animals, for example, are 

characterised as foolish, and forest animals are believed to be wise and cunning
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(p.81). The dog is the closest to humans but he is also attributed the most 

undesirable characteristics, such as scavenging, dirtiness and sexual habits. An 

insult to refer to incestuous partners is “like dogs” (p. 86).

In Gujarati, typical animal and pedigree abuses are; kutra (dog), wandra 

(monkey), suwwSr {p\g), gddheda (ass), gddhedimi (son of a female donkey), 

Kutrina (son of a bitch) (Mankodi 1988). In Guyanese, similes are often used 

between persons and animals in ritual insults or ‘tantalisin’. Edwards (1979:28) 

reproduces a tantalisin session in which an animal simile is used in a verbal 

interchange between three persons:

Fergie: All right. How long I don’t disfigure one of you, the rest not going

come to subjection. Gu-long.

Zinton. Who you can disfigure?

Fergie: You and yu saucer-face old man. You see he face like

a rhinoceros.

In this exchange, “like a rhinoceros” seems to have connotations of 

ugliness. This is also the case for the West African Ewe, who use animal 

metaphors in their songs of abuse or ‘Halo’. According to Anyidoho (1982), 

ugliness and physical imperfections are targets for these type of insult. This 

author gives an example translated from a Halo poem written by Kofi Awoonor 

(1974):

Come and hear the voice of slander.

You clutch the earth like a leather bag.

On your stem you stand like a porcupine in clothes.

You run like the bush rope.

Your back caves in rising like the hillock.

Beneath your stomach is the hyaena’s ravine.

Your chest is as short as the red monkey on the corn barn.

Will this too insult the poet?

Likewise, the Bono of Ghana also use animal epithets to abuse a target
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by questioning his/her humanness in terms of intellect and behaviour. The words 

'aboa' (‘animal’) and 'kwasea' (‘fool’) are two of their most common epithets 

(Warren and Brempong 1977:141).

In Italian, animal epithets are also found to have pejorative meanings. 

Edgar Radke (1977), in his study of suffixation to the semantic field ‘prostituta’ 

(prostitute), mentions words like cagnaccia (cagna + accia = ‘bitch’), cavallona 

(cavalla + ona = ‘mare’); gallinella (gallina + ella = ‘hen’); porcella (porca + ella = 

‘sow’); an others. Bracchi (1987), on the other hand, mentions the term marrano 

(pig) as an example of insults of religious provenance, in his etymological study 

‘Insulti ‘religiosi’ ’.

In Castillian Spanish, insults of the type burro (donkey); cerdo, cochino 

(pig); an/ma/(animal); besf/a (beast); vaca (cow); etc., connote stupidity, 

dirtiness, roughness, and obesity, respectively (Brian Steel 1985:38). In Peruvian 

Spanish, insults like mujer-llama (llama-woman = long-necked woman), and 

mujer-mula (mule-woman = hybrid-woman) are exchanged between peasants 

and market women respectively emphasising the different ethnicities in this 

country, that is, the first insult demeans Indian rural roots as bestial; the second 

makes a claim that peasants are the product of colonial miscegenation 

(Seligmann 1993:197).

Looking at the above cross-cultural examples of insults based on animal 

epithets, we can advance the theory that animal metaphors are a possible 

universal source of insult. The examples given in this section show that different 

cultures attribute different characteristics to the same animals: while a dog is 

considered a dirty animal in Northern Thailand, in Cypress Creek German it is 

considered spiteful, while a pig is not considered dirty in the first region.

However, it is interesting to note that, although denotatively different, the 

connotative meaning of the insults seems to be common to all cultures. That is, 

the qualities, or the lack of them, attributed to different animals, do not vary cross- 

culturally: values such as dirtiness, sexual promiscuity, mischief, stupidity, and so 

on, are condemned in different cultures by means of these animal references.
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The controversy that we are facing here is that of, either looking at insult

from a literal point of view, that is, denotatively, or analysing it from a figurative

point of view, i.e., connotatively. Many authors have drawn attention to this

dichotomy of insult (Taylor 1975; Jay 1977; Moogk 1979; Crozier 1988). Timothy

Jay (1977:245), for example, explains the following;

Studies of dirty word meaning traditionally have examined the denotative 
meaning of these words. Such analyses are quite interesting because 
they show our repressive attitudes toward sex, scatology and religion. 
However, the more naturalistic study of dirty words must also examine 
the connotative usage of dirty words, the primary use in everyday 
speech.

Edmund Leach ([1963]1972) went a step further in his study of animal 

categories and verbal abuse. He proposed a very interesting theory, following 

Radcliffe-Brown’s concept of ritual value, in which a link was established 

between animal based abusive terms, and the ritual values of those animal 

categories, in terms of taboos and rules concerning their killing and eating. 

Leach’s theory is based on the premise that, “language does more than provide 

us with a classification of things; it actually moulds our environment; it places 

each individual at the center of a social space which is ordered in a logical and 

reassuring way” [1963] 1972:48).

According to this theory, there is a correlation between the categories of 

human sexual accessibility and non-accessibility, and the categories of animal 

edibility and non-edibility, that is, between food and kinship terminologies, in the 

English language. This is illustrated with the following set of equivalents :

Man-Woman Man-Animal

incest prohibition (sisters) Inedible (dog)

marriage prohibition coupled with -  castration coupled with edibility 

premarital sex- relations (cousins) (farm animals)

marriage alliance, friend-enemy 

ambiguity (neighbours) 

no sex relations with remote

edible In sexually Intact form ; 

alternating friendship-hostillty (game) 

remote wild animals are Inedible

strangers (foreigners) (wild animals)
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Leach ([1963] 1972:59-60) explains that ;

...the occurrence of taboo (ritual value), as indicated by different types 
and intensities of killing and eating restrictions, verbal abuse, 
metaphysical associations, ritual performance, the intrusion of 
euphemism, etc., is not just randomly distributed ... Taboo serves to 
separate the s e l f  from the world, and then the world itself is divided into 
zones of social distance...

He further explains that humans perceive the environment as a set of 

things or entities outside the ‘self’, which are mutually separated by ‘non-things’ . 

These ‘non-things’ are not recognised consciously, but rather suppressed and, 

because of it, they are tabooed, dangerous, untouchable, unmentionable, etc 

(p. 49). The following example is given by Leach (p. 48) to explain the 

distribution of these sets of ‘things’;

(a) Self.. Sister.. .Cousin...Neighbor.. Stranger.

(b) Self...House...Farm...Field...Far (Remote).

(c) Self ..Pet...Uvestock...’Game’...Wild Animal.

According to Leach’s theory, humans use names of animals following 

the distribution of set (c) to make reference to human relationships as distributed 

in set (a). In Leach’s words; “The more remote animals are, the more edible, and 

the homonym meanings of the associated words become less taboo loaded as 

the social distance is increased” ([1963]1972;49).

I conclude this section by pointing out that, as Leach ([1963]1972;60) 

advances, “the English language classification of familiar animals is by no 

means a simple matter; it is not just a list of names, but a complex pattern of 

identifications subtly discriminated not only in kind but in psychological tone.” 

Thus, a linguistic compilation of names and epithets -that is, a denotative study 

of terms of insult, does not provide the information necessary to establish the 

relationship existent among different cultures, and their linguistic choices in 

insulting contexts, with respect to the underlying meanings of these insults. This 

will only be possible by looking more closely at the cultural and social constraints
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that inform the choice of certain insulting terms in a given discourse context.

2.3.2. Cultural Aspects of Insult.

The study of the relationship between language and culture has become 

the main concern of anthropologists and linguists, after Dell Hymes proposed a 

new discipline which focused on the patterns of communicative behaviour in 

different cultural domains, which has been further developed by Gumperz,

Slobin, Bauman, Ervin-Tripp, and others. Saville-Troike ([1982] 1989:3) 

describes the Ethnography of communication as a discipline which “takes 

language first and foremost as a socially situated cultural form, while recognising 

the necessity to annul the code itself and the cognitive process of its speakers 

and hearers”.

In order to communicate competently, a speaker must use, share, and 

recognise a set of symbols which constitute his/her cultural knowledge. This 

semiotic approach has been followed by some anthropologists like Mary 

Douglas, who has established (1975:12) a relation between cultural symbols 

and insult:

In any culture insulting terms are the most illuminating indication of 
accepted values. In the heat of a dispute a man has recourse to 
standardised expressions which are hurtful just because they carry the 
strongest implications of contempt which the symbolism of the culture is 
capable of concentrating into a word or phrase.

Douglas takes a Durkhemian approach when advancing the idea that 

the study of symbolism and ritual is an instrument for sociological analysis, since 

these are expressions of society’s awareness and of its own configurations 

(1975:54). In the following paragraphs 1 will further review the notion of symbolic 

cultural meaning as reflected in the expression of insult in different societies. I 

will start by examining the relationship between rituals in oral tradition, and 

cultural values, from a cross-cultural perspective, with a view to integrating, at a 

latter stage, the different cultural manifestations of insult into a theory of
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discourse and intercultural communication.

2.3.2.1. Ritual and Non-Ritual Insult.

Studies of ritual insults have traditionally distinguished this type of insult 

by contrasting them with non-ritual insults, personal insults, and so on. These 

studies come from different branches of research and, therefore, they 

concentrate on different aspects of ritual insult production, such as literature, 

folklore, and oral traditions (Anyidoho 1982, Sayers 1991); the speech of social 

subcultures (Kochman 1970, Labov 1972 a, Bronner 1978, Murray 1983, Eder 

1990, ); cross-cultural discourse (fy/laduka 1991, Edwards 1979); etc.

It is interesting to notice that very diverse cultures integrate the 

expression of insult in rituals which, in turn, have been integrated into tradition. 

Ritualised insulting patterns have been reported in the USA (Kochman 1970, 

1983, Labov 1972 b, Bronner 1978, 1982, Eder 1990, Berman 1990), Turkey 

(Dundes, et al. 1986), Africa (Anyidoho1982, Maduka 1991, Edwards 1979), and 

many others .

The Ewe, according to Anyidoho (1982), for example, combine satire and 

humour in their songs of abuse or ‘Halo’. This oral tradition is described by 

Anyidoho as “an art form ... whose aesthetic is governed by a sense of justice 

and morality" (1982:23). Anyidoho, following Kofi Awoonor’s (1975) work, 

explains thas this tradition developed from rivalry between villages, where poets 

were commissioned to dig into each other’s scandals in order to provide material 

for verbal assault. The author further describes this ritual as being defined by 

both, content, and context of performance, where physical appearance, deviant 

behaviour and obscenity constitute the targets of the satire and humour at an 

entertainment level, but which, at a social level, are representative of intragroup 

sociocultural systems’ conflicts and their settlement.

Other instances of ritual insult have been found in Nigerian languages in 

which ritual insult consists of a simple verbal exchange of insults between two
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persons or groups which, as Maduka (1991 ;48) claims, “may be just another way 

of establishing or maintaining a joking relationship, or may occasionally serve as 

a culturally sanctioned way of social criticism and control”.

Maduka establishes an interesting distinction between ritual and game 

insults. He explains that rituals are institutionalised and take place during 

defined festive periods or contexts, such as tribal exchanges and competition 

between opponents. Insult games, on the other hand, are casual and non-festive, 

and involve two parties, their supporters, and a referee “who keeps count of the 

tally in terms of points scored” (1991 ;48). An example given of a typical 

exchange is the dyad;

“look like Lucozade” (accusing the opponent member of staring, gazing)

“shake like Shakespeare” (accusing the opponent member of trembling with fear) (p. 49)

Maduka’s analysis of insult games in Nigerian pidgin English supports 

the idea that, besides having a role of social stabilizer, name-calling has a 

metaphysical symbolic function by which, the “sounds of labels given to persons 

are directly correlated to their behaviour or character” (1991:49). Maduka, 

however, does not consider the possible existence of metaphysical meaning in 

ritual insults.

Differences between ritual and non-ritual insults have also been 

examined in Guyana, where these two types of speech activity have been 

classified in two groups; Tantalisin and Busin (Edwards 1979). While Tantalisin 

is “an in-group speech activity [which] is indulged in by Guyanese of all ages, of 

both sexes, and of all races”, and takes place among friends who do not take 

these insults personally (1979;21-22), Busin is only indulged in by working-class 

women, and it uses “insulting language and behaviour in a way that makes 

abundantly clear that these remarks are meant to be taken as personal insults” 

(1979.;22). Examples of the two types of insults are given by Edwards (1979;27- 

8, 31-33) respectively, as follows;

TANTALISIN: (Two boys from a street group discuss the fact that a girl has joined them

53



asking permission to record their conversation)

Alec; Boy, you don’t know tine girl and you pushin crap.

Count: You want me push crap on you know? Yu mother bubby like a  rope!

BUSIN; (Millicent is married to Joan’s old partner, and Joan has a son from that 

relationship. Joan is angry because Millicent has taken her man away)

Millicent; But look at she, comin till up me steps to call me a whore. Who is more 

whore than you?

Joan; (walking down stairs) Shut yu mouth, yu red whore yu.

Edwards (1979) draws attention to the important insights that these 

speech acts provide into the values of this community, such as social reputation 

(a good tantaliser has a very valuable reputation and therefore a high status 

within his peer group), and the moral culture of the community (busin exploits 

the moral faults of the opponent, as in the case above where promiscuity and 

child illegitimacy are disapproved by the Guyanese working-class).

In order to perform their function, insults must comment on the 

addressee’s deviance from some cultural value. This requires a good 

knowledge of the cultural values and rules. Mitchell-Kernan and Kernan (1975) 

have argued that the examination of the use of insults by children will provide 

some “evidence of the knowledge and acquisition of certain cultural values” 

(1975:308). Their study is a cross-cultural comparative study on the production of 

insults exhibited by Samoan and Black-American children. By examining the 

response of these children to different insults, the researchers were able to 

measure the potency or strength of the different values reflected in these insults.

In their investigation, three types of Samoan insults were obtained. In 

the first group are insults directed at the hearer’s deviance in respect of physical 

appearance, intelligence, hygienic habits, etc. Some examples mentioned in 

their study are: ‘You have sores on your legs’, ‘your nose is running’, ‘you are 

stupid’. A second type of insult were those directed at the children’s parents’ 

deviations: ‘your father beats your mother’. A third type of insult accused the 

addressee of a lack of generosity, which, according to Mitchell-Kernan and
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Kernan(1975:311), is considered the highest of cultural values by these children.

On the other hand, the researchers observed that Black American insults

seemed to be more concerned with appearance and beauty, and intellectual

capacity. References to parents were also made, but in a more ritualised form

and by elder participants. Insult has been assigned by Mitchell-Kernan and

Kernan (1975) an enculturation function; the appropriate use of an insult is an

indication of the child’s internalisation of a cultural value. This is achieved by an

observation of the adult’s linguistic and paralinguistic features, which indicate if

this behaviour is censured (1975:312).

Furthermore, ritualised insult has been defined as a process by which

the child and the adolescent insures greater self-confidence in social interaction

in adulthood (Abrahams 1962; Kochman 1970 and 1983, Eder 1990). Kochman

(1983:335) has argued that, unlike white verbal contests, the Black-American

verbal play of sounding

works to develop capacities among its members to manage the impulses 
that potent stimuli produce without becoming overwhelmed by them. [It] 
enables blacks to manage more effectively their responses to 
accusations and vilifications in non-play contexts as well.

He disagrees with Labov’s (1972) treatment of Blacks’ personal insults

as ‘non-play’ by claiming (1983:334) that Labov’s interpretation is more

representative of white mainstream culture, and that personal insults can still be

playful as long as the recipient does not take them seriously:

The ability to manage the tension that comes from increasing the risk of 
players to the point where they can almost no longer not take personal 
verbal assaults seriously is at least one contribution that verbal duelling 
makes directly to black male psychosocial development.

Parallel to the process of enculturation which has been attributed to 

verbal insult is a function of challenge and change of cultural meanings (Douglas 

1968 and 1975; Parkin 1980; Berman 1990). It has been argued that jocular 

exchanges provide a basis for the redefinition of relationships, in the same way 

that greeting exchanges perpetuate them. This redefinition of relationships is

55



made possible by the creative nature of these exchanges, or, as Parkin puts it, 

“jocular exchanges present opportunities to those who are creative enough to 

articulate such meanings in new combinations, and so, through what is culturally 

interpreted as licensed abuse, to defy the existing restraints” (1980:57).

From the above discussion we can conclude that, to be able to identify 

and deal with those cultural aspects that define insult, two main factors must be 

taken into consideration. On the one hand, the relationship between the cultural 

values of a society and the content, context, and performants involved in a verbal 

insult exchange, and, on the other, the cultural and social functions that are 

achieved through the performance of these verbal exchanges, in terms of cultural 

continuity, cultural redefinition, and cultural change.

In the above sense of culture, the study of social organisation and 

distribution is essential if we want to achieve a full understanding of the process 

of insult. As it has been indicated in this section, the combination of social 

variables such as those of power, status, class, age, relationship, ethnicity, and 

setting -  together with other cultural, psychological and interactional factors -  

contribute to the effect that an insult has on its target; that is, these variables are 

all informative of the meaning of an insult. Therefore, an analysis of insult cannot 

ignore any of these variables.

2.3.3. Social Aspects of Insult.

Sociolinguistic studies have tried to explain the linguistic behaviour of 

different societies. Furthermore, they have aimed at establishing a correlation 

between language variation and the social characteristics of its members. This 

is, in part, possible because language is a social phenomenon which is closely 

tied up with the social structures and value systems of the society in question 

(Trudgill [1974] 1983).

It has been pointed out that social categories of age, gender, ethnicity, 

social class, and situation can be clearly marked on the basis of speech (Giles,
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Scherer, and Taylor 1979); and that all the speakers in a community observe

certain linguistic norms, related to a shared set of social norms, which allow them

to communicate effectively with each other (Gumperz 1971). However, Hymes

has drawn attention to the difficulty in defining social ‘groups’ for linguistic

purposes, since rules of speaking may be defined not only by its participants, but

also by setting, topic, and so on (1974).

In relation to the above concept of relativity for what concerns the

description of ‘groups’, Wardhaugh (1986) argues that an individual can be said

to belong to many speech communities at the same time, but that he will identify

with one or the other depending on what is relevant in a particular situation.

Extensive research, mainly in the fields of sociolinguistics, psychology,

and anthropology, has explored the production of insult as expressed among

different social ‘groups’. These groups have been commonly defined mainly in

terms of gender, age, class, status, and /  or ethnicity variables. Studies such as

Rish (1987), West and Zimmerman (1983), Lich (1982), Moogk (1979),

Wijeyewardene (1968), Garrioch (1987), Murray (1987), Eder (1990), Seligman

(1993), and Parkinson (1989), for example, have discussed the importance of

gender differences in the production of derogatory language, by formulating

parallels between social roles and linguistic variability .

Traditionally, women have been considered more conservative in their

speech than men, and research has shown that their linguistic variants are more

standard and prestigious than those of men (Labov 1966; Trudgill 1972; Wolfram

1969; Cheshire 1982). Coates (1986:121) explains that, when children learn to

speak, they also learn their male/female roles in society;

...in becoming linguistically competent the child learns to be a fully 
fledged male or female member of the speech community ... when 
children adopt linguistic behaviour considered appropriate to their sex, 
they perpetuate the social order which creates gender distinction.

Peter Trudgill ([1974] 1983:88) establishes a link between gender- 

specific linguistic forms and social attitudes towards gender roles:

Linguistic sex varieties arise because ... language, as a social
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phenomenon, is closely related to social attitudes. Men and women are 
socially different in that society lays down different social roles for them 
and expects different behaviour patterns from them. Men’s and women’s 
speech ... is not only different; women’s speech is also (socially) ‘better’ 
than men’s speech. This is a reflection on the fact that, generally 
speaking, more ‘correct’ social behaviour is expected of women.

Studies of insult in many societies have often reflected this point of view.

Lich (1982), for example, established a relationship between verbal abuse,

social relations, and the values of a group of German speaking farmers in Texas.

He found out that a double standard is obvious when looking at attacks based

on deviant sexual behaviour of males and females: while many insults for males

refer to impotence, insults for females refer often to promiscuity. He claims (1982;

182-3) that the use of humorous animal metaphorical insults are traditional social

correctives which reflect the ongoing construction of social reality; “Even though

many of the abusive terms now can be used ambiguously in joking, they are still

more than just humorous if they function therapeutically to manage tensions and

reinforce social values at the moment they are employed.”

Garrioch (1987) explains that in Paris, in the second half of the 18th

century, insults were mainly of two types; those of sexual content, used almost

entirely against women, and those which refer to dishonesty and criminal

behaviour, more commonly used against men. Garrioch explains that this reflects

the fears and obsessions of the Parisian society of the time, where insecurity in

business made fraud and dishonesty major threats. They also reflect, according

to this author (1987;113), the different social statuses between the sexes; women

were seen as the pillar of the family structure and, thus, sexual fidelity was

considered a crucial symbol of family survival;

the values reflected in insults were essentially those necessary for 
survival in the particular social and economic context in which people 
found themselves, and if the listeners actually believed the accusations 
then the victim’s livelihood could suffer... Insults thus served to enforce 
the dominant value system.

Garrioch used the archives of the local police where the complaints were
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recorded. He emphasises the difficulty in doing research based on insults which 

were reported by people who were probably self-aware of the impression they 

could give of themselves to the ‘commissaire,’ as well as the lack of information 

on insulting contexts, participants’ relationships, and supra-segmental and non

verbal features.

A previous study of insult comparing the French and French Canadian

societies of the 18th century (Moogk 1979) analyses insults in both the Old, and

the New Worlds, and the transition of social values from a gender and class

perspective. Moogk points out (1979:546) that, although the insults used in

Canada reflect the original French cultural values -  such as probity and virility in

men, and chastity in women -  the kinds of people represented in court cases

dealing with slander:

shows that the lower classes had greater access to justice in New France 
... It is also apparent from the nature of the litigants and the expression 
of sexually interchangeable insults that women in the colony enjoyed a 
little more freedom of action than they were permitted in the mother 
country.

Social change and its representation in the use of derogatory language

has also been discussed by Bronner (1978), Parkin (1980), Swartz (1988),

Seligman (1993), and others. In his study of ritual insults among white American

adolescents, Bronner (1978:59) proposes a link between the development of

urban societies and the role of insult as a tool of survival;

Urban pressures create needs for release mechanisms, such as 
competitive sports and events. Ritual insults display the verbal prowess 
and social ascendancy needed for the model of success. The deviance 
of the content is a symbol of defiance of society and a cynicism of the 
situation. The fringe label for the players reflects an underlying theme of 
estrangement from mainstream society.

Insult has also been seen in this light of social change and struggle, 

especially due to its creative character. Parkin (1980:62), for example, claims that 

“ritual abuse and politeness formulae are two sides of the same coin” and they 

respectively reflect “an inner struggle between conformity to a preconceived
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pattern of language use and a contrastive propensity to linguistic innovation" . 

This author explains that many societies use jocular abuse as a means to 

challenge established views on social structures.

Likewise, Seligman (1993) has studied verbal confrontations between 

Peruvian market women (peasants) and their clients (city dwellers), and how this 

interaction reflects the racial character of the Peruvian society. About these 

exchanges, Seligman points out that “These exchanges make surprisingly 

explicit the capacity of market women to rupture accepted authority structures 

and to question the bases of power itself” (1993:205).

A possible relationship between social power and derogatory language 

behaviour had been also pointed out by Swartz (1989). More precisely, he 

examined the production of kinds of ‘badtalk’ (to include teasing, curses, 

obscenities, and abuse), and their relation to culturally based power differences, 

among the Swahili of Mombassa. His findings support the hypothesis that 

‘badtalk’ is mainly a device used by the powerless who, in this particular Swahili 

subculture, are represented by women, old people, and dependent, propertyless 

young males.

As it has been pointed out in a previous section, recent studies have 

challenged the notion that women’s speech is more socially correct than men’s 

speech (Rish 1987, De Klerk 1990, Hughes 1992). According to this notion, 

women would be less expected to use insulting terms. However, studies in 

England (Hughes), South Africa (De Klerk) and the USA (Rish) have found 

women to use extensive derogatory taboo words.

Barbara Rish reports that some of the terms used by young females to 

refer to males were of the type ‘bitch’, ‘whore’, and ‘slut’, and suggests that these 

terms might be losing the feature [+ male] or [+ female] for these speakers (1987). 

Susan Hughes points out that the study of language can not be achieved from a 

single gender point of view. “... the relation of sex to language usage involves a 

number of other social factors, for example, age, class, and network structure” 

(1992:301).
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As we can infer from the above studies, social factors are not static

parameters which can be taken as fixed variables in the process of

communication. As societies develop, social roles redefine themselves and

variables such as those of gender, age, class, status, ethnicity, etc., acquire new

meanings in every new situation. Language simultaneously reflects, and

contributes to, social change. Language change reflects the changing process of

social and cultural values, and insult is, as Flynn has put it, a socialisation

mechanism which contributes to the establishment of “behaviour patterns

congruent with the socializer’s expectations of the sociocultural system that the

socializer represents” (1977:89).

Perhaps, one of the best examples of the relationship of insult to

sociocultural changes is the use of institutionalised insult among stigmatised

subcultures. Many studies have been dedicated to the ritual production of insult

among Black-American adolescents and the in-group covert prestige involved in

the successful management of these performances (Abrahams 1962; Kochman

1970; Mitchell-Kernan 1972; Labov 1972 a). Murray (1983:202) has pointed out

the similarities between Black-American ritual insults and those of the Gay and

Jewish minority communities in the United States:

There are parallels to black and gay uses of ritual insults in North 
American Jewish communities, in which wit and quick repartee are also 
valued, and the same themes reappear. Sexually nonconforming 
behaviour seems to be universal (although the norms for appropriate 
behaviour vary). Secondly, just as it is possible to be too black or not 
black enough in appearance and behaviour, or too overtly gay or too 
“closeted”, it is possible to be judged too assimilated -  "denying your 
heritage”-  or too stereotypically Jewish.

From a sociolinguistic point of view, and according to the studies on the 

subject of insult reviewed above, we can conclude this section by emphasising 

the need to take into consideration all aspects of insult related to the 

sociocultural situation in which insult takes place. That is, it will not be possible to 

fully understand insult from a single sociocultural perspective, such as gender of 

the interactants, or class, or ethnicity, but rather, a complete picture of the
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interactional discoursive situation is needed in order to understand insult as a 

result of intercultural interaction exchanges.

This means that, along with the values and beliefs portrayed in the term 

of abuse, we need to look at the message forms in which insults are conveyed, 

as well as the kinds of people that participate in the interaction, and their 

sociocultural identities (social roles and distances), the kinds of situations and 

contexts in which insult takes place, and, of course, the intentions and effects of 

this insulting behaviour. That is, we need to integrate the different aspects that 

contribute to the insulting act into a theory that views insult from an intercultural 

perspective, where cause, meaning, interactants, setting, intentions, and effects 

are all taken into account.

It is towards the study of cultural settings that we turn to in the following 

chapters, that is, I propose that, in order to analyse insult exchanges among 

different cultures, a similar approach to that of Brown and Levinson is possible. 

This will require the integration of the notion of cultural variation, and/or cultural 

value judgments, with all its sociocontextual and personal variables, into a theory 

that explains the interaction difficulties that arise in such speech events.

2.4. Summary

This chapter has analysed the notion of insult, following early 

approaches to this subject from a taboo perspective, with a view to establishing a 

link between the understanding of insult and the concept of transgression of 

custom. Secondly it has reviewed more recent studies dedicated to the universal, 

cultural, and social aspects of insult, together with the notions of ‘ritual’ and ‘non- 

ritual’ insult, including issues of language and gender, social structure, social 

redefinition and change, and cultural knowledge; and it has emphasized the 

need to look at the notion of insult from an intercultural discourse perspective. 

That is, in order to understand why certain expressions may be insulting in 

certain cultural settings, and how these may affect communication between two 

different cultures, we must explore the notion of culture in more detail.
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CHAPTER THREE

Culture and Communication

3.1. Defining Culture as ‘Shared Experiences’.

The word ‘culture’ brings to mind different meanings ranging from issues

of intellectual human development, to issues of nationality and ethnicity, to

concepts such as education, traditions, customs, norms, beliefs, values, and

“shared patterns of knowledge and behaviour which are transmitted from

generation to generation in the process of socialization/enculturation” (Saville-

Troike [1982] 1989:8). The combination of all these concepts represents, for a

given culture, a ‘set of shared experiences’ which are recognized, referred to,

and drawn upon, in processes of thought and communication (Jandt 1995). As

Saville-Troike ([1982] 1989:22) puts it:

Ultimately all aspects of culture are relevant to communication, but those 
that have the most direct bearing on communicative forms and processes 
are the social structure, the values and attitudes held about language 
and ways of speaking, the network of conceptual categories which 
results from shared experiences, and the ways in which knowledge and 
skills (including language) are transmitted from one generation to the 
next, and to new members of the group.

Cultural identity is defined by a set of experiences shared by a group of 

people, and recognized as a basis for cultural knowledge and mutual 

understanding. This includes shared systems of symbols and meanings as well 

as rules for conduct (Collier 1989). Ting-Toomey goes a step further in defining 

culture as “a state of mind and a habit of the heart... [which] carries symbolic 

meanings and significance for an individual’s sense of self-system” (1993:100). 

Following the above definition of culture, cultural diversity, it can be

63



claimed, is determined by differences between the shared experiences of 

different groups, and the differing symbols and meanings resulting from these 

experiences, by which these groups understand the world. An important factor, 

however, is the level of diversity within a given culture, since diversity within 

cultures probably exceeds the differences between cultures (Jandt 1995). 

Concepts such as those of ‘sub-culture’, ‘ethnic group’, ‘minority group’, and 

even ‘social class’, are significant of diversity within a given culture. These are 

concepts that emerge from an attempt to explain the extent to which 

experiences are shared and understood by different groups. Clear examples of 

this complexity are reflected in classifications of the kind of ‘American culture’ or 

'Black culture’, which refer to shared and non-shared experiences and points of 

view, simultaneously.

In this sense, cultural differences, that is, differences between cultures, 

are not absolute (Saral 1979). They depend on the world view both of the 

obsen/ed and the observer cultures, and on the ‘set of shared experiences’ that 

are taken as a point of reference in a given context or situation. It has been 

suggested (Jones 1979) that, when comparing different cultures, an 

understanding of the cultural significance of the situations that are used as a 

basis for comparison Is essential.

3.2. Cultural Values and Paradigms.

Culture has been defined as a way of thinking or a thought process by 

Goodenough ([1957]1964 a;36) as “the forms of things that people have in mind, 

their models for perceiving, relating, and otherwise interpreting them.” These 

models constitute what we know as cultural values and are taken as absolutes 

by a cultural group as to the ways in which they ought to live and relate to, and 

behave among, the other members; and also, what they ought to expect from 

them (Sitaram and Cogdell 1976).

However, the fact that different cultures share different values poses a
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question on the reality of these values. Cultural values define a group or 

community by means of their acceptance, by means of the acceptance of a 

paradigm. This concept was put forward by Kuhn (1970), who challenged the 

idea of scientific reality. He claimed that scientific reality is affected by socially 

accepted paradigms. He demonstrated that paradigms can act as filters, 

screening experiences and, therefore, altering interpretations of the world and 

the way decisions are taken following those interpretations. He pointed out that 

these paradigms restricted, as it were, the observation of reality, since 

observations that did not fit into these paradigms where not recorded by the 

observer. Experience dictates what we see and how we see it. Different cultures 

are a reflection of these experiences and their paradigms.

Cultural paradigms are largely fostered by a culture’s education system 

(Jandt 1995:166), which, at the same time, influences ways of thinking. Just as 

some cultures believe in individuality, including individual rights, individual 

thinking and individual decision making, other cultures believe in collectivity, 

collective rights and duties, and collective decisions, etc. Another distinction 

between cultural paradigms is the emphasis given to either facts (inductive 

reasoning), or ideas (deductive reasoning), depending on whether causality is 

given priority over random or predetermined occurrence of events. Western 

cultures such as the European or American cultures hold the first paradigm as 

true, believing that all causes can be explained. The Japanese and the Chinese 

cultures, for example, hold a paradigm of wholeness and correlation between 

events. Ting-Toomey (1993:98) explains these differences by saying that 

“...individualists in Western cultures tend to perceive emotion, cognition, and 

motivation as located in the mind system, whereas collectivists in Eastern 

cultures tend to perceive the three constructs as stemming primarily from the 

heart system”.

Communication in a culture allows the transfer of perceptions to others 

by means of symbolic exchange. These perceptions, as it has been pointed out 

above, will depend on the cultural paradigms that inform the thinking process of
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the culture in question. It follows, then, that the symbolic representation of these 

perceptions in the communication process will also vary according to shared 

cultural paradigms.

3.3. Culture and Communication.

Communication can be explained as a basic interpretative process 

existent in all cultures, every culture providing different meanings to interpret its 

symbols. Reality is subjective from a cultural point of view, since although this 

reality is shared among people in the same culture, it is created out of artificial 

constructs that provide us with labels and concepts based on the rules and 

paradigms of the culture in question. Dell Hymes describes ‘the communicative 

event’ as “the metaphor, or perspective, basic to rendering experience 

intelligible”. (1974:16)

This ‘communicative event’ is informed by many factors which work 

together to bring about the meaning of what is communicated, including spatial, 

temporal, contextual, intentional, and personal features; all of them somehow 

determined by the cultural knowledge of the communicators. Saville-Troike 

([1982]; 1989), following Duranti (1988), Gumperz (1984), and Hymes (1987), 

from an ethnographic perspective, has described three essential components of 

communication which include ‘linguistic knowledge’, ‘interaction skills’, and 

‘cultural knowledge’. She explains ([1982]: 1989:24) communicative competence 

in terms of:

...[the] knowledge and skills for contextually appropriate use and 
interpretation of language in a community, [which] refers to the 
communicative knowledge and skills shared by the group, although 
these (like all aspects of culture) reside variably in its individual 
members.

3.3.1. Language and culture.

The relationship between language and culture is, and has been, an
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important issue in the study of human communication. Names such as Humbolt, 

Sapir, Whorf, Levi-Strauss, and Hymes are but a few symbolic representations of 

the vast literature produced throughout our recent history on this subject. Related 

to the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis of linguistic relativity, which claims that language 

provides the conceptual categories that influence how its speakers’ perceptions 

are encoded and stored, is the definition of language as a set of symbols shared 

by a community to communicate meaning and experience, which is culturally 

transmitted.

A mutual interrelation between language and culture is unavoidable in 

the learning process, since culture is transmitted and partially learnt through 

language, and language is determined by, and learnt in, the culture. Hymes has 

pointed out (1974:72) that “... for both the individual and the community, a 

language in some sense is what those who have it can do with it -  what they 

have made of it, and do make of it (. . .)”.

Hymes (1974), on the other hand, understands the concept of ‘speech 

community’ as a community which shares knowledge of rules which apply to the 

use and interpretation of speech. This shared knowledge, he further explains, is 

an awareness among the members of this speech community, of the 

commonness, rarity, previous occurrence, or novelty, of many features of speech.

The knowledge shared among the members of a speech community has 

also been described by Fraser (1983:45), using Bach and Harnish’s (1979) term, 

as ‘Mutually shared Beliefs (MSBs)’: “We will say that a belief is mutually shared 

just in the case that (1) both the speaker and the hearer believe it, (2) each 

believes the other believes it, and (3) each assumes the other will rely on his 

belief in their interaction” .

It should be noted here that the term ‘culture’ as used in this study does 

not refer -and is not restricted to - a homogeneous group of people sharing the 

exact same set of attributes, but rather to a group of people which shares, at 

least, enough attributes to communicate with enough mutual understanding to 

supersede misunderstanding. That is, ‘culture’ is not understood here as a
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‘monolithic’ culture, but rather as a ‘pluralistic’ entity in which subdivisions exist 

on the ‘macro’ and the ‘micro-level’ sense, to include ‘large’ cultures (national, 

political, geographical, etc., divisions) and ‘small’ cultures (region, social 

network, family, etc., divisions), all the way down to individual and personal 

differences.

The communication of a shared set of beliefs through language, cannot

be simply based on a linguistic structure of grammatical rules. It requires a

system which is made of the cultural understanding of reality, and which can be

interpreted as such by the members of the community. William S. Condon

(1980:63) explains the complexity of communication from a cognitive and

emotional process point of view:

“Communication is not just a process of ‘bits’ of information travelling 
between people: it is as much an overarching domain of trust and 
distrust; the multitudinous and subtle ways by which people love and 
hate, praise and blame, accept and reject -  themselves as well as 
others. As such they affect the inner being of others, there to aid or 
hinder, with greater or lesser consequences on that inner life.”

Following the theory of linguistic relativity and Gumperz’s (1982:182) 

notion of 'cultural logic’, Wierzbicka (1985 a) claims that the relationship 

between language and culture can be established through the analysis of the 

linguistic expression of cultural values. In a comparative study of speech acts in 

English and Polish, Wierzbicka concludes that “Linguistic differences are shown 

to be associated with cultural differences such as spontaneity, directness, 

intimacy and affection [in Polish], versus indirectness, distance, tolerance and 

anti-dogmatism [in English]” (1985 a:145).

Among other linguistic features, Wierzbicka analyses speech acts such 

as advice, request, exclamation, etc, and argues that the restricted use in English 

of imperatives, and the wide use of interrogative forms in speech acts other than 

questions “constitute striking linguistic reflexes of this [anti-dogmatist] socio

cultural attitude” (1985a: 150). She explains that the differences between speech 

acts in Polish and English cannot be described in terms of politeness. According
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to this author (1985a:176), these differences have to be described in terms of

differences in ‘cultural traditions’ and ‘hierarchies of values’ ;

It seems to me, therefore, that it is very important to try to link language- 
specific norms of interaction with specific cultural values, such as 
autonomy of the individual and anti-dogmatism of Anglo-Saxon culture 
or cordiality and warmth in Polish culture.

In a further study, Wierzbicka (1986) claims that it is possible to establish

a relationship between linguistic expressive derivations, such as the formation of

diminutives or ‘antidiminutives’ in Australian English, and the ‘Australian national

character’. She suggests that some areas of language are more likely to reflect

culture than others. In this respect she hypothesizes (1986:351) th a t;

...optional grammatical categories [such as affectionate diminutives] are 
likely to be more revealing of the ongoing culture than obligatory ones... 
[and that] those parts of language, including grammar in the narrow 
sense of the term, which have to do with the relationship between the 
speaker and the addressee, are, I suggest, among those most likely to 
reflect the living, ongoing culture [such as second personal pronouns].

The influence that cultural values have on the communication process 

needs to be taken into consideration in the analysis of interculturai 

communication processes, as well as the difficulties and clashes which arise of 

such processes. The study of culture-specific speech acts and personal cultural 

expressions may provide us with important insights into the reasons why 

communication failures occur in interculturai interaction (Asante and Berner, 

1979; Wierzbicka, 1985 a; Clyne, 1994).

3.4. Interculturai Communication.

Interculturai communication is understood in this section as face-to-face 

interaction between people of diverse cultures. The study of interculturai 

communication between different cultures was triggered, as Koester et al. 

(1993:9) explain, following the work of B. D. Ruben (1989), by the need to solve 

practical overseas’ working problems . In the United States, for example, a
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Foreign Service Act was passed by Congress in 1946, establishing the Foreign 

Service Institute which would provide language and anthropological cultural 

training for foreign diplomats (Jandt 1995).

The subject of intercultural communication was mainly addressed from a 

practical point of view, to solve problems arising from diplomatic, military, and 

business-like relations. However, in the last thirty years, and more so in the last 

decade, intercultural communication has received increasing attention, due 

especially to the opening of market boundaries coupled with fast advances in 

travelling, which have contributed to a higher mobility of peoples throughout the 

world.

These changes have seen, to some extent, a shift in emphasis in the 

study of intercultural communication. An early interest in this subject 

concentrated on acquiring a tool to communicate ‘one’s’ views of the world to the 

‘ others’, in order to achieve certain goals, either political of commercial. The 

present focus emphasizes the need to take into account ‘other’s’ views of the 

world, and investigates how these views can be understood and utilised in order 

to reach a better, more complete, and non-biased view of reality, which will 

contribute to a better understanding among different cultures. Understanding has 

been defined by Bremer et al. (1996) as: “a dynamic public and cooperative 

activity in which both sides are actively engaged, mutually constructed through 

the active engagement of participants’ inferencing processes within encounters.” 

(editor’s preface, x.).

3.4.1. Theoretical Perspectives on Intercultural Communication:

Ethnicity, Value Judgments and Competence.

Communication, as it has been pointed out in previous sections, is a 

complex system of rules which includes linguistic and non-linguistic cues, 

cultural knowledge, personal choice of strategies, and contextual information . All 

these factors will influence the way in which a message will be produced and
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understood by the interactants. In spoken communication between interactants of

different cultures, the choices made by each party may be influenced differently

by their different cultural backgrounds, these differences resulting in contrary

interpretations of context, assumed intention of the other interactant, etc.

As well as being a product of message misinterpretation, failure in

communication can also be the result of preconceived ideas about the other

party, about his/her culture and, in general, of stereotypes which, more often than

not, are due to cultural and ethnic prejudices. Ethnic prejudice is, perhaps, the

main cause of intercultural communication failure, since it maintains that

differences between peoples of differing ethnic backgrounds can be compared to

powerful ethnic groups (usually economically speaking), and given a positive or

a negative grading, depending on their similarities with, or differences from, the

group taken as a model. Fishman (1977:16) addressed the subject of ethnicity in

communication as follows:

Ethnicity is rightly understood as an aspect of a collectivity’s sef- 
recognition as well as an aspect of its recognition in the eyes of 
outsiders. Ethnic recognition differs from other kinds of group-embedded 
recognition in that it operates basically in terms of paternity rather than in 
terms of patrimony and exegesis thereupon. However, like other types of 
group-embedded recognition, it is an avenue whereby individuals are 
linked to society, i.e. to social norms and to social values. Like them, 
ethnicity represents an avenue whereby understandings of “the world at 
large” are arrived at, that is to say, through ethnicity ordinary individuals 
are not only linked to collectivities -  and social integration is attained 
thereby -  but to notions of “life”, “society” and “the world” as well.

Taking into account the fact that “homogeneous cultures are relatively 

rare in the world today” (Jandt, 1995:370), as people from all corners of the world 

move towards the other corners, the issue of ethnic prejudice in communication 

needs to be addressed, since it represents a dangerous potential cause of 

communication failure. Language is a conveyor of ideas and, in general, a 

means by which people identify with a certain cultural group, express different 

cultural assumptions, and communicate certain ways of thinking (Tannen 1985). 

In this sense, it has a very important function in the process of intercultural
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communication. In this connection, Fishman (1977:28) points out;

The symbolic boundary-function of language is certainly significant 
above and beyond any natural boundary-function that languages may 
have on the basis of their mutual intelligibility per se . Judgments and 
evaluations as to the intelligibility, meaning, intent and purpose of 
utterances often follow upon and flow from pre-established judgments as 
to the ethnicity (or sub-ethnicity) of their speakers, and therefore, 
judgments as to their acceptability, character, “proclivity”, intent and 
purpose as interlocutors and as (group) “representatives” .

The study of communication in intercultural interaction needs to take into

account interactional differences and similarities between ethnic/cultural groups

by investigating the underlying reasons which stereotypes arise from, causing

misunderstanding of these differences (Sifianou 1992). The notion of

communicative competence has been extensively studied by many related fields

such as psychology, sociology, linguistics, and ethnography. An integration of

previous findings on this subject was proposed by Wiemann (1977), who,

according to Martin (1993:17), defined it as:

...the ability of an interactant to choose among available communicative 
behaviors in order that he [she] may successfully accomplish his [her] 
own interpersonal goals... while maintaining the face and line of his [her] 
fellow interactants within the constraints of the situation. (1977: 198)

Martin (1993:17) further explains that studies of communicative

competence share two underlying assumptions:

First, individuals hold cognitive notions about what comprises 
competence. Second, individuals form impressions of other’s behaviour 
and then use these expectations as guidelines to judge  their own and 
other’s behaviors. The degree to which the ideal meets the expected is 
the degree to which behaviour is judged competent.

3.4.2. The Identity Management Theory.

An interesting approach to the theory of intercultural communication has 

been advanced by Cupach and Imahori (1993). They label their approach the 

Identity Management Theory (IMT), following Goffman’s guidelines (1967) on
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facework, and the notion of identity as ‘self-conception’ defined by Collier (1989) 

and Ting-Toomey (1988), and they establish a link between them. They depart 

from the idea that interaction redefines the identity of the interactants.

Cupach and Imahori (1993:128) identify three relational phases in the 

process of successful intercultural relations. These consist of an initial ‘trial and 

error’ phase, where the interactants try to discover the shared aspects of their 

mutual identities: a second phase of ‘symbolic convergence’, which results out of 

establishing rules that will determine the appropriateness of actions in the 

intercultural/interpersonal relationship; and a third phase, which is represented 

by the ‘renegotiation’ of identities as relational identities rather than cultural 

identities;

Even if one tries to support the other’s autonomy face, it will not be a 
threat to the relational identity because the partners have identified 
independent areas of their respective identities that do not threaten the 
core of their shared relational identity. In short, the intercultural partners 
have become interpersonal partners, and dialectic tensions will now 
revolve more often around relational rather than cultural identity.

Cupach and Imahori (1993:123) point out some relevant issues to this 

study. In the first place, they draw attention to certain ‘complexities’ which can be 

faced during the first face of intercultural relations. These complexities are mainly 

of two types:

First, intercultural interactants often lack knowledge about each other’s 
cultural norms, rules, symbols, and so on[... Second, in an attempt to 
support the other’s cultural identity, one may refer to inaccurate 
information, such as stereotypes about other’s culture, which the other 
finds offensive.

The second point they make, which is of great relevance to this analysis, 

refers to rule violation as a means to identify critical face wants that must not be 

threatened. That is, they suggest that incompetence may be used as a strategy 

for the acquisition of competence:

Because of the different cultural rules regarding politeness and different 
symbolic norms, intercultural interlocutors often do violate rules of the 
other’s culture and threaten each other’s face. Rule violation (with 
attendant sanctioning) is perhaps the most common method of obtaining
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rule knowledge.

3.4.3. The Theory of Intergroup Relations.

A Theory of Intergroup Relations’ was proposed by Tajfel (1974). This

theory, in the simplified version proposed by Bourhis et al. (1977; 119), claims

that the members of a group in interaction with members of another group

compare themselves on a number of valued dimensions with this other 
group. These intergroup social comparisons will lead group members to 
search for certain characteristics or qualities of their own group which will 
allow them to differentiate themselves favourably from the outgroup.
Such positive ingroup distinctiveness will not only allow individuals 
satisfaction in their own group membership but will afford them a positive 
social identity. The particular strategies group members adopt in 
attempting to achieve an adequate social identity depends ... on the 
perception of the intergroup situation by the ingroup members.

Bourhis et. al (1977:131) propose that language in intergroup relations is

a means by which the interacting groups put forward their group distinctiveness.

Their study focuses on the Welsh/English identity representation through verbal

content, such as accent. Their findings are summarized as follows.

...when intergroup membership is salient and language is an important 
aspect of a group’s cultural identity, members of that group will make 
themselves positively distinct from an outgroup member via accent 
divergence under certain specified conditions.

In the following section the notions of ‘identity management’ and 

‘competence judgment’, and their potential clashes, are reviewed in the light of 

specific studies on the role of language in intercultural interaction.

3.5. The Discourse of Understanding and Misunderstanding: 

Pragmatic Approaches.

Misunderstanding in intercultural interaction has been investigated from 

different perspectives. Notions of politeness, style, and interference, coupled with
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problems arising from lack of cultural and linguistic awareness, are, perhaps, the

main points from which studies on communication failure depart. Bremer et al.

(1996) explain the concept of misunderstanding by saying that: “...many

interactions are characterised by illusion of understanding (Trevise 1984) in

which both sides believe, at least for a while, that they have understood each

other. In other words, misunderstandings occur...” (1996:12)

These authors further explain that this illusion is the product of a

mismatch between the speaker’s meaning and the listener’s interpretation. Their

study analyzes the processes of understanding in interactions between minority

workers, speakers of minority languages (with relation to the majority language

in the workplace), and majority group members, speakers of the majority

language. Their findings show that lack of understanding at the pragmatic level,

that is, lack of understanding of implicit contextual norms and values, results in

the inappropriate behaviour of the minority worker. This is, in turn, interpreted as

an intentional impolite or othen/vise problematic behaviour, by the majority-

culture work supervisor.

A similar study (Clyne 1994) has analysed the communication problems

that immigrants of different linguistic backgrounds face when interacting with the

majority members of the host country, in a foreign language, or, as he calls it, in a

‘lingua franca’ (English), in Australia. Clyne places strong importance on the role

of value systems and their influence in the use of language. He attempts to prove

that “cultural values constitute ‘hidden’ meanings underlying discourse

structures” (1994:3). These discourse structures, as he further expands.

(1994:158-9), promote different communicative styles:

In the Australian inter-cultural workplace communication which 1 am 
examining, the power relations, social distance, and work arrangements 
in the workplace play an important part in determining the nature of 
discourse. There are particular tendencies of communicative behaviour 
which cluster together in speakers from certain parts of the world. The 
interface between speech acts and turn taking suggests the existence of 
at least three distinct communicative styles in our corpus, each of which 
predominates among immigrants from different areas.
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Different communicative styles exhibited by speakers of different

languages may result in a mistaken appreciation of what is culturally congruent.

The acquisition of formulae in a second language, under this false impression,

can lead to cultural conflict. In Kuiper and Tan Gek Lin’s words,“learning a

language can be deceptive since what will appear on the outside as the same

language may actually code a very different culture” (1989:304).

In fact, listeners’ reactions to the speech of a foreign speaker are often a

product of assuming that the foreign speaker has acquired with the linguistic

norms, the cultural norms and values shared by the listeners (Platt 1989). This is

the case of much intercultural misunderstanding. Perceptions of insincerity,

rudeness, inquisitiveness, indifference, etc, are caused by differences in

communicative strategies used in the same language between speakers of

different cultural backgrounds.

Platt (1989) has analysed communicative strategies involved in

engaging, disengaging, requesting, acceding to a request, and positive and

negative responding to offers and invitations, used by speakers in English for

whom English is a native, foreign, second, or indigenized language. His

observations (1989:29) show that:

...a general interference pattern seems to emerge that shows a use of 
communication strategies which is contrary to the other interlocutor’s 
expectations and which, nevertheless, the other interlocutor interprets 
according to the norms he/she would have applied to the expected 
strategies, had they occurred.

Apologies are also a case in point in the study of intercultural 

communication. They have been described in the past as a way to repair delicts 

with face-threatening consequences (Goffman 1967). In fact, apology strategies 

in intercultural settings may also result in communication breakdowns. Cordelia’s 

(1991) cross-cultural pragmatic study of the performance of Chilean Spanish 

speakers apologizing in English investigates discourse patterns such as 

frequency of apology strategies, the variable of gender between apologizer and 

recipient of apology, and the relationship intensity of apology-strategy. Her
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results show that positive politeness strategies appear to be more recurrent

among Chileans than among Australians, as well as the frequency of apology.

Chilean female interactants do show the highest use of intensification strategies,

especially when apologizing to other females. Cordelia suggests that these

results are in accordance with Kramarae's (1981) suggestion that seriousness of

imposition is evaluated differently by men and women, and that this may be due

to the different perceptions of the severity of the offense by female and male

apologizers (1991:134).

It is important to consider that, as it has been suggested before (Ramsey

1979; Scollon and Scollon 1983; Wolfson 1983; Penfield 1989; and others),

alongside linguistic and discursive cues, paralinguistic cues also have a very

important role in the process of intercultural communication, as possible causes

of misunderstanding. Penfield (1989.400), for example, has claimed that, given

the highly unconscious character of prosody,

communication between different ethnic groups who believe they share 
the same language but are unaware that they do not always share the 
same denotative or connotative meanings for prosodic cues used, can 
often lead to a breakdown in communication.

Misinterpretation of the distribution of talk, as Scollon and Scollon (1983) 

have suggested, can result in negative evaluations and ethnic stereotypes . The 

rate, pitch, volume, and rhythm used by native speakers to convey a certain 

meaning are the main source of communication problems for the second 

language learner (Ramsey, 1979). Scollon and Scollon give an example of how 

judgment of speech rate occurs, by saying that; “A ‘faster’ speaker hears a 

‘slower’ one as reserved, withdrawn, without opinions of his own, unsure, or 

perhaps even hostile. The ‘slower’ speaker hears the ‘faster’ one as arrogant, 

egocentric, pushy, domineering, or impatient” (1983:161).

Rules of speaking follow a combination of linguistic and paralinguistic 

information which is shared by the members of a speech community. In 

interaction contexts, where members of different communities exchange
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communication, these rules have to be combined in order to communicate

effectively. The fact that the interactants are more or less linguistically competent

in the language of the interaction does not always avoid misunderstanding. This

misunderstanding is caused by ‘communicative interference’i , that is. by the

transfer of rules of their own native speech community to what they see as an

equivalent situation in the interaction. Wolfson (1983:61) simplifies the concept of

this process as follows;

[people] may interpret what they hear according to the rules of speaking 
of their native language, thus frequently misunderstanding the speaker’s 
intention and perhaps perceiving insincerity or offense where none was 
meant... which may lead to shock, disappointment and even grievous 
insult...

3.6. Summary

This chapter has been dedicated to the notions of culture and 

communication and the relationship existent between these two notions. 

Departing from the definition of cultural identity as a ‘set of shared experiences’ 

(Collier 1989), it has addressed the subject of cultural values and paradigms and 

the ways in which communication through language applies these meanings in 

the communicative event. Finally, and following previous studies on the subjects 

of ethnicity, value judgments, and the notion of competence; it has drawn 

attention to the importance that cultural values and paradigms have in the 

discourse of intercultural communication, and especially in the intercultural 

pragmatics of understanding and misunderstanding. The way in which people 

react to the speech of a foreign speaker is related in part to their expectations of 

what is culturally congruent to them. Polite and impolite expressions in 

intercultural situations are delicate exchanges which may cause communication 

failure, due to their different cultural meanings.

 ̂ Hymes, in a  personal communication with Wolfson (Wolfson 1983)
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CHAPTER FOUR 

PART ONE

Discoursive and Pragmatic Aspects of Insult: 

Integrating the Notions of ‘Value’ and ‘Context’

4.1. Discourse and Pragmatics.

Discourse is a controversial and ambiguous term which has been used 

to define a “vast and ambiguous field” (Schiffrin 1987:2) with roots in linguistics, 

the social sciences, and in philosophy. Schiffrin (1987:1), quoting Brown and 

Yule (1983), explains that, the term ‘discourse analysis’, “is used to describe 

activities at the intersection of disciplines as diverse as sociolinguistics, psycho

linguistics, philosophical linguistics and computational linguistics” (1987:1).

The main focus of concern with discourse analysis is similar, if not 

parallel, to the pragmatic concern with language use and/or function, as opposed 

to language form and/or structure. In fact, the overlapping between pragmatics 

and discourse analysis interests has been pointed out by Coulthard ([1977], 

1985); Searle et al. (eds.) (1980); and Schiffrin (1987).

According to f\/lalcom Coulthard, the need to view language as “a way of 

behaving and making others behave” defined by context of situation, was first 

pointed out by Firth in 1951 (Coulthard [1977]1985:1). From structural linguists 

like Harris, to anthropologists such as Malinowski, sociologists like Durkheim, 

and more recently, Goffman, philosophers like Austin, Searle, and Grice, and 

ethnographers like Hymes, the study of language has shifted its focus from 

isolated linguistic units and unrelated sentences and their structure, to the 

analysis of language in naturally occurring conversation. A pragmatic view of
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language, as Wunderlich (1980:304) puts it;

...includes the understanding of the preceeding discourse, the beliefs 
and expectations which speakers and hearers have, their social 
relationship, their state of obligations, their state of knowledge, etc. 
Hence, pragmatics is concerned with all kinds of non-literal meaning, but 
also with perlocutionary effects, i.e. with the conclusions a hearer draws 
from an utterance and with the consequential reactions of the hearer, 
independently of whether the speaker intends to induce these 
conclusions and consequences or not.

4.2. Language and Action: Speech Act Theory

While linguists during the 50’s and early 60’s were interested in the

structure of language, philosophers like Austin started to question the traditional

so-called ‘descriptive fallacy’, which was based in the assumption that utterances

could only be understood as true or false descriptions of situations. As he wrote

in his paper on Performative Utterances ([1961, 1970], 1979:233):

Mightn’t they [utterances] perhaps be intended not to report facts but to 
influence people in this way or that, or to let off steam in this way or that? 
Or perhaps at any rate some elements in these utterances performed 
such functions, or, for example, drew attention in some way (without 
actually reporting it) to some important feature of the circumstances in 
which the utterance was being made.

A focus on what language ‘does’, rather than what language ‘says’, 

brought Austin to describe those sentences in which ‘saying ‘ equates to ‘doing’, 

as ‘performative utterances’. One of his most typical examples is the sentence ‘1 

do’, said in the marriage ceremony, where, by saying the words, the action (of 

getting married) is performed.

Austin further explained that performative utterances can perform three 

types of action or ‘act’ simultaneously. A ‘locutionary act’, which is the act of 

saying something, an ‘illocutionary act’, which is an act performed in saying 

something, and a ‘perlocutionary act’, which is a non-linguistic act but which has 

an effect on the listener as a consequence of a locutionary and an illocutionary 

act. Austin distinguishes locutionary from illocutionary acts by saying that the
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former are related to ‘meaning’ and the later to ‘force’. This distinction was further

discussed by Searle (1969) who argued that meaning and force belong to the

same act, namely, illocutionary acts, which include locutionary acts.

Since the perlocutionary act is the cause of a change in the mind of the

listener, and this effect is not conventional, Austin further distinguished between

‘perlocutionary object’, as the intended result of the act; and ‘perlocutionary

sequel’, as the unintended or secondary result of an act, that is to say, the effect

that an act had on the listener, which was not governed by convention. Malcom

Coulthard ([1977]1985;19) explains that;

in this way ... Austin solves the problem ... of accounting for those 
actions like ‘insult’ for which there is no performative verb, therefore no 
illocutionary act and therefore no perlocutionary object; some 
perlocutionary acts can only be sequels.

and he adds (p. 20);

Unfortunately Austin did not pursue the investigation of perlocutionary 
objects and sequels, but such a study could reveal persuasive and 
oratorical techniques and form the substance of a companion volume 
How to achieve things through words.

However, although Austin did not expand on the subject of insult and the

distinction between objects and sequels, he pointed out ([1961, 1970] 1979;237-

38) certain conditions for the success of performative utterances based on

‘convention’, by saying that, “It’s worth remembering too that a great many of the

things we do are at least in part of this conventional kind. ... and action is ...

usually, at least in part, a matter of convention.” These conditions or rules are

based on convention and Austin distinguishes four types;

The first rule is, then, that the convention invoked must exist and be 
accepted. And the second rule, also a very obvious one, is that the 
circumstances in which we purport to invoke this procedure must be 
appropriate for its invocation. If this is not observed, then the act we 
purport to perform would not come off -  it will be, one might say, a misfire. 
This will be also the case if, for example, we do not carry through the 
procedure -  whatever it may be -  correctly and completely, without a flaw 
and without a hitch.
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Up to this point and before we go on to consider other studies related to

the theory of discourse, we can summarise this section by saying that insult, as

we know it. can be described in terms of speech acts. That is, insult is

represented, in its linguistic form, as an utterance whose force influences the

hearer. The way in which this influence or effect will take place is directly related

to convention. Convention establishes the way insult will be carried out, and in

what circumstances, and how it will be recognized as such.

Following our analysis of cultural and social aspects of insult, we suggest

that the “persuasive and oratorical techniques” -  as Coulthard ([1977] 1985:20)

has described them - ,  to which the speaker resorts in order for an insult to act in

a conventional manner, must be deeply embedded in the specific culture, and

governed by social interactional rules, based on cultural values, which inform the

hearer in order to recognise an insult. Insult, I propose, can then be object or

sequel, depending on the agreement or disagreement between speaker and

hearer on ‘conventionality’ rules, and their intentions and expectations.

Erving Goffman ([1967]1972:241) also dedicated part of his research on

face-to-face behaviour to describe insult in terms of action, in social interactional

situations, as follows:

When two persons are mutually present, the conduct of each can be read 
for the conceptions it expresses concerning himself and the other. Co
present behavior thus becomes mutual treatment. But mutual treatment 
itself tends to become socially legitimated, so that every act, whether 
substantive or ceremonial, becomes the obligation of the actor and the 
expectation of the other. Each of the two participants is transformed into a 
field in which the other necessarily practices good and bad conduct. 
Moreover, each will not only desire to receive his due, but find that he is 
obliged to exact it, obliged to police the interaction to make sure that 
justice is done him.

Grice’s well known study of conventional and nonconventional meanings 

in conversation (1975) is based on the premise that talk exchanges are 

‘cooperative efforts’ (p. 45) which are based on the following principle: ‘Make 

your conversational contribution such as is required, at the stage at which it 

occurs, by the accepted purpose or direction of the talk exchange in which you
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are engaged. ‘ (p. 45). Grice names this principle the Cooperative Principle and 

relates it, following Kant, to four postulates (quantity, quality, relation, and 

manner), each consisting of one or more ‘maxims’. According to Grice, the first 

three postulates relate to ‘what is said’ and the fourth postulate refers to ‘how 

something is said’. Furthermore, according to this author, interactants share 

implicit knowledge of these maxims and behave accordingly in conversation, by 

a process of ‘implicature’, which allows them to figure out the relationship 

existent between what is said and what is unsaid.

Although the generality and universality aspects of these implicit rules of 

conversation or ‘implicatures’ have been widely criticized, his views have 

encouraged the production of a large quantity of studies on the subject of 

politeness (Sifianou 1992:20). In this sense, the use of taboo language and, 

more specifically insult in conversation, may be related to the way in which 

nonconventional meanings, or conversational implicatures, provide information 

about socio-cultural meanings. If I call someone a ‘pig’, for example, I violate the 

maxim of quality, since what I say is not strictly speaking true. To make sense of 

my communication the listener is drawn to an implicature. that 1 am saying more 

than what is said, that is, that I attach certain socio-cultural values to the concept 

of ‘pig’.

In the following section I review to what extent studies of insult have dealt 

with this subject from a discourse perspective, taking into consideration its role 

as a speech act, and the possible strategies applied to its linguistic expression.

4.3. Discourse Approaches to Insult.

Research on the subject of insult from a discourse perspective has 

produced many interesting studies, especially in the field of children’s and 

adolescents’ discourse, and social and cultural learning behavior. Mitchell- 

Kernan and Kernan (1975) have viewed the production of insult in children as an 

indicator of the child’s acquisition of metacommunicative acts. They claim
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(1975:307) that children, in acquiring a language, need to learn the cultural

definitions of classes of events along with which words and sentences will be

produced, and that, relevant to event types, is the notion of status:

.. .it is necessary for a competent speaker of the speech community to 
know not only the structural rules of his language but also the cultural 
rules of speaking that dictate the choice of one linguistic variant rather 
than another in situations in which status of interlocutors is considered 
relevant. Moreover, the competent speaker must have the knowledge 
that enables him to identify the relevant situations and to assign the 
situationally appropriate status to each of the participating interlocutors.

Maduka (1991) has pointed out that name-calling games have the

function of establishing social roles in a playful manner, which “occasionally

serves as a culturally sanctioned way of social criticism and control and often

takes place between peer groups or clan groups” (1991:48). This is achieved

following certain felicity conditions for logical (pejorative attribute, non-repeated),

situational (true state of affairs), and linguistic (non-defective insult construction)

well-formedness. The author explains the rules of this game in Nigerian Pidgin

English (1991:48-9):

one person speaks at a time and what he says -  the verb he selects -  
must somehow be seen or imagined to be germane to the circumstantial 
facts of the moment. In addition, repetition of a line either by the original 
speaker or by his opponent is not normally allowed. Finally, both verbal 
and nominal forms in a string must be seen to coincide appropriately.

Examples of this game are the utterances:7oo/c like Lucozade' and 

‘shake like Shakespeare’, where the situation or condition for the first utterance 

Is that the receiver is staring or gazing, and the condition for the second 

utterance is that the antagonist is trembling.

Edwards (1979) has also explored the production of insults in Guyana 

and has come to distinguish two different speech acts -  ‘tantalisin’ and ‘busing’. 

Tantalisin is a friendly in-group activity played by all age, sex, and ethnic groups, 

but widely practised by Black adolescent boys from the lower socioeconomic 

stratum. Busin is mainly practised by Afro-Guyanese working-class women, and 

uses insulting language which is meant to be taken personally. The author points
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out the connection between insult and status established by ‘busin’, as a means 

of conflict resolution, by explaining that, “The usual social purpose of busin is to 

settle an eye-pass dispute between socially equal women. Each contestant tries 

to reestablish social equality in the face of what is perceived as an attempt by her 

adversary to assert social dominance” (1979:25).

Edwards draws attention to the importance that the performance of these 

two speech acts have in Black working-class communities in Guyana, since “a 

very good tantaliser has a very valuable reputation ... [and] a poor tantaliser is 

subjected to a great deal of pressure ... [and] holds low status in his peer group.” 

In the same way, “a good buser is a much feared member of her community” 

(1979:37-38).

As S. Bronner (1978) had pointed out earlier, speech acts such as ritual 

insults among small peer groups are a verbal symbol of the social functions of 

the group by which the player’s roles are established creating status positions. 

These status positions are settled, in the verbal conflict, in terms of domination 

and submission, represented alternatively by opposition turns in the speech 

event (C. Goodwin and M.H. Goodwin 1990) .

Dimensions of abuse and politeness have been claimed to be 

comparable strategies by means of which individuals manage positions of social 

status and power. Parkin (1980:62), for example, has explained that “All 

formulaic exchanges entail definitions of power relations, so that those in 

authority tend to maintain the orthodox verbal presentations, while those 

debarred or distant from such authority tend to subvert it through alternative 

ones”.

Thus, as can be inferred from the above studies, factors such as power 

and status, as pointed out by Brown and Levinson’s theory of politeness (1978), 

can also play a very important role in the recognition and description of insult as 

a speech act. In fact, most of these studies have recognised a direct relationship 

between these two variables and the two different speech events of ritual and 

personal insult encounters. However, other authors have argued that the
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differentiation between these two abusive verbal representations are more 

dependent on the context in which the exchange takes place, rather than on the 

characteristics of the speakers, or the speech acts themselves being true or false 

(Labov 1972 b).

Kochman (1983). for example, disagrees with Labov’s (1972 b) 

distinction between ritual and personal insults. Kochman explains that what 

counts is the ability of the hearer to take a personal insult as play. Fraser (1981) 

asserts that whether an action is interpreted as an insult or not totally depends on 

the perceptions of the hearer, but this author seems to contradict himself by 

further stating that; “Of course, whether an insult is intended or perceived 

depends on the extent to which both parties recognize what such rituals are and 

on whether they are expected to be observed at that moment” (1981 ;436).

Context is also seen as a variable without which accurate interpretations 

of the social meanings of speech acts are difficult (Brown and Levinson 1978, 

Corsaro 1982, Eder 1990), as it may determine the degree of seriousness that a 

participant assigns to a dispute (Eder 1990).

Thus, many factors of linguistic and socio-cultural character contribute to 

the definition of insult and the speech event in question. From a Brown and 

Levinson perspective, insults can be understood as face threatening acts par 

excellence, where evaluations of power, status, degree of offense, and context, 

are at the core of the insulting action. As S. Bronner (1982) clearly emphasizes, 

the nature of speech events such as rituals demands that research be done 

facing “essential questions surrounding the relationship of speech acts to their 

social, psychological, environmental, and cultural settings” (1982:67).

4.4. Brown and Levinson’s Theory of Politeness.

Politeness is a concept which, in the English language, is understood as 

a set of acts which are realized among and towards people in order to allow 

interactional smoothness, and, we could say, in order to avoid offense. These
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acts are of various types and range from notions of space -  such as distance 

between interactants -  ; physical contact, etc; kinesic notions of body movements 

-  such as inclining the head, lifting a hand, kissing cheeks and, especially, 

linguistic behaviour which is deemed as polite. This last aspect of politeness, that 

is, the linguistic representation of politeness, has been given much importance in 

the last twenty five years, stemming from the works of Grice (1967,1975) on Co

operative Principles, Lakoff (1973) and Brown and Levinson (1978) on 

politeness theories, Fraser and Nolen (1981) on the linguistic form of deference. 

Leech (1983) on pragmatics, and others.

From all these theoretical frameworks. Brown and Levinson’s Theory of 

Politeness is the most extensively reviewed and referred to theory of politeness 

in the linguistic field. As a model of universal politeness, it has been discussed, 

praised, and criticised by many, including the authors themselves (Brown and 

Levinson 1987), but it has not lost its status of predominant conceptual 

framework (Watts 1989). In this section, we summarize Brown and Levinson’s 

approach and look at some of the most recent reviews of their work.

4.5. Theoretical Framework.

Brown and Levinson’s theory of politeness ([1978] 1987) is based on two 

assumptions of the universal type. The first one is the assumption that all 

interactants are aware of the notion of face, and that they generally cooperate in 

maintaining it during interaction. Brown and Levinson derive the notion of face 

from Goffman (1967), and describe it as “something that is emotionally invested, 

and that can be lost, maintained, or enhanced, and must be constantly attended 

to in interaction” ([1978]1987; 61).

The second assumption Brown and Levinson make has its origins in the 

concepts of rationality and efficiency, which are basic in Grice’s (1975) 

‘cooperative principles’ of natural talk. This assumption is that all members of a 

given society operate according to rational behaviour. Brown and Levinson

87



([1978] 1987:64-5) define rationality as;

...the application of a specific reasoning ... which guarantees inferences 
from ends or goals to means that will satisfy those ends.

A further aspect of rational behaviour seems to be the ability to weigh up 
different means to an end, and choose the one that most satisfies the 
desired goals.

These authors argue that the ‘pan-cultural’ interpretability of politeness in 

different cultures derives from the universal mutual-knowledge of interacting 

individuals about the above assumptions on face and rationality.

Brown and Levinson, in their study of politeness ([1978]1987; 280), point 

out the importance of action and interaction as key concepts in the study of 

language and society, and the absence of studies in the field of social 

anthropology dedicated to this matter. Their theory integrates both structural and 

procedural points of view in discourse analysis in order to establish a connetion 

between discourse structure and social structure, by means of defining those 

strategies which are involved in the construction of messages (Coulthard [1977] 

1985).

Brown and Levinson explain that given these assumptions of the 

universality of face and rationality, face can be threatened by some types of acts, 

or ‘Face Threatening Acts’ (FTA’s) which “by their nature run contrary to the face 

wants of the addressee and/or of the speaker" ([1978] 1987:65). They distinguish 

between negative face or “the want of every ‘competent adult member’ that his 

actions be unimpeded by others” ; and positive face or “the want of every member 

that his wants be desirable to at least some others” ([1978]1987:62).

The extent of this intrinsic potential impact or seriousness of the FTA, is 

what Brown and Levinson call ‘weightiness’ (W) of the FTA, and they argue that 

the calculations that interactants make involve three social variables, namely, 

‘social distance’ (D) between speaker (S) and listener (H), relative ‘power’ (P) of 

S and H, and the absolute ranking (R) of imposition in the particular culture 

([1978] 1987:74). According to this weightiness of the FTA, then, the speaker
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makes an assessment of the level of politeness, that is, of the politeness strategy 

he may use in a given situation in order to do the FTA without threatening face. 

This calculation is represented with the formula;

Wx = D(S,H) + P(H,S) + Rx

An interesting point in this theory of politeness is that the above social

variables of distance, power, and rank of imposition, are defined as context-

dependant. Brown and Levinson explain that the values of these variables are

not attached to individuals but to situations: “we shall assume that situational

factors enter into the values for P, D, and R, so that the values assessed hold

only for S and H in a particular context, and for a particular FTA” ([1978]1987:79).

Brown and Levinson, we could claim, go a step further in the study of

discourse and the distinction between what is said, what is intended, and what is

understood. In this sense they explain ([1978] 1987:281) that, for them, the

construction of messages shows the constraints under which communicative

intentions are restricted :

the social valence of linguistic forms has two especially important 
sources: the intrinsic potential impact that a specific communicative 
intention may have on a social relationship, and the ways in which by 
modifying the expression of that intention participants seek to modify that 
im pact... In short, language usages are tied to strategies rather than to 
relationships, although relationships will be characterized by the 
continued use of certain strategies.

4.6. Insult and The Theory of Politeness.

Brown and Levinson emphasize that their politeness model is also a 

prototype for other kinds of ritual such as Durkheim’s (1915) rites of avoidance, 

or taboos, since “There must be simple and direct links we dimly saw when we 

borrowed the distinction between negative and positive politeness from

Durkheim’s distinction between negative and positive rites...” ([1978]1987:43).

In fact, they also provide some insights on the subject of insult. They
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describe insult as a face threatening act (FTA) which shows that the speal^er (S) 

has a negative evaluation of some aspect of the addressee’s (H) positive face 

([1978] 1987; 66). They further explain different ways or strategies by means of 

which this act is achieved, such as understatement, metaphor, ambiguity, irony, 

and other more open strategies such as the verbal games used in ritual insults 

([1978]1987:219-47).

As we have seen in previous chapters, many factors of linguistic and 

socio-cultural character contribute to the definition of insult and the speech event 

in question. From a Brown and Levinson point of view, insults can be understood 

as face threatening acts par excellence, where evaluations of power, status, and 

degree of offense are at the core of the insulting action. Politeness Theory is a 

good departure point in our study of insult, since the concept of insult might be at 

the other end of the scale of politeness, that is, a perfect example of ‘impolite 

behaviour’.

4.7. Some Questions Arising from Brown and Levinson’s Theory of 

Politeness.

Before further defining the subject of insult from a Theory of Politeness’ 

perspective, we need to take some important issues into consideration. In the 

following section we will look at how Brown and Levinson addressed relevant 

related concepts such as positive and negative values, cultural and intercultural 

politeness, and politeness and transgression/impoliteness.

4.7.1. ‘Positive Face’ and ‘Negative Face’ as Conflictive Concepts.

First of all. Brown and Levinson’s theory is based on a double concept of 

Politeness, as the desire to satisfy two types of face wants: the positive and the 

negative face. However, as it has been pointed elsewhere (Fraser 1990; Watts 

1992; Meier 1995; Chodorowska-Pilch 1998), Brown and Levinson do not offer a
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clear-cut definition of the concept of politeness. They depart from the assumption

that “all competent adult members of a society have ... ‘face’ ... consisting in ...

negative face ... and positive face...”. ([1978], 1987:61). On the other hand, they

explain ([1978], 1987:61-2) that

while the content of face will differ in different cultures (what exact limits 
are to personal territories, and what the publicly relevant content of 
personality consists in), we are assuming that the mutual knowledge of 
members’ public self-image or face, and the social necessity to orient 
oneself to it in interaction, are universal.

In contrast, they also claim that cultures can be defined as positive or 

negative politeness cultures. They also describe the first group (positive 

politeness cultures) as “friendly back-slapping cultures” which includes “the 

western U.S.A., some New Guinea cultures, and the Mbuti pygmies”; and the 

second group (negative politeness cultures) as “those lands of standoffish 

creatures like the British (in the eyes of the Americans), the Japanese (in the 

eyes of the British), the Malagasy (...), and the Brahmans of India.” ([1978] 1987: 

245).

From an intercultural perspective and following the above explanations 

of negative and positive politeness, some contradictions and problems are 

imminent. First, if the notions of positive and negative face are embedded in the 

rationale of every adult competent member of a society, as these authors claim, 

then, it is difficult to see how cultures can be divided according to this two notions 

of politeness. Secondly, the description of a given culture as ‘friendly back- 

slapping’ or ‘standoffish’, seems highly biased, since connotations of 

‘positiveness’ and ‘negativeness’ are attached to them a priori, and, in fact, 

coincide with the notions of positive and negative politeness.

This second point has been outlined elsewhere. Meier (1995:345) has 

pointed out that “the application of B/L’s concepts has led to the unfortunate 

assignment of mental/moral traits to particular speech communities ... and to 

claims of ethnocentrism in assertions regarding universals.”

Scollon and Scollon (1983), for example, in order to avoid negative and
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positive connotations with the words ‘negative’ and ‘positive’, suggest the terms

‘deference’ and ‘solidarity’.

Other studies such as that of Chodorowska-Pilch (1998:11) have claimed

that “it is not always possible to clearly distinguish between strategies which

invoke ‘positive’ and ‘negative’ politeness”. In fact, comparative studies have

shown that equivalence between speech forms and polite behaviour across

cultures can not always be established, since people from different cultures have

different perceptions of the notion of politeness (Walters 1979; Janney and Arndt

1993; Meier 1995).

In this light, O. G. Nwoye (1992) has also pointed out that “the notion of

negative face and the need to avoid imposition, does not seem to apply to the

egalitarian Igbo society, in which concern for group interests rather than atomistic

individualism is the expected norm of behaviour” (1992: 310). This author

presents other evidence from parallel studies in Ethiopia, on the Japanese

language, and on Mandarin language, which suggests that the notions of

politeness and face are understood and manifested differently in different

cultures. In the above cultures, Nwoye explains (1992:312),

politeness is seen as arising from an awareness of one’s social 
obligations to the other members of the group to which one owes primary 
allegiance, while the face view epouses the notion that politeness is a 
strategy acquired and manipulated by individuals to attain specific 
objectives, goals, or intentions.

4.7.2. Cross-Cultural and Intercultural Politeness.

A second question which arises from Brown and Levinson’s Theory of 

Politeness is its applicability to intercultural settings: How does this theory work 

in situations where interactants of different cultural backgrounds put forward their 

discourse strategies to address their face wants and their interlocutors’, 

according to their own cultural notions of face and politeness? In fact. Brown 

and Levinson seem to imply that the applicability of their theory is limited in 

terms of its applicability in intercultural settings ([1978] 1987:248):
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Whatever politeness techniques have been especially conventionalized 
in a society should give rise to conventional exploitations -  implicatures 
derived from implicatures -  which would not exist in other societies 
without this particular association ... This factor probably accounts for 
much stereotypical cross-cultural misunderstanding; it represents 
perhaps the major limitation to universal intelligibilities in the politeness 
domain.

Despite all the criticism received because of their ‘individualistic’ outlook

at politeness strategies, these authors are also aware of the drawbacks of

limiting politeness to face wants, in terms of dealing with different cultures,

although they do not go beyond the notion of specific ‘wants’, in their statement;

“...cultures may differ in the degree to which wants other than face wants (such as

the want for efficiency, or for the expression of power) are allowed to supersede

face wants” ([1978] 1987:249).

Their theory partially solves this problem by accounting for these

normative cultural differences introducing them in their variable ‘Rx’, or ‘ranking

of imposition’, for every culture; but does not account for situations where two

different cultures interact with their own respective values for ‘Rx’. On the other

hand, Brown and Levinson make clear that their model is to be applied cross-

culturally, that is, culture by culture, and that by doing so, differences between

politeness strategies in different cultures will be brought to light and. as a result,

stereotypical misunderstanding of other cultures will, as it where, be explained in

the light of this theory:

We hope to be able to use our model of the universals in linguistic 
politeness to characterize the cross-cultural differences in ethos, the 
general tone of social interaction in different societies. This framework 
puts into perspective the ways in which societies are nof the same 
interactionally, and the innumerable possibilities for cross-cultural 
misunderstanding that arise.” ([1978] 1987:253)

However, this reasoning does not envisage a solution for what seems to 

be the main issue. That is, although their theory, according to their claims, has 

the capacity to clarify different politeness needs or ‘ethos’ in different societies, it 

does not reach a converging point where these different needs can meet and
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work towards a frame of intercultural understanding. As Coupland et al. (1988;

257) have argued in their comparative review of Brown and Levinson (1978),

and the revised edition (1987) :

Just as Hymes (1986) and others have convincingly argued that the 
cultural framing of the politeness model is inappropriate and blinkering to 
ethnographic understanding, so we would argue that the model’s 
consideration of more microcontextual dimensions underrepresents the 
complex social processes that define and are defined by communicative 
interaction ... We have seen how their own reappraised analysis 
suggests that power and interpersonal distance are at best complex 
variables. But, arguably, they are simply not to be seen as independent 
variables feeding probabilities into a speech-output generating 
mechanism, but rather as relations negotiated in interaction, against a 
multiply layered backcloth of identities, beliefs, onentations, intents, and 
evaluations.

Meier (1995) has further reviewed B/L’s concepts in view of an 

intercultural approach, and pointed out that “Norms for appropriate behavior will 

certainly vary across cultures as will the underlying value and belief systems 

which, arising from an interplay of factors (e.g. political, social, historical), inform 

these norms” (1995:352).

4.7.3. Politeness vs. Impoliteness.

As mentioned above. Brown and Levinson deal with the subject of insult

describing it as a face threatening act (FTA) which shows that the speaker (S)

has a negative evaluation of some aspects of the addressee's (H) positive face

([1978] 1987:66). Their treatment of insult is limited to the mention of a few

strategies such as understatement, metaphor, ambiguity, irony, and verbal

games, which they describe only briefly!. But their description ([1978] 1987:247)

of this impolite verbal behaviour denotes certain preoccupation with the subject:

Other variations of Rx assessment that have fairly dramatic results on 
language usage are those concerning the definition of what we may call 
‘jousting arenas’ -topics or verbal games in which risk to participants’ 
face is greatly lessened. New York Blacks have their ritual insults (...).

I see Brown and Levinson ([1978] 1987: 222-230) for a description of verbal abuse as 'reversed 
metaphorical substitution’; use of bald-on-record insults as assertion of intimacy, in ritualized insults; insult 
as extreme politeness or extreme deference; etc)
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In fact, in their explanation of understatement as one of their ‘off record’

strategies, they establish a relationship between contextuality and values

([1978]1987:218);

Note that the necessity for background knowledge in order to interpret 
such informationally inadequate utterances means that, if they are 
contextually marked and therefore on record, they are essentially 
positive-politeness devices, stressing shared knowledge and/or shared 
values.

Again, Brown and Levinson do not pursue the subject of background

knowledge but they limit its function as if it where embedded in their mono-

culturally understood notion of ranking of imposition ‘Rx’. We want to take their

theory and their intuitions on the above underaddressed subjects a step further.

This is, we will look in detail at this subjects of background knowledge, the

relationship between contextuality and values, and, especially, at variations of

‘Rx’ assessment for Insulting expressions. Their quotation ([1978] 1987:242) of

Goodenough’s views on this matter offer an opening in this direction2:

Methods that allow us objectively to measure such things as anger, 
insult, flattery, and the gravity of offenses... such methods, I submit, are 
not exercises in sterile formalism. They promise to be powerful analytical 
tools. They encourage me to great optimism about the possibility of 
developing considerable precision in the science of social behavior.

Our approach to the theory of politeness takes an inverted outlook 

towards impolite linguistic behavior. The aim is to expand the existing theory to 

include two interrelated neglected points which we consider to be of extreme 

importance in the study of discourse in intercultural settings. The focus is on 

impolite behaviour, i.e., insult. The two issues that we want to discuss are, on the 

one hand, the importance of ‘context of interaction’, and secondly, the major role 

that ‘values’ and beliefs have on the understanding of insult exchanges. My 

claim is that, without an understanding of what makes an expression ‘impolite’ in 

discourse, the field of discourse in intercultural interaction is incomplete and that.

2 Goodenough (1969:327)
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in order to reach an understanding of how impoliteness comes to be perceived 

as such, we need to integrate the notions of ‘context’ and of ‘value’ into an 

equation which is able to account for situations where politeness strategies fail to 

be recognized as such, thus resulting in impoliteness judgments in both, 

intracultural and intercultural settings.

4.8. Polite Misunderstandings: Investigating the Theory of 

Politeness from an Insult Perspective.

As we have discussed above (Section 4.5.), Brown and Levinson 

propose the following formulation for the estimation of risk of face loss, that is, the 

Weightiness (W) of a Face Threatening Act or Imposition (FTA), based on the 

calculation of Distance between Speaker and Hearer (D(S,H)); the Power of 

Speaker/Hearer over the other (P(S,H)); and the Rank of Imposition of the 

speech act (R);

Wx = D(S,H) + P(H,S) + Rx 

Brown and Levinson go on to explain their model on the basis of three 

different assumptions:

FIRST ASSUMPTION: “the way in which the seriousness of a particular 
FTA is weighed seems to be neutral as to whether it is S’s or H’s face that 
is threatened...” ([1978] 1987:76).

SECOND ASSUMPTION: “Our formula assumes that the function that

assigns a value to Wx on the basis of the three social parameters does 
so on a simple summative basis. Such an assumption seems to work 
surprisingly well, but we allow that in fact some more complex 
composition of values may be involved.^ In any case, the function must 
capture the fact that all three dimensions P, D, and R contribute to the 
seriousness of an FTA, and thus to a determination of the level of 
politeness with which, other things being equal, an FTA will be 
communicated” ([1978]1987:76).
THIRD ASSUMPTION: “We shall assume that situational factors enter 
into the values for P, D, and R, so that the values assessed hold only for 

3 My Italics for emphasis
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S and H in a particular context, and for a particular FTA” ([1978]1987:79).

Some questions arise from the above assumptions presented by Brown 

and Levinson. In the first assumption, the ‘neutrality’ of this weighting system is a 

difficult notion to grasp, especially when Brown an Levinson built a model of 

‘strategies’ resulting from what seem to be very specific measures of negative 

and positive face threats concerning the Speaker and the Addressee. On the 

other hand, perhaps these assertions could be interpreted as meaning that the 

formula for the calculation of the Weightiness of an FTA is neutral to S and H. 

Then a question arises about the basic functioning of a speech act. As we have 

seen above (Section 4.2.), a speech act is an action performed by, and affecting, 

at least, a subject ‘actor’ and an object ‘receiver’ or, in Brown and Levinson’s 

terms, a subject Speaker (S) and an object Addressee (H) . Departing from this 

basic notion on the functioning of an act, it is difficult to see how the calculation of 

the Weightiness of an FTA can be neutral and, at the same time, be negotiated 

between both subject and object, if we do not take into account the role of both 

interactants in the mechanism of the realization of a speech act.

A second problem arises from the second assumption, with the point that, 

as Brown and Levinson put it, “more complex composition of values maybe 

involved.”] as well as with the unclear statement "other things being equal “ .

Our question here is. Are there other ‘values’ or parameters to take into account? 

Which ‘other things’ are Brown and Levinson referring to? Which are the two 

poles of the equality equation to which they are referring? Brown and Levinson 

seem to have considered these points as not deserving of a more detailed 

explanation.

Finally, if the variables P. D, and R hold only for S and H in a particular 

context, why not bring this obviously crucial variable or parameter of context (C) 

into the equation?

Let’s look back at the variables of the function that Brown and Levinson 

propose for the calculation of the Weightiness of an FTA, from a speech act
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perspective;

Wx = D (S.H) + P (H.S) + Rx

The first question that a speech act requires is; WHO does this 

calculation? In other words, Who is the subject and who is the object of the act ? 

Is the calculation the same at either end of the act, as per ‘actor’ or speaker (S), 

and ‘receiver’ or addressee (H) ?

If we take the notion presented above of ‘neutrality’, as defined by Brown 

and Levinson, it seems that the negotiation of the speech act would proceed in 

exactly the same terms for both, the speaker and the addressee; that is, the 

calculation of the weightiness of the FT A by the speaker would be exactly the 

same as the calculation of the weightiness of the FT A by the addressee, which, in 

turn could be represented as follows;

Ws = Wh

(where S and H have been replaced by lower case letters in order to simplify our 

discussion)^; and, therefore;

D (S,H)s + P (H,S)s + Rs = D (S,H)h + P (H,S)h + Rh

However, many examples in real life come to mind in which polite 

intentions might misfire. As Austin has stated, an utterance or Speech Act, may 

represent an intention on the part of the speaker, but may result in an unintended 

effect or ‘sequel’ as understood by the addressee. It is not uncommon that, as 

interacting subjects, we may find ourselves in a position where an intended 

polite act results in the other interactant’s defensive response. Also, it is not 

unheard off that we might be offended by what another person has intended as a 

complimentary action. The following examples are interactional exchanges 

which have been construed by the researcher.

These examples have been chosen because of their ‘everyday’

4 From now on I use lower case letters to represent different speakers (s, a, m, x), and different 
addressees (h, b, n,y)
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applicability to other instances of misunderstanding that the reader might have 

observed. In order to apply Brown and Levinson’s model, the interactions have 

been defined as exchanges between two fnends of the same gender, age, 

background, and class, in order to maintain ‘neutrality’ between both interactants 

in terms of Distance, Power, Context and Ranking of imposition.

The first interaction takes place in a college reunion celebrating the 20th 

anniversary since graduation. Two old ‘college buddies’ EXCHANGE  

GREETINGS. The second interaction is a POLITE REQUEST for a cup of coffee 

from a friend to a friend in a work environment. The third interaction is a JOKING 

COMMENT passed by a young male to his mate.

Example 1:

Two old college buddies, A and B, meet at a reunion dinner to celebrate 

the 20th anniversary of their graduation. They are both in their early forties and 

have not seen each other for those twenty years, but they used to be best ‘pals’ 

in college. They approach each other with a big smile and A, who is unsure of 

the level of familiarity he should use after all these years, greets B with a semi- 

formal utterance in order to be polite and not to impose; “PLEASED TO SEE

YOU AGAIN". B thinks A is distancing himself from their old friendly relationship

and takes offense.

In terms of Brown and Levinson’s model, and taking into consideration 

both, the speaker and the addressee’s FTA weightiness calculation, this 

interaction can be represented as follows for every one of the interactants:

Wa = Da + Pa + Ra 

Wb = Db + Pb + Rb

where the respective calculations of the value of the different variables D, P, and 

R are as follows;

Pa=Pb ; given that they are good old college friends;

Ra=Rb ; given that the greeting is a conventional polite expression 

Da^Db; given that interactant A chooses to increase the variable of
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Distance as a cautious precaution, and B, in turn, 

interprets tiiis distancing as an offensive, standoffish move

The calculation of W by each of the interactants results in 

Da + Pa + Ra ^  Db + Pb + Rb 

where P and R being equal, cancel each other, leaving 

Da *  Db,

and therefore

Wa ^  Wb

Example 2:

Two close friends, M and N who have known each other for many years, 

work in the same firm. They hold very similar positions in the firm but M is after 

getting promoted. His promotion has been announced and N knows about it. 

They usually have a cup of coffee together during the morning break, and M 

usually asks N to pass him his cup of coffee since N is sitting close to the coffee 

machine.

However, this time, M calculates that the request may be taken as an 

abuse of power and decides not to do the FTA at all. N interprets this as M 

marking his new power status and takes offense.

Once more, we can represent this interaction between M and N in terms 

of Brown and Levinson’s model, for every one of the interactants:

Wm = Dm + Pm + Rm 

Wn = Dn + Pn + Rn

where the respective calculations of the value of the different variables D, P, and 

R are as follows:

Dm= Dn: given that they are close friends

Rm=Rn: given that the utterance is an established accepted request 

between both interactants 

Pm^^Pn: given that interactant M chooses not to do the FTA in order
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not to offend his partner, and N misinterprets this as a 

change in their relationship imposed by IVI.

The calculation of W  by each of the interactants will result in 

Ds + Ps + Rs ^ Dh + Ph + Rh 

where D and R being equal, cancel each other, leaving 

Ps *  Ph,

and therefore

Ws *  Wh

Example 3:

Two good friends in their early thirties, X and Y, are talking about the 

recent wedding of Y. In a joking manner, X pretends to put Y under pressure and 

tells him; W ILL YOU HURRY UP AND HAVE KIDS?!!!

In response to his friend’s comment, Y gets very offended. He has just 

found out that his biological condition will not allow him to have children.

Once more, we can represent this interaction between M and N in terms 

of Brown and Levinson’s model, for every one of the interactants:

W x = Dx + Px + Rx 

W y = Dy + Py + Ry

where the respective calculations of the value of the different variables D, P, and 

R are as follows;

Dx= Dy; given that they are close friends

Px= Dy; given that they maintain an informal relationship as mates

Rx=Ry; given that the utterance is an established way of joking

known by both interactants.

However, in this case, the calculation of the weightiness of the FTA by 

each of the interactants is obviously not the same. W here does the inequality lie? 

At this point it would seem useful to make some changes in the original
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equation. It seems reasonable to us to suggest that, on the one hand, although 

the ranking of imposition (R) of an utterance such as ‘Will you hurry up and have 

kids?!’ is an established cultural joke between friends, the context in which this 

ranking of imposition is evaluated differs for each of the interactants. That is, this 

joke can have very different effects ‘put in the context of’ peer pressure or ‘put in 

the context of’ fertility problems.

4.9. The Importance of ‘Context’.

The importance of ‘context’ as seen by Brown and Levinson, has been 

underlined above. As Saville-Troike expresses, Dell Hymes’s ethnographic 

approach to communication and culture had long before pointed out that, in 

order to communicate appropriately, a speaker needs to know the linguistic and 

sociolinguistic rules for communication, the shared rules for interaction and, also, 

the cultural rules and knowledge that are the basis for the context and content of 

communicative events and interaction processes ([1982] 1989:2-3).

Saville-Troike, based on the work of Hymes (1967; 1972) and Friedrich 

(1972) , explains that there are eleven relevant components to take into account 

in the analysis of a communicative event ([1982] 1989); 138) ;

1. genre or type of event
2. topic or referential focus
3. purpose or function
4. setting (temporal, spatial, physical aspects of situation)
5. key (emotional tone; serious, sarcastic, jocular, etc.)
6. participants
7. message form
8. message content
9. act sequence
10. rules for interaction
11. norms of interpretation

This author explains that “the first four components, that is, ‘genre or type 

of event’, ‘topic or refencial focus’, ‘purpose or function’ and ‘setting’, comprise
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the scene, or extrapersonal context of the event”. She further points out that “of 

these, only setting may be directly observed, although even for this component 

researchers might not notice an aspect of the setting which is not salient in their 

own culture” ([1982]1989); 139). And adds that, “Other components of the scene 

are not directly observable. The genre, or type of event, should be categorized 

according to indigenous perceptions and diversions“ ([1982]1989);141).

Saville-Troike suggests a series of background questions (pp. 140, 141) 

with regards to scene or context, including genre and purpose, of which we have 

listed the most relevant ones to our study of insult;

What kind of communicative event is it?
What is it about?
Why is it happening?
Where and when does it occur?
What does the setting look like?
What is considered sacred and what secular?
What beliefs and practices are associated with natural

phenomena, and who or what is responsible for these 
phenomena?

Are particular behavioural prescriptions or taboos associated with 
natural phenomena?

What range of behaviours is considered ‘work’ and what ‘play’?

In summary, the different answers to these and other plausible questions 

given by each of the participants that participate of the interactions in question, -  

in our case, in the exchange of an joking expression of the type ’Will you hurry up 

and have kids?’ -  will constitute the evaluation of ‘context’ or, as Saville-Troike 

describes it, the ‘scene’ of the communicative event.

Saville-Troike’s emphasizes the importance of looking at the 

relationships held between components, rather than looking at their individual 

role in the communicative event. This is, the interpretation of an utterance will 

depend on the relationship between what is said, how it is said, by whom, where, 

when, and why.

Following Saville-Troike’s classification of the components that constitute 

the context or scene of a communicative event, we will define ‘context’ as ;

The total sum of cues withdrawn from the type of event,
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the reference, the purpose, and the temporal, spatial and 

physical settings, and their mutual relationships.

In terms of Brown and Levinson, we could say that their account of a face 

threatening act is composed of R (ranking of imposition defined by key, message 

form, and message content); D and P (distance and power relations between 

participants); and C (context or scene). All these components will interrelate in a 

given communicative act exchange, according to the different rules of interaction 

and norms of interpretation held by the interactants.

Now, following our third example of miscalculation of the FTA, we can 

proceed to our claim that, if we want to take into account the importance of 

context (C) in any calculation of the weightiness (W) of an FTA, then the following 

equation results from adding into the model the variable of ‘context’ (C)

W = D + P + C+R

The calculation of W by each of the interactants in our third example would then 

result in

Dx + Px + Rx + Cx ^  Dy + Py + Ry + Cy 

where D, P, and R being equal, cancel each other leaving 

Cx 5t Cy,

and therefore

Ws *  Wh

The particular situational characteristics in which these polite acts of 

‘greeting’, ‘not requesting’, and ‘commenting’, have been understood by each of 

the participants in the interaction are thus related to their individual evaluations 

of the variables of Distance, Power, and Context, all of which seem to have -  as 

we have illustrated in the last example -  an important role in the calculation of 

ranking of imposition (R) of the act performed.

At this stage of our study we want to suggest that, in order to account for 

certain interpretations of polite misunderstanding, or impoliteness, in intracultural 

exchanges, where the calculations of ranking of imposition (R) misfire, a further 

adaptation of Brown and Levinson’s politeness model is needed. Our examples
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point out the fact that, even in situations where close friends with shared 

backgrounds interact, politeness, as intended by one of the interactants, can be 

interpreted as impoliteness by the other interactant. This calls for a review of the 

variables that should be taken into account in the calculation of weightiness of an 

FTA. Our hypothesis puts fonward the following idea;

The perception of impoliteness is the resuit of different 

calculations of the weightiness of an act in a given 

context or situation by two interactants. These 

calculations are based on their own respective 

evaluations of distance, power, as well as contextual 

knowledge, for that particular situation, which, in turn, 

influence their own individual assessment of ranldng of 

imposition of the act performed.

It is to this last variable of Ranking of Imposition that we turn in the 

section below.

4.9.1. Ranking of Imposition: Rx

What is exactly Ranking of Imposition (R)x? Brown and Levinson

describe this variable as follows {[1978] 1987:77);

R is a culturally and situationally defined ranking of impositions by the 
degree to which they are considered to interfere with an agent’s wants 
of self-determination or of approval (his negative- and positive-face 
wants). In general there are probably two such scales or ranks that are 
emically identifiable for negative-face FTAs; a ranking of impositions in 
proportion to the expenditure (a) of services (including the provision of 
time) and (b) of goods (including non-material goods like information, as 
well as the expression of regard and other face payments). These intra- 
culturally defined costings of imposition on an individual’s preserve are 
in general constant only in their rank order from one situation to another. 
However, even the rank order is subject to a set of operations that 
shuffles the impositions according to whether actors have specific rights 
or obligations to perform the act, whether they have specific reasons 
(ritual or physical) for not performing them, and whether actors are
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known to actually enjoy being imposed upon in some way.

This description is annotated as follows;

Note 20: Gillian Sankoff points out (personal comm.) that assessments 
like this (whether an actor is known to enjoy being imposed upon) raise 
a very complex problem, that of assessing the status of ‘mutual 
knowledge’ in a given interaction. How do we know what is mutually 
known, and how do we know we know? While recognizing the difficulties 
with this notion, we consider that it is one with which a theory of 
interaction will have to come to grips. ([1978] 1987:287).

Let’s look in detail to the ‘things’ that define, according to Brown and 

Levinson, what is the ranking of imposition R:

First of all, R is defined by ‘culture’ and ‘situation’ (“culturally and 

situationally defined”) which in turn, determine the costing of ‘services and 

‘goods’ which vary in rank, according to ‘specific rights or obligations’ to perform 

the act, and also, according to ‘reasons’, not to perform the act.

In the above examples of intracultural interactions, we have seen how 

the interactants’ (S and H) evaluation of variables of Distance, Power, and 

Context have determined the degree to which the act performed has resulted in 

misunderstanding of the imposition and thus, interpreted as impoliteness. In fact, 

it becomes clear from our third example that, although the ranking of imposition 

(R) of a comment such as ‘WILL YOU HURRY UP AND HAVE KIDS’ is, in a 

Western society, a quasi-conventional expression typical of ‘peer-pressure’ 

jokes, and both interactants share the same cultural background, the contextual 

perspective for both interactants is not the same.

From this example, and taking into account the different complexities that 

inform the variable of R described by Brown and Levinson (situation, costing of 

services and goods, rights and obligations, and reasons), we suggest that the 

variable R (Ranking of Imposition) can not be accounted for as an independent 

vanable which adds to the equation for the calculation of W, but rather, as a 

DEPENDENT variable. In fact, we see the intrinsic complexities of this variable 

as being directly related to the individual's evaluation of the other variables of
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Distance. Power, and Context. Tiie way in wiiicii this relation can be represented 

is reflected in the following adapted equation;

W = (P +D +C) • R

where P, D, and C, are not independent of R, but have a direct combined 

influence on this variable. This has been represented as a ‘product’ function, 

which, to us, seems more accurately representative of the mutual 

interrelationships of these parameters in interactional exchanges, rather than a 

‘simple summative function’.

4.9.2. Speaker’s Evaluations (Es) vs. Addressee’s Evaluations (Eh) 

of D, P, and C.

Now, we can address once more the issue of interactional exchanges 

where, given the different calculations by the individual interactants, for what 

refers to the weightiness of an FT A done by means of a given polite act 

(expression, gesture, silence, etc., etc.), as seen by the ‘actor’ or speaker (s), the

act is misinterpreted by the ‘receiver’ or ‘addressee’ (h) and understood by this

addressee as impolite or offensive. Thus, in order to account for impoliteness 

perceptions resulting from interactions, in situations where polite strategies were 

intended, Brown and Levinson’s calculation of the Weightiness (W) of an FTA as 

the sum of the variables of Distance (D) and Power (P) between the speaker (S) 

and the listener (H), and Ranking of imposition (R) of the utterance, has to be 

adapted to a formula that integrates both interactant’s perceptions of the 

weightiness of the act in question.

The adapted model that we are proposing would be along the lines of 

the following equation;

Ws = Es (D + P + C) • R

Wh = Eh (D + P + C) R

where, given different EVALUATIONS (E) of distance, power, and context, by
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speaker (s) and addressee (h). the different appreciations of the ranking of 

imposition (R) of a polite act would result in different calculations of the 

weightiness (W) of such act by speaker and addressee

Es (D + P + C) ■ R ^ Eh (D + P + C) • R 

Ws ^ Wh

What is essentially different, is the evaluations (Es, Eh) given by each 

interactant to each of the variables D, P, and C, which, by association, influence 

the appreciations of R. Thus the ‘evaluation’ (E) by each of the interactants will 

be determined by a series of features which include -  but are not restricted to -  

each of the interactant’s previous schemes of reference, in terms of exchange 

relationships; their own perception of the interacting situation -  physical, spatial, 

and/or temporal; their own emotional state at the time of the interaction; their own 

interpretations of channel, in terms of prosodic, proxemic and paralinguistic 

features; and, in summary, what they make of the communicative event from an 

individual’s point of view, rather than from an idealized objective measuring of 

distance, power, and context.

This relation can also be reorganized in the following manner so that the 

role of Evaluation (E), as assigned by each interactant (Es, Eh), with respect to 

the ranking of imposition (R), is clearly emphasized;

R • Es (D + P + C) ^ R ■ Eh (D + P + C)

4.10. Summary

Following from a Speech Act Theory perspective, this first part of Chapter 

Four has addressed the subject of insult in discourse and reviewed previous 

approaches in this field of study. 1 have argued the importance of looking at the 

interrelationship between Brown and Levinson’s parameters for the measuring of 

the weightiness of an FTA, and the parameter of context (C), as well as the 

assessments or evaluations of these parameters by each of the interactants. I
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have suggested that this interrelationship, rather than being represented as a 

simple summative function, as Brown and Levinson propose, would benefit from 

a product equation which allows for every factor to be influential of every other. 

To explain situations where the speaker and the listener have different 

interpretations of a speech act, such as when polite expressions are understood 

as impolite intentions, the theory of politeness could benefit from looking at each 

of the interactant’s evaluation (E) of the speech act, in terms of the meanings that 

he/she attaches to the parameters of distance (D) and power (P), for a particular 

context (C), in which he/she finds him/herself.
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CHAPTER FOUR 

PART TWO

Impoliteness In Intercultural Communication:

A Theory of Insult

4.11. Insults as Cultural Value-Loaded Devices.

In the first part of this chapter (CH 4, Sec. 4.8), our examples have 

illustrated that a speech act, intended as a polite expression, can misfire and be 

understood as impolite, even when this speech act takes place in an intra- 

cultural setting, among two people sharing the same background knowledge. We 

have suggested that different interpretations of the weightiness of a face 

threatening act (FTA), between speaker and addressee, are the result of their 

different evaluations of the importance of social and contextual variables which 

inform of the politeness or offensiveness measure of the speech act in question. 

This part of the chapter addresses the subject of insult from a Brown and 

Levinson’s theory perspective, following our proposed modified model for 

interactional politeness.

Previously, in Chapter One, a relationship was pointed out between 

linguistic taboo forms and cultural values, where forbidden words and 

expressions represent forbidden people, things, places (Frazer 1890), as well as 

forms of conduct. That is, taboos are related to the concept of transgression as 

“the passing from inside outside the individual’s rights or competence” (Van 

Gennep 1909; In Steiner 1956)1. Transgression has been approached from 

metaphysical (Malinowski 1926 ), psychological (Freud 1905), sociological 

(Radcliffe-Brown 1939), and cultural (Trudgill 1974; Douglas 1975; Andersson

1 The close relationship between Van Gennep’s concept and Brown and Levinson’s concept of 
face is remarkable.

110



and Trudgill 1990) points of view, and a relationship has been claimed between 

religious, psychological, social, and cultural pressures, and the maintenance of 

social structures and cultural values by means of taboo. Attention has been also 

drawn to the fact that taboos are culture-specific (Saville-Troike [1982]1989), that 

is, they are related to a system of assumptions (Douglas 1975) reflecting different 

cultural rules.

The importance of context as a determinant of linguistic behaviour and its

restriction has been emphasized by many authors (Hymes 1972; Douglas 1975;

Saville-Troike [1982]1989; Andersson and Trudgill 1990; Jay 1992). However,

Mary Douglas (1975) has drawn attention to the fact that taboo is not merely

represented in words, people, things, intentions, and relationships, but rather in

the relationships of their values in a given context.

Chapter Two pointed out the universal understanding of insults as

expressions which “carry the strongest implications of contempt which the

symbolism of the culture is capable of concentrating into a word or phrase"

(Douglas 1975; 12). In other words, insults can be defined as indicators of the

values held by a particular culture, in terms of what is understood to be socially

acceptable behaviour in a given context.

From a Speech Act Theory perspective, context and values were

accounted for by Austin ([1961,1970]1979. 237-38) within the terms of

‘convention’ and ‘circumstances’:

The first rule [for the success of a  performative utterance] is, then, that the 
convention invoked must exist and be accepted. And the second rule, 
also a  very obvious one, is that circumstances in which we purport to 
invoke this procedure must be appropriate for its invocation. If this is not 
observed, then the act we purport to perform would not come off -  it will 
be, one might say, a misfire.

The possibilities of a  speech act misfiring in an intra-cultural setting, 

however small -  since these settings would normally allow a straightforward 

interpretation of the meaning of a polite expression in an exchange between two 

people of the sam e cultural background -  can be increased if the speech act in
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question is an insulting expression. This is due to the fact that the cultural values

represented in a given expression might not be shared equally by the

interactants’ cultures or subcultures.

On the other hand, the exchange of insulting expressions can have very

unexpected effects in an exchange between two people of different cultural

backgrounds. As Malcolm Coulthard ([1977] 1985:42) has emphasized:

All genres have contexts or situations to which they are fitted and in 
which they are typically found ... The cultural implications of an 
inappropriate use of a particular genre ... may of course differ; in one 
culture the result may be laughter, in another death.

4.12. Integrating the Notion of ‘Cultural Values’ in the Theory of 

Insult.

As I have claimed in the previous section of this chapter, in order to 

account for impoliteness perceptions in intra-cultural exchanges, where 

politeness is intended, Brown and Levinson’s calculation of the Weightiness (W) 

of an FT A as the sum of the variables of Distance (D) and Power (P) between the 

speaker (S) and the listener (H), and Ranking of imposition (R) of the utterance, 

needs to be adapted into a formula that integrates both interactants’ perceptions 

of weightiness of the linguistic act in question in a specific situation.

Thus the model for impoliteness that 1 suggested for interactional 

situations, as an extended version of Brown and Levinson’s model, should take 

into account:

-  the weightiness of the FTA as calculated by the speaker: (W)s 

and -  the weightiness of the FTA as understood by the addressee: (W)h,

(W)s = (W)h 

But, as I have argued above, this would mean that the respective 

calculations of Ws and Wh should be also equal in terms of R, P, and D, thus the 

formula would look as follows:

Ds + Ps + R = Dh + Ph + R
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1 have also pointed out the fact that this model does not allow for 

situations in which an utterance is misunderstood and taken as impolite or 

offensive. It does not account for mismatches between intention of the speaker 

and effect on the addressee, or what Austin described as ‘object’ and ‘sequel’, 

discussed in Chapter Four, Part One.

The model suggested in order to account for these mismatches should 

then include, on the one hand, the variable of context (C), as discussed in the 

first part of this chapter and, on the other, the variable of individual evaluation (E) 

of each of the interactants, based on their background knowledge. This model 

should also be able to represent the interrelationship and mutual influences 

between all the variables that inform the weightiness of an FT A, for each of the 

interactants (h, s):

Ws = R.Es(D+P+C) ;

Wh = R.Eh (D+P+C)

Insulting expressions in discourse demand a review of this model. Given 

that insults are ‘cultural value-loaded lexical devices’, understanding or 

misunderstanding of connotative meanings will play an important role in intra- 

cultural and, especially, in intercultural exchanges among native and non-native 

speakers of a language. My hypothesis puts fonward the following idea:

The misunderstanding of an insult, intended or 

unintended, will result from different assessments of the 

weightiness of the expression from each of the 

interactants’ own cultural values’ perspective, which in 

turn, will influence the assessment of socio-contextual 

variables.

The new parameter ‘Cultural Value’ (Vc) has been included in the model 

of politeness to account for misunderstanding and impoliteness in intercultural 

interaction, and should not be understood in this study as a variable restricted
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or limited to a set of possibilities or strategies, but rather as representative of 

cultural variation and, with it, the way in which interactants with different cultural 

and linguistic backgrounds, may interpret or evaluate an utterance in a given 

interaction, according to their knowledge of the world, including motives and 

intentions, as well as the understanding of processes from means to ends. In the 

case of insult, the lexical item employed will be denotatively and / or 

connotatively understood, according to this cultural knowledge. The variable of 

‘cultural values’ (Vc), as we have included it in the model, does not only have an 

effect on the ranking of imposition of the linguistic expression, but on the entire 

body of the formula, thus, influencing every one of its parts. In order to achieve

this effect, our formula has been modified into a product function ( • )  which

modifies the equation;

W = Vc E (D + P + C) ■ R

With this model, the importance of judgments based on of cultural values 

is represented as influencing, not only the understanding of the linguistic 

expression in all its forms (including paralinguistic and kinesic features), but also 

the understanding of distance between interactants, of power of the interactants , 

and of context in which the interactional exchange takes place. In sum, what we 

are proposing here is that it is possible to look at linguistic interactional 

exchanges from a combined relativistic and universal perspective. Insult, we 

claim, is a potential universal feature in linguistic interaction, which has to be 

looked at from a cultural relativity perspective in order to understand the depth of 

its meaning, and its effect in communication. With our claim for the need to take 

into account a new variable (Vc), the aim is to make room for cultural awareness 

and diversity, as universal features in language, rather than to restrict the model 

of communication to an equation of clear cut and biased variables.

In other words, given a situation where two interactants (s, h) belonging 

to two different cultures or subcultures interact, the FTA(W) resulting of choosing 

an insult (R) might be interpreted differently by the addressee than what it was
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intended by the speaker, due to the different cultural values (Vc) that inform the 

connotative meaning conveyed in an insult and, also, due to the different 

interpretation or evaluation (E) of the socio-contextual cues by the respective 

interactants, resulting from cultural and individual knowledge. We can represent 

this as follows;

Vci . R . Es (D+P+C) *  VC2 . R . Eh (D+P+C)

In this equation, then, each of the parameters is defined as follows.

Vc The values held in the speaker’s and addressee’s cultures (ci. C2). 

This variable informs both the connotative meaning of an insult (R), 

and the evaluation (E) of socio-contextual cues (D, P, C) in a given 

situation

R The ranking of imposition of the insulting expression.

E The interactant’s individual evaluation of the socio-contextual

situation

D Social parameter of distance-relationship between interactants

P Social parameter of power-relationship between interactants

C Contextual information of the interaction (extrapersonal context of

event or ‘scene’)

4.13. Interactants’ Evaluations (E) and Cultural Values (Vc):

Important Points for Consideration.

Up to this point in our study we have suggested that, in order to account 

for the misunderstanding of an utterance, especially in the case of insulting 

expressions, Brown and Levinson’s theory of politeness can be redefined as a 

theory of insult by taking into account three new parameters in the equation. First 

of all, it is necessary to take account of the ‘contextual’ information (C) or ‘scene’ 

provided by the specific situation along with the social parameters of distance (D) 

and power (P). Secondly, the equation must reflect each of the interactants’ 

evaluation (E) of these parameters as they understand them through their
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background knowledge. And, finally, the equation must also allow for the 

possibility of different cultural values (Vc) reflected in the linguistic expression 

being exchanged, as understood from each of the interactant’s cultural 

perspective.

Thus, while the parameter of ‘interactant’s evaluation’ (E) accounts for 

individual differences in the way of understanding an utterance, stemming from 

different information provided by background knowledge, perceptions, state of 

mind, previous schemes of reference, and, in general, information at an 

individual ‘micro-level’, the parameter of ‘cultural values’ (Vc) accounts for 

different cultural interpretations of a given expression by interactants of different 

cultures or subcultures, based on the values reflected in this expression at a 

cultural ‘macro-level’.

At this point, a parenthesis need to be made in order to consider the 

importance of factors such as individual choice, individual differences and 

personal behaviour, as well as factors of cooperation. Barna (1994:340) makes 

reference to Margaret Mead’s suggestions that what is needed is “sensitizing 

persons to the kinds of things that need to be taken into account instead of 

developing behaviour and attitude stereotypes”.

While, on the one hand, lack of respect for differences in personal choice 

within a given community is condemned as an inflexible and egocentric attitude, 

on the other hand, negative judgments seem too often to spring from biased 

observations of different ways of doing things by members of other cultures, 

including ways of communicating. While a person who does not totally behave in 

expected ways in his/her own community is said to have his/her ‘idiosyncrasies’, 

a foreign person who does not totally behave as his/her host community expects 

is often condemned as suspiciously ‘different’. Perceptions of difference result in 

general conclusions about all the members of that foreign culture, without 

providing any space for personal and individual difference in choice and 

perception.

However, it is also possible that a degree of cooperation occurs between
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the interactants, to the point that the evaluation of a given expression by the 

addresee might take into consideration possible cultural and/ or individual 

differences of the addresser, in terms of polite and impolite behaviour. It also 

holds true, however, that these considerations will not be totally free from the 

influence of values, cultural or individual, of the addresee. That is, the extent to 

which an impolite expression might be accepted or unnaccepted from a person 

of another culture will probably depend on the addressee’s own expectations 

and beliefs based on his/her extended or reduced experiences in the world.

In summary, in order to account for the interpretation and 

misinterpretation of an utterance or expression, in terms of its polite or impolite 

intention, a model of politeness and, more so, a model of impoliteness, needs to 

look at both, the speaker and the addressee’s micro and macro levels of 

reference -  in terms of individual and cultural knowledge -  which contribute to 

the evaluations of social (D, P), contextual (C), and impositional (R) cues.

4.14. Impoliteness in Intercultural Communication: a Theory of 

Insult.

Given that insults are, as we discussed in Ch 2, ‘cultural value-loaded 

lexical devices’, the understanding or misunderstanding of connotative and 

denotative meanings will play an important role in intercultural exchanges 

among native and non-native speakers of a language.

In this section I will investigate how our potential modified model of 

politeness proposed above could be applied to intercultural situations, where 

interactants of different cultural backgrounds interact and negotiate the 

understanding of polite or insulting expressions, according to the values 

assigned to social and contextual variables as they perceive them, from their 

own cultural perspectives.

The hypothesis that I want to put forward is that, when two interactants 

belonging to two different cultures (with different native languages) interact in
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one of the languages, the FTA(W) resulting from choosing a certain strategy (R), 

might be interpreted differently than what it was expected by the speaker, that is, 

in the same way that a polite intention can result in offense, an intended insult 

might also be interpreted as non-offensive.

This, I suggest, is due to the different cultural values, or connotative 

meanings, conveyed in a linguistic expression by the two languages and, also, 

due to interactants’ different cultural interpretations of social and contextual cues.

4.15. Insult in Intercultural Communication: Research Background.

Following the work of Erving Goffman (1967) about the ritual

organization of social encounters, extensive cross cultural and intercultural

research has been carried out on politeness strategies by Brown and Levinson

1978, Lakoff 1973 a, 1974 a. 1977 b. Goody 1978, Walters 1979, 1981, Baroni

and D’Urso 1984, Blum-Kulka 1984, 1987, 1989, Sifianou 1992, to mention but

a few2. However, verbal abuse, on the other hand, has been given little attention

from a pragmatic point of view (Gregersen 1994), especially in studies of

intercultural communication.

The need for a pragmatic approach to insult, in intercultural

communication, has been pointed out before by Taylor 1975, Aman 1977,

Gregersen 1994, Clyne 1994, and Bremeref a/. 1996. Taylor (1975) analyzed the

language of abuse in Australian English from a lexical and structural point of

view and, in his conclusion, he suggested (1975:40) that:

it may have pedagogical value should anyone decide it is useful to teach 
‘S ’ [swearing] language to, say, immigrants. There are case histories that 
indicate that New Australians, i.e. postwar migrants to Australia, might 
have benefited and, for more recent arrivals, might still benefit from being 
taught at least a passive command of the ‘S ’ system within Australian 
English.

Reinhold Aman, in his proposal for an ‘onomastic questionnaire’ for 

terms of abuse in different cultures, discusses (1977:86-7) the positive and

2 For a more complete bibliography see Brown and Levinson ([1978]:1987); and Sifianou 1992.
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negative outcomes of this type of research;

While the results of our investigation may be misused by some 
destructive people, they should help much toward intergroup 
understanding and tolerance, as they will prove that every group has its 
positive as well as negative traits which, upon being balanced against 
each other, prove that all ethnic, regional, national, racial, religious, 
professional, educational groups, etc. are equally good -  or bad, and 
that there is no reason whatever for anyone to feel superior about 
anybody else.

Clyne (1994), in a study of ‘cultural values in discourse’, emphasizes the 

need for a pragmatic approach in the teaching of foreign languages, taking into 

account that students will face contact situations in which a more ‘realistic’, rather 

than a ‘perfectionist’ command of language will be necessary. In his own words 

(1994:208),

What is crucial is for people to be aware of variation in discourse patterns 
and to appreciate their equal validity. There is generally a greater 
tolerance of grammatical and phonological deviations from native norms 
than is the case at the pragmatic and discourse levels, (...), largely due 
to ignorance.

As it has been pointed out in previous chapters, studies of verbal abuse 

have traditionally concentrated on its lexicographic variation across cultures, 

although researchers in the social sciences and sociolinguistics, such as 

Kochman, Abrahams, Labov, and others, have emphasised the importance of the 

creativity of abuse as a cultural marker of ethnicity and/or subculture, as in the 

case of Black American insult play. Research among children, such as Berman 

(1990), and Mitchell-Kernan and Kernan (1975), have also drawn attention to the 

role of insult in the early acquisition of cultural values.

Differences in politeness orientation between cultures have been 

emphasised by Sifianou (1992). Her study claims that positive politeness is 

emphasised in the Greek culture, while negative politeness is emphasised in the 

English culture. Cordelia (1991) had previously pointed out these different 

positive and negative strategies used in apologies by Chilean (speaking in 

Spanish) and Australian (speaking in English) nationals. Wierzbicka (1985 a), in
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reviewing cross-cultural comparative studies of politeness, makes the point tha t; 

“What is at issue is not just different ways of expressing politeness, but different 

cultural values. As 1 see it, the crucial fact is that different pragmatic norms reflect 

different hierarchies of values characteristic of different cultures” (p. 173, fn.7).

4 .1 6 . The Rationality and Insult Controversy in the Theory of 

Politeness.

In intercultural exchanges, if we take into account the politeness theory 

approach, interactants would be expected to contribute to the communication 

process following a ‘rational’ understanding of ‘politeness universals’. According 

to this universality of politeness, insult is a universally recognized face- 

threatening act and, as such, its avoidance would seem an expected choice in 

friendly intercultural exchange situations. However, direct personal observation 

of intercultural interactions seems to indicate that this is not always the case. 

These observations were made by the researcher in different informal settings.

First Observation: The first instance of this type was observed in a 

college party in which an Irish male student introduced a second Irish male 

student to his Spanish female friend. After being introduced, the second male 

student, who had spent a few months doing science research in Spain, greeted 

the female student with a string of insults -hijoputa', ‘cabroii, ...! This resulted in 

a reaction of disgust and annoyance in the female receiver, as well as in 

confusion.

Second Observation: The second instance of insult in intercultural 

communication was observed in a pub. Two recently acquainted friends who 

also happened to be teacher/student (an Irish male in his early-thirties and a 

Spanish female in her mid-twenties), were having an informal conversation in 

English when some comment by the Spanish female resulted in the Irish male 

calling the Spanish female; -You bitch!, with the resulting reaction of shock of the 

Spanish interactant. 'Bitch’ translates into Spanish as 'perra' (female dog) and
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has very strong connotations of undesirability and sexual promiscuity. This insult 

is not accepted as a light comment in any context in Spanish. What makes this 

case interesting is that the Irish male was proficient in Spanish.

These observations point out at a pragmatic use of insult in intercultural 

interaction which has not yet been analyzed. The point that I am making here is 

that, in an intercultural exchange situation, the use of verbal insult as a face 

threatening act requires forms of redress which take into account the different 

cultural knowledge of both interactants, in order to match the intentions of the 

speaker to the effects on the addressee. These cultural knowledge differences, 

as it has been pointed out by Sifianou (1992) and others, may include, for 

example, opposed values of face, and diverging readings of contextual cues, 

stemming from different appreciations of power and distance.

From a speech act theory perspective, insults in an intercultural 

exchange situation, present four possibilities, depending on an intention / effect 

combination:

FIRST POSSIBILITY: INTENDED OFFENSE: OFFENSE TAKEN.

-The speaker intends to insult the hearer; therefore, the ‘object’ of the 

action is to insult, or, at least, to get a certain reaction from the hearer; 

the hearer interprets this action a s  an insulting action and takes offense. 

SECOND POSSIBILITY; INTENDED OFFENSE; NON-OFFENSE SEQUEL 

-The speaker intends to insult the hearer; therefore, the ‘object’ of the 

action is to insult, or, at least, to get a certain reaction from the hearer; 

the addressee does not interpret the act as an insult and does not react 

as expected.

THIRD POSSIBILITY; NON-INTENDED OFFENSE; NO OFFENSE TAKEN

-The speaker does not intend to insult the hearer. The object of the insult 

is to tease, joke, etc.; the addressee understands the intention of the 

speaker.

FOURTH POSSIBILITY: NON-INTENDED OFFENSE ; OFFENSE SEQUEL

-The speaker does not intend to insult the hearer. The object of the insult

121



is to tease, joke, etc. However the action of the speaker ‘misfires’ and the 

hearer is offended by this action. Insult results as a ‘sequel’.

These four possibilities have very different consequences in the theory of 

discourse and communication. While the first and third possibilities would follow 

the predictions in Brown and Levinson’s Theory, where the calculation of the W 

of the FT A would be equal from both interactants S and H; the second and fourth 

possibilities have been not accounted for in their model.

As we have already suggested, a theory of polite or impolite discourse 

interaction has to account for both the speaker’s and the addressee’s 

evaluations (E) of every parameter that influences the interaction. In the case of 

intercultural communication, even more so than in intra-cultural interaction, the 

ways in which parameters of power, distance, and context are evaluated by each 

of the interactants, according to their cultural values (Vc), should have a direct 

effect in the way in which a given expression might be measured, in terms of 

polite or offensive behaviour.

Our proposed model has been represented in Part One of this Chapter

as; W = Vc • R • E (D+P+C)

where Ws and Wh (The Weightiness of the FTA as evaluated by the speaker (s) 

and the addressee (h)), can be represented in terms of

Ws = Vci ■ R • Es (D+P+C)

Wh = Vc2 ■ R Eh (D+P+C)

4.17. Hypothetical Examples of Politeness Failure in Intercultural 

Communication.

With the following examples we want to illustrate the different possible
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reasons why an intercultural communication act may misfire. That is, we want to 

illustrate how misunderstanding of the different parameters that enter the 

equation for the weightiness of an FTA may result in different perceptions of the 

Weightiness of the FTA by each or the interactants. Here I will follow the same 

procedure used in the previous section to illustrate the importance of different 

evaluations of the parameters of power (P), distance (D), and context (C), in intra- 

cultural exchanges, taking into account that the situations will be defined for two 

people of different cultural and linguistic backgrounds, interacting in the native 

language of one of the interactants.

Examples 1 to 3 illustrate politeness failure in intercultural 

communication. Examples 4 to 6 are the same situations presented for examples 

1 to 4, but they have been reversed, in the sense that, in these examples, insult is 

intended but it misfires due, again, to different interpretations of the parameters of 

D, P and C, between the interactants.

Example 1. Evaluations of Distance (D) in intercultural exchanges.

A man from a European country has just closed a business deal with a 

man from the Middle East. The European man, to show his appreciation, invites 

the Middle Eastern man and his wife to visit him and his wife in Europe. The 

Middle Eastern man feels insulted and declines the invitation politely but in a dry 

manner.

Discussion of Example 1: Although these interactants are both male, 

businessmen, with similar status roles in a work/business context, the distance 

parameters have different cultural values in the case of inviting their spouses 

since, from a Western society perspective, family and private live is often mixed 

with social and business events. On the other hand, family is considered a 

private issue detached from public life in some Non-Western civilizations. This 

cultural mismatch of perceptions of distance can be represented in terms of our 

proposed model as follows;

Vci Ds *  Vc2 Dh ;
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Therefore, the calculation of the weightiness of the above invitation 

would be along the following lines;

Ws ^  W h ;

Vci ■ R ■ Es (D+P+C) VC2 ■ R Eh (D+P+C)

where P and C are equally valued, and, therefore:

Vci • R ■ Es (D) ^  Vc2 R Eh (D)

Example 2: Evaluations of Power (P) in intercultural exchanges.

A college lecturer has just arrived at her new post in a foreign university. 

At her first meeting with the head of the department, she feels abused because 

the head of the department, who is a man much older than her, compliments her 

on her shorts. While in the host country it is acceptable that men make these type 

of comments in the work place to their female colleagues, and Wee versa, since 

gender and position do not bear a relation to power, the new lecturer comes from 

a society where these type of comments passed by males of higher status are 

seen as an abuse of power and are condemned as highly politically incorrect.

Discussion of Example 2; This cultural mismatch of perceptions of 

power between the interactants can be represented in terms of our proposed 

model as follows:

Vci Ps -*■ Vc2 Ph ;

Therefore, the calculation of the weightiness of the above compliment 

would be along the following lines:

Ws ^ W h :

Vci ■ R • Es (D+P+C) ^  VC2 • R ■ Eh (D+P+C)

where D and C are equally valued, and, therefore:

Vci ■ R • Es (P) ^  Vc2 ■ R Eh (P)
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Example 3: Evaluations of Context (C) in intercuitural exciianges.

A man and a woman have been going out together for one year. The 

man is an immigrant to the woman’s country. He decides to propose marriage to 

her and invites her for dinner to a very nice restaurant and then, during dinner, 

he goes down on her knees and, taking her hand romantically, asks her to marry 

him. She feels insulted because what, in her country, requires the most intimate 

of settings, has happened in front of an audience, which, to her, is totally 

shameful and out of context, even though she has been waiting for him to ask her 

for a long time.

Discussion of Example 3: This cultural mismatch of perceptions of 

context between the interactants can be represented in terms of our proposed 

model as follows:

Vci Cs ^  Vc2 Ch ;

Therefore, the calculation of the weightiness of the above proposal 

would be along the following lines;

Ws ^  W h :

Vci R ■ Es (D+P+C) ^  VC2 -R • Eh (D+P+C)

where D and P are equally valued, and, therefore;

Vci • R Es (C) *  Vc2 ■ R • Eh (C)

Example 4: Evaluations of Distance (D) in intercuitural exchanges.

A man from a European country has just closed a business deal with a 

man from the Middle East, and the European man, who is disappointed with the 

deal, invites the Middle Eastern man and his wife to visit him and his wife in 

Europe, knowing that this is not a polite act. The Middle Eastern man, who in 

turn, is very happy with the deal, decides to make the European man happy and 

accepts the invitation against his moral principles.

Discussion of Example 4; Again, this cultural mismatch of
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perceptions of distance can be represented in terms of our proposed model as 

follows:

Vci • Ds *  Vc2 • Dh ;

Therefore, the calculation of the weightiness of the above invitation 

would be along the following lines;

Ws W h;

Vci ■ R ■ Es (D+P+C) Vc2 ■ R ■ Eh (D+P+C)

where P and C are equally valued, and, therefore;

Vci ■ R ■ Es (D) ^ VC2 ■ R ■ Eh (D)

Example 5: Evaluations of Power (P) in intercultural exchanges.

A college lecturer has just arrived at her new post in a foreign university. 

At her first meeting with the head of the department, who is a man much older 

than her and has a very different agenda, decides to show her that she is not 

wanted there and compliments her on her shorts in a bullying manner. While in 

the host country it is acceptable that men make these type of comments in the 

work place to their female colleagues, and vice versa, the head of the 

department knows that the new lecturer comes from a society where such 

compliments by males of higher status are seen as an abuse of power and are 

condemned as highly politically incorrect. However, the new lecturer, being 

aware of the equality system of the host college, in terms of gender and status, 

takes the comment as a joke and offers the head to lend him the shorts whenever 

he feels like it.

Discussion of Example 5 ; Once more, the cultural mismatch of 

perceptions of power between the interactants can be represented in terms of 

our proposed model as follows;

Vci • Ps *  Vc2 ■ Ph ;

Therefore, the calculation of the weightiness of the above compliment
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would be along the following lines;

Ws *  Wh

Vci ■ R ■ Es (D+P+C) *  Vc2 ■ R Eh (D+P+C)

where D and C are equally valued, and, therefore;

Vci R • Es (P) *  Vc2 ■ R ■ Eh (P)

Example 6; Evaluations of Context (C) in intercultural exchanges.

A man and a woman have been going out together for one year. The 

man is an immigrant to the woman’s country. He knows that the woman is waiting 

for him to propose marriage to her, but he does not want to get married. He has 

been in this country long enough to know that a marriage proposal requires the 

most intimate of settings, so he decides to embarrass her by choosing to invite 

her for dinner to a very nice restaurant. During dinner, he will go down on his 

knees and will take her hand romantically and ask her to marry him in front of an 

audience, believing that this will insult her and, therefore, she will refuse his 

proposal. However, when this happens, she decides that he is a foreigner and 

that, for that reason, he can be excused for his manners, and accepts the 

proposal.

Discussion of Example 6; This cultural mismatch of perceptions of 

context between the interactants can be represented as per example 3, as 

follows;

Vci ■ Cs ^  Vc2 • Ch ;

Therefore, the calculation of the weightiness of the above proposal 

would be along the following lines;

Ws ^  Wh;

Vci R • Es (D+P+C) *  VC2 R ■ Eh (D+P+C)

where D and P are equally valued, and, therefore;

Vci R • Es (C) VC2 R Eh (C)
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The above examples (Examples 1 - 6 ) ,  although perhaps very general 

and somehow rather stereotypical, point out, in some measure, the failure of its 

interactants to communicate an intention, polite or impolite, due to different 

evaluations of the parameters that enter the equation of the calculation of 

Weightiness of a given FTA. Thus intercultural misunderstanding can result from 

different evaluations (E) of distance (D), power (P), and context (C), based in the 

different cultural values (Vc) attached to these parameters for each of the 

interactants, resulting in different evaluations of the ranking (R) of imposition that 

a speech act might represent in the interlocutor’s culture.

4.18. Summary

This second part of Chapter Two takes as a departure point the notion of 

Douglas (1975) that the cultural values by which a culture identifies itself are 

reflected in the insulting expressions used by its members, and claims that a new 

parameter of ‘cultural values’ (Vc) needs to be integrated in the Theory of 

Politeness in favour of a model that can account for perceptions of impoliteness 

and insult in intercultural communication exchanges.
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CHAPTER FIVE

Testing the Hypothesis

5.1. The Aim of this Research Study

The aim of this research is to look at the subject of insult in intercultural 

communication from a pragmatic interactional perspective, with a view to 

contributing to a better and broader understanding of intercultural 

communication. This study emphasizes the importance of the relationship 

between cultural values and contexts, and the understanding of different 

pragmatic norms by interactants in intercultural communication exchanges. By 

integrating two different approaches to insult, that is, Mary Douglas' (1975) claim 

that insults in a given culture are a reflection of the values held important in that 

culture, and Brown and Levinson’s theory of politeness, 1 will look at how insult 

works in face to face intercultural exchanges as a value-loaded device.

Furthermore, I will attempt to investigate the idea that, in intercultural 

exchanges where the expression of tabooed forms takes place, information 

about the cultural values of the interactants might be negotiated, in order to 

redefine the interaction relationship in a given situation. In other words, what is 

being suggested here is that insult, in intercultural interaction, may serve similar 

functions to those pointed out earlier in this study, precisely, that children may 

use insult to test information on cultural values (ry/litchell-Kernan and Kernan 

1975); that adolescents’ use of ritual insult ensures greater self-confidence in 

social interaction in adulthood (Abrahams 1962; Kochman 1970, 1983; Eder 

1990), and, finally, that verbal insults may serve to challenge and change the 

existing cultural meanings (Douglas 1968; Parkin 1980; Berman 1990).
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Therefore, in intercultural exchanges, insult strategies may result in the 

acquisition of new information by the interactants, about the other interlocutor’s 

culture and, by extension, about the boundaries of social transgression which 

may apply to the communicational exchange for a particular context.

5.2. Method.

In Chapter 4, following Brown and Levinson’s Theory of Politeness, 1 

argued that the calculation of the weightiness (W) of an expression used in 

intercultural exchanges depends not only on the ranking of imposition (R) of the 

expression, and the socio-contextual parameters of D, P and C, but also on the 

evaluation (E) of each of these parameters by each of the interactants, as well as 

the cultural values (Vc) of the interactant’s culture.

In order to test this hypothesis, we will need to isolate the parameter of 

‘cultural values’ (Vc) as described above, by making the other variables constant. 

That is, we will need to select two groups of informants -  subjects of our 

research -  of two different cultural backgrounds, with a set of situations where 

the parameters of context (C), power (P), and distance (D) are previously 

defined, and which are constant for each of the interactants in each situation. The 

variable R will be represented in the choice of insult and its acceptability, as a 

result of the informants’ evaluation of the situation.

Every situation will be evaluated from an intra-cultural and an 

intercultural point of view. That is, each situation will be presented to each 

informant twice (A and B) as a situation which he/she finds him/herself in. 

Situation A will represent an interactional exchange between two subjects (the 

informant and another subject) of the same informant’s cultural background, in 

their native language. Situation B will represent an interactional exchange 

between two subjects (the informant and another subject) of different cultural 

backgrounds, taking place in the informant’s host country, in the language of the 

host country (which will be the informant’s second language).
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The variable of distance (D), or the degree of intimacy between the 

interactants, will be defined by the subjects’s relationship in each situation 

presented, in terms of their closeness, frendliness, etc.

The power differential (P) will be taken as nil (0), as informants are 

students who are interacting with close friends or equals, in a non-dominance 

power relation (same age range, informal setting, etc.).

The ranking of imposition (R) will be determined by the insulting 

expression used, that is, the ‘degree of acceptability’ or ‘likeliness to happen’ of 

the insult.

The situational context (C) in which the FTA takes place will be defined in 

terms of setting (classroom, home, street, bar, etc.), subject and mood of 

conversation (love life, physical concern, studies, etc. ), purpose, etc.

By making the variables C. D, and P constant (k), in a situation where, for 

example, two close friends of different cultural backgrounds are having a 

conversation in a pub. talking about their weekend, we will be able to test our 

hypothesis as to whether the ranking of imposition of the insult used (R) would 

still vary in different cultures, despite the constant evaluation of the other 

parameters, which, in turn would result in differences in the weightiness of the 

FTA (W). A representation of this hypothesis can be simplified as follows;

Es (D + C + P) = k = Eh (D + C + P)

By making the evaluation (E) of the socio-contextual variables constant (k) (see 

Section 3 below), then, in situations where the use of an insult (R) has different 

meanings for each of the interactants, we have a resulting inequality of the type;

Es (D + C + P ) . R ^ Eh (D + C + P) . R

which would result in the contradictory inequality

kR ^ kR

If, as we have said, in intercultural misunderstanding, the weightiness of 

the face threatening act, as seen by a member of a culture, differs from the 

weightiness of the same face threatening act, as perceived by the member of 

another culture;
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Ws ^ Wh

then, for this inequality to be true, after holding the individual evaluations (E) of 

the variables of D, C, and P, constant (K), there must be a further variable 

involved in the ranking of imposition of the insult, which makes the above 

calculation of Ws and Wh differ.

To illustrate this, we can think of a situation where two interactants (s,h) 

of different cultures -  Spanish (ci)and Irish (C2) -  for example, of the same age 

and gender (Dsh=K), and with a friendly college student relationship (Psh=K),

are talking about their weekend in the college coffee shop (Csh=K). During their

conversation, which takes place in Spanish, for example, the Spanish student (s) 

makes a joking comment (R) about the Irish student’s lack of activity and long 

hours of sleep during the weekend calling him ‘animal The Irish student takes 

great offense.

The weightiness (W) of this expression varies from one culture to the 

other -  even though the word means the same denotatively in both languages -  

due to the different cultural values (Vci:itVc2) which inform the connotations 

attached to this word in each of the cultures of the interactants.

This would agree with our intuitions that the calculation of weightiness 

(W) by interactants of different cultural and linguistic backgrounds will vary, and 

this needs to be accounted for by including in the existent model of politeness a 

variable which accounts for different evaluations between interactants, based on 

different cultural values Vs, Vh. Each of the interactants (h,s)’ calculation of 

weightiness (W) can be represented;

Ws = Vs . R . Es (D + P + C)

Wh = Vh . R . Eh (D + P + C)

5.3. A Word of Warning.

Some caution is needed before proceeding to test our model. On
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applying our model for intercultural misunderstanding of politeness and 

impoliteness, room has to be made for personal perception of the 

communicational exchange and personal choice of participation in it, from each 

of the interlocutors’ perspective. While we expect that our research will provide 

positive results in terms of cultural value differences, we also expect that the 

choice of insult will also vary within a culture, depending on the individual 

evaluation of each situation, influenced by individual cultural learning 

experiences, and other features of personality, learned or innate, to include the 

effect the the individual’s perception of his/her interlocutor’s culture might have in 

this evaluation.

That is, in order to carry out this research, we are assuming that it is

plausible to hold the variables of C, D, and P, constant (K) for both interactants, in

terms of their individual evaluation (E) of these parameters. However, the

researcher has to acknowledge that, even though the situations described to the

subject informants are, to the researcher’s best knowledge, equally defined from

each of the interactants’ cultural perspective, it is also possible that one or more

of these variables might be understood slightly differently by one of the

interactants. In other words, we want to acknowledge the possibility that the

evaluation of a parameter such as ‘context’ (C), for example, defined as a ‘coffee

shop’, might have different attached meanings of comfort/discomfort,

public/private, quite/noisy, big space/small space, dark/bright, etc.. etc., for each

of the subjects taking part in the research. The same might be true of the other

parameters. We quote Saville-Troike ([1982]1989:139) once more on the

components of ‘context’ or ‘scene’:

[of the components of ‘scene’] only setting may be directly observed, 
although even for this component researchers might not notice an aspect 
of the setting which is not salient in their own culture: e.g. the relative 
elevation of chairs may be very important for understanding the meaning 
of the event (as in Japanese), and whether chairs in a classroom are 
arranged in straight rows or a circle may signal the appropriate level of 
formality (as in English).

Researchers are individuals biased by their own individual and cultural
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background knowledge. On the other hand, biased perceptions can be 

minimized if research is conducted from an ethnographic perspective, with 

knowledge of one’s own limitations and possibilities when it comes to analyzing 

other people’s cultural environment. In this study the researcher has kept close 

to her own cultural knowledge in terms of her living experiences in both countries 

of research; as well as to her own teaching and her informant’s studying 

environment.

While it is expected that the results of this research will underline the 

importance of cultural value differences in intercultural communication, we 

should also allow for differences within cultures to account for regional, political, 

geographical, etc., and/or individual variation, to include interlocutors’ efforts to 

adapt to each other’s cultures as they perceive them.

5.4. Case Study.

The hypothesis put forward in this study can be summarized as follows;

The assessment of the weightiness of an insulting linguistic 

expression by interactants of different cultural and linguistic 

backgrounds will vary, depending on the influence on their 

perceptions of their own cultural values.

Ideally, in order to test the above hypothesis, the observation of real life 

informal settings, where groups of two people of different cultural backgrounds 

are interacting with each other in the native language of one of these members, 

exchanging derogatory expressions, would constitute a perfect research method. 

One way in which this could be done would be by using expensive sophisticated 

methods of disguised recording, strategically placed in venues where insulting 

behaviour may arise. This would clearly pose some ethical questions. Another 

method by which the observations of naturally occurring insults could take place
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would be on the lines of ethnographic research. The researcher living in the 

foreign country would interact with the native speakers in their own language 

and hope to participate in insult exchanges. Alternatively, he/she could trigger 

these exchanges by provoking the conversation subject.

This is obviously problematic for various reasons. First of all, the 

recording of naturally occurring insulting expressions, in the case of adult 

interactants there is a problem due to the fact that insulting behaviour belongs to 

the tabooed-classified behaviour and, as such, is not often openly displayed in 

observable settings. Secondly, in the supposed situation where the researcher 

manages to participate in, or trigger, this type of exchanges, his/her view will be 

biased by his/her own evaluation of the situation, and the values associated with 

the expression in question. The ‘natural occurrence’ of the data would also be 

questionable.

On the other hand, the occurrence of insult in interaction seems to be a 

universal feature of speech in all cultures, to the extent that all cultures seem to 

observe certain taboos in order to preserve their cultural values. That is, men and 

women from different cultures have intuitions about what is appropriate and 

inappropriate in speech. They also have intuitions about what is acceptable and 

what is not acceptable in a given linguistic exchange, and about the 

consequences of using inappropriate and unacceptable forms of address, i.e., 

forms of abuse.

This study relies, on the one hand, on the speakers’ intuitions about the 

use of insult in their native language, and also on their experience as observers, 

of the notions of appropriateness and inappropriateness of insult usage in their 

own cultural setting. On the other hand, it relies on these speakers’ observations 

and participation as non-native speakers in a different cultural setting than their 

own, that is, their experiences, observations, and conclusions drawn when living 

in the country of their language of study.
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5.5. Informants.

For our research two groups of subjects of different cultural and linguistic 

backgrounds were targeted. The first group was formed by 36 Irish college 

students, with an advanced knowledge of the Spanish language. The second 

group was formed by 40 Spanish students, with an advanced knowledge of the 

English language. To balance the level of knowledge of the second language 

between both groups, only students who had spent a minimum of three months 

in the visiting country were selected. The majority of students were between the 

ages of 19 and 30, although a reduced number of mature students are above this 

age (two students of 34 and one of 64). There is also a slight difference of age 

between the Spanish and the Irish participants. This is due to the fact that 

Spanish students start university between the ages of 18 and 19, one year later, 

and also due to the longer period spent in university in Spain (between four and 

five years). This means that, since exchange students generally go abroad in 

their last or second last year of study, Spanish students are generally older than 

Irish students.

This difference in age, however, is not relevant in this study, since the 

research method allows the informant an open choice of interaction and, more 

importantly, the subset of college subculture"!, as understood generally in 

Western societies, implies the reduction or nonexistence of power values among 

students, independently from age and status differences, which might be relevant 

in other social settings (Labov 1972, Preston and Stanley 1987).

The participation in the study was totally voluntary and it was very 

successful. It was made possible by the help of many teaching staff in UCC, the 

kind help of a few ex-students of mine who agreed to distribute some of the 

questionnaires, and, especially, by the uninterested, enthusiastic, and willing 

participation of the students who, with very short notice in some cases, gave up 

two hours of their classes or of their free time to participate in this research.

1 William Labov (1972), points out that college provides a temporary subculture of language and 
attitudes,
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5.6. Research Instrument.

The data was collected by means of a ‘Questionnaire’ and some of the 

informants were further asked to participate in a second session which consisted 

of a recorded ‘Informal Talk’, for which a guideline was designed for questioning 

the participants and encouraging exchange of cultural views on the subject of 

insult. The majority of questionnaires were supervised by the researcher in 

University College Cork, except from those kindly supervised by friends in 

Ireland and Spain following strict instructions for their correct completion. In total, 

one hundred and ten (110) questionnaires were distributed: twenty (20) were 

sent to Spain, fifteen (15) of which were completed; twenty (20) were sent to 

Dublin, of which none were completed, due to delivery problems; and the 

remaining sixty one (61) were completed in Cork (UCC). In total, seventy six (76) 

questionnaires were completed: thirty six (36) were completed by Irish students, 

and forty (40) by Spanish students.

5.6.1. The Questionnaire.

The questionnaire was designed in order to elicit insult expressions, 

following Blum-Kulka’s (1982) adaptation of Levenston and Blum’s (1978) 

‘Discourse-Completion Test (DCT)’. This test was adapted to provide the 

researcher with speech acts in different situations. The situations chosen for the 

purpose of this study have been designed to entice the participants to give an 

answer which would require an evaluation of the situation, and which would 

reflect a value judgment of each of the situations in question. The main goal of 

this questionnaire is to facilitate the elicitation of data from the two groups which 

is comparable, in terms of their understanding of a given contextual situation in 

both a native and a non-native setting and their evaluation of the usage of 

insulting speech acts as appropriate or inappropriate, according to their
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experiences as native and non-native speakers and their own cultural values.

At this stage it is important to take into consideration some 

methodological issues concerning the use of discourse completion tasks. The 

extent to which the data resulting from questionnaires may be generalisable to 

the ‘real world’, and the ambiguity as to what respondents are choosing to 

respond to in these questionnaires are controversial points. This study has tried 

to strike a balance between ‘reality’ and the insulting situations described in the 

questionnaire by complementing the written data with the recordings of the 

‘Informal Talk’, in order to relate the former results to the pragmatic and cultural 

views of the informants, as expressed by themselves. The use in this study of the 

discourse completion task is of tentative nature in comparison to behaviour in the 

outside world.

The questionnaire was written in English and in Spanish and it has an 

introductory page with an explanation of the study and the rights of the 

participants. A second page was designed to collect data related to the 

participants’ background, knowledge of languages, time of stay in the host 

country, and other details. The main body of the questionnaire was divided in two 

parts:

Part A; presents the informants with a set of eight different situations 

within their own cultural context (Ireland, for example), where they are 

imaginarily interacting with a person of the other culture (Spain, for example) in 

the informants native language (English, in this case);

Part B: presents the informants with the exact same set of eight

situations given in Part A, but in this case, they take place within the foreign 

cultural context of the person with whom they are interacting (Spain, in this case), 

and the interaction takes place in the language of the second interactant 

(Spanish, in this case).

The description of each situation (K) is followed by an incomplete 

dialogue which, supposedly, takes place between the informant and another 

person belonging to the other cultural background. The student is asked to fill in
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the incomplete section of the dialogue with an insulting expression, according to 

his/her personal knowledge about this type of interaction, using his/her personal 

experiences or observations of similar situations, that is, according to what 

he/she might have heard others say.

Bearing in mind that research with taboo words offers some restrictions, 

in terms of the negative values that are attached to them, and the awareness of 

research subjects about this fact (Jay 1977), we have followed the suggestions of 

Reinhold Aman (1977) that impersonal questions be used to elicit data of this 

type. This author has pointed out that by asking what terms ‘one could use’ or 

‘you have heard other people say’, instead of implying that the informant does 

actually use this type of language, the researcher is giving the informant the 

chance to report, rather than to inculpate him/herself (1977:87).

To facilitate the analysis of the data, in terms of comparing the responses 

from both groups of informants, a choice of five different insulting expressions 

was provided for each situation. The informant is asked to choose, between 

these five expressions, the ‘MOST SUITABLE / MOST LIKELY TO HAPPEN’, and 

the ‘LEAST SUITABLE / LEAST LIKELY TO HAPPEN’, by filling in a blank 

space. Some of these insults are not really suitable as insults, this will be 

obvious to the native speaker. This is true for both languages, and I have used 

exactly the same insults for Irish and Spanish informants. For example, in 

Situation 1, ‘donkey’ is not really a suitable insult, neither is the Spanish 

equivalent ‘burro’, but these are insults nevertheless.

An additional section to each situation is provided to elicit comments on 

the particular situation, and/or other non-listed insults, and the students were 

strongly encouraged to comment widely on any new Insult they might prefer 

instead, or on any particular observation about the situation/characters/insults 

that they thought of, at the moment of filling in each exercise, including the lack 

of knowledge of a particular term.

What follows is an example of situation 1 /A, as it appears in Part A of the
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questionnaire, to be completed by members of the Irish group2 : 

(Questionnaire sample)

SITUATION 1/A

You are in class. During the lesson the teacher asks you a question and you give the 

correct answer. The teacher congratulates you. Your class-mate who is sitting next to you 

calls you a name jokingly in a low voice.

Class-mate; -  You are a __________________________

You (laughing); -  Big deal! -  the answer is right here, in page 22!

insults; DONKEY, CUTE WHORE, BIG HEAD, SWOT, SMART ASS 

According to your personal observation and experience, which of the above expressions

is ; more suitable / likely to happen __________________

less suitable / unlikely to happen__________________

Comments on situation and / or other insults;

5.6.2. Questionnaire Data Analysis.

For each situation, the variables of Distance (D) and Contextual cues (C) 

are defined, and the variable of Power (P) is nil, as the interactants have an 

‘equality’ relationship. For each of the 16 situations, the informant will be asked 

to choose between a set of 5 insulting expressions, according to his/her own 

evaluation of the situation (W) in terms of the ranking of imposition (R) of the 

insulting speech act 

W = K (D-hC) • R

2 For a complete version of the questionnaire in both languages see Appendix A
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Our model will then be completed by means of contrasting the data 

obtained from both groups of informants (Irish and Spanish) for every situation.

W, <---------------------- >  Ws

This will include information elicited about the informant’s cultural 

knowledge of the situation, based on the explanation given by the informant 

following his/her choice of insult, as well as any comments provided for that 

particular situation which might give an indication of the informant’s basis for 

evaluation of the weightiness of the FTA.

5.6.3. The ‘Informal Talk about Insults’.

The ‘Informal Talk’ sessions were designed to provide data on the 

informants’ perception of cultural values portrayed in insults, such as the 

appropriateness or unappropriateness of using insults among different 

interactants, according to social variables of class, status, gender, etc. Informants 

were encouraged to compare situations in different cultural settings, following 

their own experiences as students of language in a foreign country.

Six informants were chosen among the students who had filled-in the 

questionnaire. The criteria for the selection of these informants was based, on 

the one hand, on the length of the period spent in the country of their language of 

study, which would ensure a high level of language proficiency as well as 

cultural knowledge of the host country, and, on the other hand, on the willingness 

of students, that is those informants which had expressed a special interest in the 

subject of insult and the wish to dedicate a further hour of their time to 

participating in an informal chat with other students.

Two groups were arranged, so as to have a mixed sample of 

nationalities in each of them, according to their time-table availability. The first 

group consisted of two Irish female students and two Spanish, one male and one 

female. The second group was formed of one Spanish male and one Irish male. 

They all had spent a minimum of nine months in the host country.
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These Informal Talks took place in an empty small classroom in UCC, 

where the students could sit comfortably in a relaxed circle, and they were 

recorded with previous permission of the students. In both the questionnaire 

sessions and the talk sessions the researcher presented herself as another 

student in need of the informants’ help. This, in my view, helped to solve in great 

measure the issue of the Observer’s Paradox, by allowing the students to 

assume a role as experts of cultural knowledge and as contributors to the study 

of language.

The role of the researcher was to introduce the subject of the Informal 

Talk, and to focus it towards issues of cultural equality and difference, and 

cultural values expressed in insults, keeping an air of easiness and informality, 

sometimes by using anecdotical examples of her own experience as a resident 

in a foreign country. The Talk followed a guidelines, only available to the 

researcher, which was not strictly imposed but rather helped the flow of the 

conversation between the informants. No questions were asked directly of any of 

the informants, these were left open to be answered freely, except for a few 

occasions when it was considered necessary by the researcher to encourage the 

participation of a quiet or shy member.

The Talk guideline was also translated into Spanish, and was used in 

one language or the other by the researcher, according to the needs and 

suitability of the moment, either for clarification or for equality purposes among 

the informants. The students were free to answer in any of the two languages. 

However, in both talks, they voluntarily agreed to use English as the main 

language, with some occasional contributions in Spanish.

5.7. Summary

This Chapter has introduced the method of research followed to test the 

main hypothesis of this thesis, that is that cultural values (Cv) may influence the

3 For a complete version on the Infomnal Talk Guideline in both languages see Appendix B
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way in which interactants of different cultural backgrounds assess the 

weightiness (W) of an FTA, resulting in different perceptions of polite and 

insulting behaviour, and thus in possible misunderstanding. Blum-Kulka’s (1982) 

Discourse-Completion Test has been chosen as the model for data collection 

along with the recording of informal discussions. In total, 40 Spanish students of 

English and 36 Irish students of Spanish participated on a voluntary basis in this 

research.
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CHAPTER SIX

PART ONE

Analysis of Questionnaire Data: 

Situational Choice of Insult

The data obtained from the completed questionnaires has been 

organized in sixteen tables, two tables -  Table E (English), and Table S 

(Spanish) -  for every situation ( Situation 1 to Situation 8); Each table has been 

divided in two sections to allow contrastive analysis between the answers given 

by each group of informants (Spanish Group and Irish Group ).

The left section of Tables 1E, 2E, 3E, 4E, 5E, 6E, 7E, 8E contains the 

English insult choices made by the Irish students in an Ireland-based context 

(A). The right section of these tables contains the English choice of insults made 

by the Spanish students in an Ireland-based context (B).

The left section of Tables 1S, 2S, 3S, 4S, 5S, 6S, 7S, 8S includes the 

Spanish insults chosen by the Irish students in a Spanish-based context (B) and, 

finally, the right section represents the Spanish insult-choice of the Spanish 

informants in a Spanish-based context (A).

In each section, the five choices of insult provided in the questionnaire 

are listed at the top in the same order that they appear in the questionnaire, and 

have been numbered 1 to 5, followed by the new insults suggested by the 

informants, in decreasing order of number of times being mentioned by the 

informants.

The number of times a particular insult has been chosen by a group in a 

particular context as ‘MORE SUITED’ (+) or ‘LESS SUITED’ (-) is reflected 

besides the insult expression. To allow an even comparison between the two
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groups (the total of Spanish informants surpasses the Irish number by four) this 

number has been translated into a percentage (%). The TO TA L’ number of 

insults produced by each group in each context (language) has also been 

accounted for contrast purposes.

This chapter has been divided into eight (8) Sections, each 

corresponding to one ‘Situation’, as presented in the questionnaire. Each of 

these sections is divided into four subsections. A first subsection, headed by the 

'Situation Title’ and a list of insults (as per the questionnaire), includes the 

‘Purpose’ of the situation from a research point of view, and a literal and non

literal or metaphorical translation of the Spanish insult choices; a second 

subsection contains the overall observable ‘Results’, with a detailed analysis of 

both the Irish and Spanish informant’s ‘Choice of English’ and the 'Choice of 

Spanish’ insults’, each including an explanatory diagram showing, in decreasing 

number, the number and percentage of 'Most and Least’ suited insult choices; a 

third subsection summarizes the ‘Informants’ Comments’, and has been divided 

into four headings ( 'Irish Group / English Insults’; ‘Spanish Group / English 

Insults’; Irish Group / Spanish Insults; Spanish Group /  Spanish Insults); each of 

these reviewing the comments related to 'Suitability of Expression’ and ‘Meaning 

of Situation / Value Judgment’; a fourth subsection is dedicated to a 'Summary / 

Discussion’ of the situation; and finally, a fifth subsection contains the tables 

illustrating the informants’ choice on insult suitability for that particular situation. 

Each situation is represented by two tables; Table E contains the English insult 

choices given by the Irish group (on a native context A), and by the Spanish 

group (on a non-native context B); Table S contains the Spanish insult choices 

by the Irish group (on a non-native context B). and by the Spanish group (on a 

native context A).
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way in which interactants of different cultural backgrounds assess the 

weightiness (W) of an FTA, resulting in different perceptions of polite and 

insulting behaviour, and thus in possible misunderstanding. Blum-Kulka’s (1982) 

Discourse-Completion Test has been chosen as the model for data collection 

along with the recording of informal discussions. In total, 40 Spanish students of 

English and 36 Irish students of Spanish participated on a voluntary basis in this 

research.
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SITUATION 1: “In class”

You are in class. During the lesson the teacher asks you a question and you give the 

correct answer The teacher congratulates you. Your class-mate who is sitting next to you 

calls you a name jokingly in a low voice:

Class-mate: -  You are a ______________________________

You (laughing): -  Big deal! -  the answer is right here, in page 221

Insults: DONKEY, CUTE WHORE, BIG HEAD, SWOT, SMART ASS

Situation Purpose (Situation 1 )

This situation develops in a classroom between two class mates. The 

intention is to induce the informant to assess the situation from an interactant’s 

point of view, in order to evaluate to what extent showing knowledge and 

participating in class is a tabooed area, that is, the way in which this act 

deserves to be orally sanctioned and to what point, according to the 

informants.This situation is intended to analyse the cultural differences that might 

exist about the values of modesty, group-membership, etc.. as reflected in the 

expression of insult. Our prediction is that the results will depend, in part, on the 

personal schooling experiences of each informant, but that certain differences 

may also reflect different cultural evaluations of the weightiness of an insult, 

especially in the case of a non-native context evaluation (B).

The English insults given for this situation vary in terms of their
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suitability, 1 from less or not suitable insults ( donkey, cute whore, big head), to 

more suitable insults {swot, smartass). The Spanish insults can also be divided 

in terms of suitability, from less or not adequate {burro/a, gato/a listo/a, 

cabezori/a), to more suitable {pelotero/a, empoll6n/a). From these it was 

expected that native speakers would recognize the differences in suitability, and 

that the non-native speakers’ choice might offer some variations.

Translation of Spanish Insults (Situation 1.)

(The translation includes the literal and the figurative meaning)

burro: (zool.) ‘donkey’; (fig) ‘ass’, ‘idiot’ 

gato listo'. ‘smart cat’; (fig) ‘mischievous’ 

cabezon. ‘big head’; (fig) ‘thick’, ‘stubborn’ 

pelotero: ‘ball player’; (fig) 'yes man’, ‘lick ass’. Also pelota/s and 

pelotillero

empoUdrr. from empollar-’to incubate’; (fig) ‘swot’.

It is important to point out the lack of gender definition of the interactants 

in this situation. Therefore, Spanish insults offer both, male and female options 

(ex.: burro/a). Informants are free to decide the interactant’s gender according to 

their understanding of the situation.

Results (Situation 1.)

The results are summarized in Table 1E and Table 1S ( Figs. 1.1, 1.2; pp. 

159-160). At first glance, the most noticeable difference between the two groups 

is the higher number of insults provided by the Spanish group, especially in the

1 The selection of the English insults was based on native speakers’ intuitions of this words, and my 
own experience in Ireland. For the selection of Spanish insults 1 relied almost entirely on my own 
native-speaker intuitions but I also checked with other native speakers in some cases of doubt.
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native context (A). A total of 16 new insults have been added to the 5 included in 

the questionnaire, that is, 10 more than those suggested by the Irish group, also 

in the native context (A). The second observable difference is that, in a non

native context (B), the Spanish group produced 3 English insults which had not 

been considered by the Irish group (A): ‘bitch’, ‘smarty’, and ‘bloody genius’. This 

was not the case for the Irish group in a non-native context (B), where the extra 

Spanish insults given by this group (‘listo/a’ and ‘cabron’), had also been 

included by the Spanish group (A).

If we compare the highest percentages obtained for the insult choices, in 

both contexts / languages (A) and (B); the following observations can be drawn;

Choice of English Insults. (Situation 1.)

Most suitable (+); 94% of the Irish informants chose ‘swot’ as the most 

suitable English insult for this situation, but only 20% of the Spanish informants 

agreed in this choice. By contrast, 55% of the Spanish informants chose ‘smart 

ass’, a second choice only taken by 39% of the Irish informants. The second 

choice made by 25% of the Spanish informants was ‘big head’, which got a 

fourth position among Irish informants with a 14%. Eight Irish informants (22%) 

suggested the term ‘lick arse/ lick ass’. This insult did not appear among the 

choices of the Spanish group.

Least suitable (-); The least suitable English insult, is ‘donkey’ (80%), 

according to the Irish informants, followed by ‘cute whore’ (39%). The Spanish 

informants agree in these choices, with a 50% for ‘donkey’ and a 20% for ‘cute 

whore’. None of these insults were chosen as the most suitable insults by the 

Irish group, whereas, between the Spanish informants, 5% chose ’donkey’ and 

2% chose ‘cute whore’ as the most suitable insults.
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+  SUITED ENG. INSULTS IRISH GROUP SPANISH GROUP

swot 1st. (34) 94% 3rd. (8) 20%

smart ass 2nd. (14) 39% 1st (22) 55%

lick arse/ass 3rd. (8) 22% 0

big head 4th. (5) 14% 2nd. (11) 27%

-  SUITED ENG. INSULTS IRISH GROUP SPANISH GROUP

donkey 1st (29) 80% 1st (20) 50%

cute whore 2nd. (14) 39% 2nd. (8) 20%

Choice of Spanish Insults (Situation 1.)

Most suitable (+); 82% of the Spanish informants rated ‘empollon/a’ as 

the most suitable Spanish insult for this situation, whereas only 8% of the Irish 

students chose this option. On the other hand, the first choice for this Irish group 

was ‘cabezon/a’, with only 2% of Spanish informants agreeing with this choice. 

The second choice for the Spanish group (30%) was ‘pelota(s)/ pedazo de 

pelota’ (See Informants’ Comments, Section 3, below). This expression was not 

mentioned by the Irish group. The second choice in their case was ‘listo/a’ (19%), 

which represents the fourth choice in the Spanish group, with 25%. The third 

most likely insult for both groups was ‘pelotero/a’, for 27% of Spanish and 17% 

of Irish informants. Together with ‘empollon/a’, Irish informants chose ‘gato/a 

listo/a’ as the fourth most suitable insult (8%). None of the Spanish informants 

did.

Least suitable (-): The least suitable Spanish insults, according to the 

Spanish group were ‘gato/a/listo/a’(65%), followed by ‘burro/a’ (42%), and 

‘cabez6n/a’ (22%). It is important to notice here that ‘cabez6n/a’ was rated the 

most suitable insult by 39% of Irish informants, and zero (0) Irish informants
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considered this insult to be the least suitable. According to the Irish group, the 

least suitable expressions were ‘burro/a’ (33%), followed by ‘gato/a listo/a’ 

(22%). While none (0%) of the Spanish informants chose these expressions as 

most suitable, 3% of the Irish informants rated ‘burro/a’ to be most suitable and 

8% of these informants also rated ‘gatb/a listo/a’ to be most suitable.

+  SUITED SPA. INSULTS SPANISH GROUP IRISHGROUP

empollon 1st. (33) 82% 4th. (3) 8%

pelotas 2nd. (12) 30% 0

pelotero/a 3rd. (11) 27% 3rd. (6) 17%

listo/a 4th. (10) 25% 2nd. (7) 19%

cabez6n/a 6th (1) 2% 1st. (14) 39%

gato/a listo/a 0 4th. (3) 8%

-SUITED SPA. INSULTS SPANISH GROUP IRISHGROUP

gato/a listo/a 1st. (26) 65% 2nd. (8) 22%

burro/a 2nd. (17) 42% 1st. (12) 33%

cabez6n/a 3rd. (9) 22% 0

Informants’ Comments (Situation 1.)

From the comments written by the Spanish and the Irish participants, the 

first observable feature is the difference in the number of comments by one group 

and the other. Spanish informants offer more explanations and comments about 

the situations and the choice of insult. This is true for both contexts A and B, but 

more comments were made about context A (native language insults); in total, 

70% (28 out of 40) Spanish, and 53% (19 out of 36) Irish informants, commented 

on this situation in the native context (A). Apart from those comments which 

acknowledged the lack of familiarity with the non-native language insults (context
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B), most of the comments focused on issues of expression suitability, situation 

meaning / value judgment, etc,. However, there seem to be some differences 

between what these comments emphasize, depending on the group.

What follows is a summary of comments (suitability of expression, 

meaning of situationA/alue judgment, e tc.), for every group and language 

combination. Every comment is followed by the informant reference number 

between brackets

Irish group /  English insults (Situation 1.)

Suitability of expression (Situation 1.)

‘donkey’-  5 informants [1003; 1008; 1019; 1020; 1035] declared never 

to have heard this expression used as an insult. One 

informant [1054] explained that “grandparents use it when 

a child is foolish”.

‘cute whore’-2  informants indicated that this term is only used in certain 

areas such as rural areas [1004] and the region of Kerry and 

Cork [1016], but that it is “unusual outside and not an insult 

either”. Informants declared that this expression had very 

different connotations from ‘cute hoor’ [1011; 1034; ] which 

“comes from the Hiberno-English and means a sly, crafty or 

selfish clever person, like politicians, salesmen and 

businessmen” [1011; 1054]. It was also described as “way too 

strong” [1020] and “very vulgar” [1054]; as well as having 

“connotations of grudging admiration not applicable to this 

situation” [1055]

‘smart ass’-Some contradictory opinions were expressed about this
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term. One informant said that “it comes from American 

influences (TV)” [1004]; three others explained it was 

“unusual" or “not suitable” in this situation [1016; 1054; 1055]; 

and one other informant said it was “regularly used” [1020],

‘swot’-  Five informants [1005; 1011; 1020; 1055; 1057] acknowledged 

the suitability of ‘swot’.

Meaning of situation/ Value judgment (Situation 1.)

This situation has been described as “childish” or “school-related” [1011; 

1021]; “unusual” [1016]; and also likely to happen in Ireland; “in Ireland one who 

studies is often laughed at for doing so” [1057]; a situation which “centres on one 

individual envying the achievement of another” [1055]; also an accusation of not 

belonging to the group by “answering the question to impress the teacher” [1021],

Spanish group /  English insults (Situation 1.)

Suitability of expression (Situation 1.)

‘cute whore’-Two informants expressed not having heard this

expression but being able to “imagine” or “understand” its 

meaning [S032; S043].

‘smart ass’-  One informant explained this was the only insult he

understood from the list [S021], Two others explained having 

used this expression because of the “irony of combining 

these two words in a literal Spanish translation” [S022; 

S027]; and a third one confessed confusion when choosing 

this word because “this expression is used when someone
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says something wrong thinking he/she is perfectly correct” 

[S009],

‘swot’-  Four informants [S001; S026; S030; S041] declared not 

knowing the meaning of this expression, and a fifth [S042] 

correctly translated it as ‘empollon’.

Meaning of situation/ Value judgment (Situation 1.)

Apart from lack of knowledge/ experience of the situation, and a remark 

about these expressions being “really insulting” [S017], there were no other 

comments.

Spanish group /  Spanisti insults (Situation 1.)

Suitability of expression (Situation 1.)

‘pelotero/a’-  Eleven informants suggested ‘pelota/s’ as the correct form, 

instead. [S001; S006; S007; S008; S012; S018; S021, 

S024; S035; S040, S044].

‘gato/a listo/a’-Three students affirmed [S011; S012; S032] they would 

never use, or had never heard this expression before, and 

other variants were given, such as ‘listillo’ [S043], ’listo’ 

[SOSO], but never ‘gato’.

‘cabezon/a’,

‘burro/a’-  Another three informants explained the inadequacy of these 

two expressions [S011; S032] since they would be used in 

the reversed situation, if the student had given the wrong
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answer to the teacher [S014].

‘empollon’-This was chosen, by far, as the most suitable insult of the 

list, although it is interesting to point out that some of these 

informants found the insults in the list “too refined” or “too 

soft” [S014; S020; S027], and suggested other options such 

as ‘cabron’, ‘hijo de puta’, ‘guarro’.

Meaning of situation/ Value judgment (Situation 1.)

While two informants [S009; 8030] explained the different connotations 

of ‘empollon’ (“somebody who always knows everything”); and ‘pelota’ 

(“somebody who wants to make the teacher happy”), others explained that the 

use of an insult here was not offensive but “ironical” [S018; S043]; and a third 

group related this situation to their primary/secondary schooling years [S018; 

S022; S044], and, finally, three informants believed it was incorrect to insult in 

this situation and that insults were provoked by “envy” [S014; S022; S045].

Irish group /  Spanish insults (Situation 1.)

Suitability of expression (Situation 1.)

‘pelotero/a’-  One Irish informant commented that this expression was 

derived from “hacer la pelota” [1054]

‘gato/a listo/a’-  Another informant commented on the inadequacy of the 

word ‘gato’ [1013]; and a third informant explained that 

“ ‘lista’ is rare as an insult, since it is too often 

complimentary” [1057]
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‘cabez6n/a’-Two informants declared that ‘cabezon’ “rang a bell” [1003] 

but it was too insulting, “highlighting the other person’s envy” 

[1057]

Meaning of situation/ Value judgment (Situation 1.)

Apart from lack of knowledge/ experience of the situation, there were no 

other comments, other than having guessed the answers.

Summary - Discussion of Situation 1.

Three different observations can be made from the above data: first of all, 

and following the data on the choice of insult, it is interesting to see that there are 

some mismatches between the two groups in terms of suitability perceptions. 

While the majority of native speakers agree on the suitability and non-suitability 

of an insulting expression, non-native speakers show some confusion about the 

expressions’ degree of suitability. This is clear in the case of ‘swot’, which was 

rated the most suitable expression, in this situation, by 94% of Irish informants, 

whereas only 20% of Spanish informants listed it in a 3rd. position in the list of 

most suitable insults. The same disagreement is shown for the choice of the most 

suitable Spanish expression: 82% of the Spanish group chose ‘empoll6n/a’, 

contrary to the Irish group which placed it in 4th. position, with only 8% of 

informants choice. In the same way, the expression chosen as most suitable by 

the non-native group (‘cabezon, and ‘big head’, for example) does not match the 

native group’s choice, to the point that in some cases these are rated among the 

least suitable expressions by the native groups.

Secondly, if we look at the comments about the meaning and suitability 

of the insulting expressions, very different emphasis is given by each group to 

some of these expressions. While the Irish informants show an interest in, and 

awareness of, regional and national differences of usage of the English
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expressions (see comments on ‘cute whore’ and ‘smart ass’, for example), the 

Spanish informants seem to concentrate more on the nuances of usage (see 

‘empollon’ and ‘pelota’) and the different interpretations that the expressions 

allow, depending on the tone and intention of the speech act (see comments on 

‘burro/a’ , ‘cabezon/a’, for example) , and also the structural variants, such as use 

of diminutives, and augmentative particles of the type ‘el muy’ and ‘pedazo de’. 

Another interesting difference is the level of risk Spanish informants seem to 

undertake by literally translating the insults (see ‘smart ass’, for example), or 

simply associating meanings to their own cultural values. This does not seem to 

be the case with Irish informants, apart from admitting having guessed some of 

the answers.

Thirdly, the comments about the situation itself, and its value judgment, 

also offers some interesting information. To begin with, and as has already been 

pointed out, a higher number of Spanish informants were interested in 

commenting the situation in general. However, informants from both groups 

commented on the childhood/school character of this situation, as well as on the 

‘envy’ factor as a trigger of insults. Spanish informants, though, also commented 

on the ‘ironical’ rather than ‘offensive’ character of the situation, and some of 

these informants, interestingly commented on the ‘mildness’ of the insults listed 

in the questionnaire, and suggested other ‘stronger’ ones.

Thus, in terms of the insult theory, this situation can be defined as an 

interaction between two subjects (s,h) ; of different cultural backgrounds (c1, c2); 

which takes place in a ‘classroom’ context ( C ) , where the interactants have a 

friendly student relationship (P=0; D=0); and in which an insult is chosen in view 

of its ranking of imposition (R), for that situation, as evaluated by each individual 

interactant (E), in view of their cultural knowledge (V);

Ws = Vci • R • Eh (D + P + C)

Wh = Vc2 ■ R ■ Es (D + P + C)

The data shows that the assessment of the Weightiness of the FTA by
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one and the other interactant resulting from choosing the sam e insulting 

expression (R), does not result in an equality relation.

Vci R ■ Eh (D + P + C) ^  VC2 R ■ Es (D + P + C)

Given that the socio-contextual variables of power (P), distance (D), and 

context (C) are evaluated as constant by the interactants, then the inequality 

should derive from different cultural value assessments by each of the 

interactants.

As detailed in the data analysis, there is some disagreement between 

both groups (Spanish and Irish) of students, in their choice of the most suitable 

insult for this situation. While, in the Irish context, the Irish informants chose 

‘swot’ as the most suitable expression, the Spanish informants chose ‘smart ass’; 

and, in the Spanish context, the Spanish students chose ‘empollon/a’, while the 

Irish students chose ‘cabezon/a’. Also, the variety of insults provided by both 

groups differs in numbers, with the Spanish informants producing 21 insults in 

Spanish (twice the number of English insults produced by the Irish informants). 

This may be indicative of the different cultural values attached to this type of 

situation in terms of, for example, group membership (‘us the students’ vs. ‘them, 

the teachers’); modesty (‘don’t show superiority’); lack of discipline (‘don’t do the 

right thing’), etc.

Comments on the ironical character of the situation by the Spanish 

students may also show a wider sense of insult acceptability in this context, 

especially with these informants suggesting ‘stronger’ insult use, which points 

out the sanctionable value of ‘being /  showing to be -  a good student’.

It is important to bear in mind that, values such as ‘modesty’, ‘group 

membership’, and ‘discipline’, etc., may also differ culturally and, by association, 

contextually, thus influencing the different individual perceptions of ‘classroom 

behaviour’.

On the other hand, despite possible awareness of the cultural value 

differences portrayed in an insult -  as the comments on regional and national
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differences show -  the conscious risky attitude of literal translating and guessing 

the meaning of the non-native language insults seems to indicate either a 

conviction of shared cultural values between the own and the other culture, or a 

strong interest of cultural value discovery which, in some cases, supersedes the 

risk of misunderstanding.
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Figure 1.1 TABLE IE Situation 1: “In class”

IE IRISH GROUP (A ) MORE SUITEf % LESS SUITED % SPANISH GROUP (B) MORE SUITE! % LESS SUITED %
ENGLISH 1 donkey 0 0 29 80 1 donkey 2 5 20 50

2 cute whore 0 0 14 39 2 cute whore 1 2 8 20
3 big head 5 14 4 11 3 big head 11 27 2 5
4 swot 34 94 0 0 4 swot 8 20 0 0
5 smart ass 14 39 1 3 5 smart ass 22 55 1 2
6 lick (arse/ass) 8 22 0 0
7 teacher's pet 3 8 0 0
8 nerd 3 8 6 nerd 1 2
9 brown-nose(r) 2 5 0 0
10 know (it) all 2 5 0 0
11 suck-up 1 3 0 0

7 bitch 2 5
8 smarty 1 2
9 bloody genius 1 2

TOTAL n . . . . . .  .......... ..................... ?



Figure 1.2 TABLE 1S Situation 1: “En clase”

I S IRISH GROUP (B ) MORE SUITEC % LESS SUITED % SPANISH GROUP(A) MORE SUITE! % LESS SUITED %
SPANISH 1 burro/a 1 3 • 12 33 1 burro/a 0 0 17 42

2 gato/a listo/a 3 8 8 22 2 gato/a listo/a 0 0 26 65
3 pelotero/a 6 17 2 5 3 pelotero/a 11 27 3 7
4 cabez6n/a 14 39 0 0 4 cabez6n/a 1 2 9 22
5 empoll6n/a 3 8 2 5 5 empoll6n/a 33 82 0 0

6 pelota(s), pedazo de 12 30
6 listo/a 7 19 7 lis to/ listillo /a 10 25

8 sabelotodo 3 7
7 cabr6n 2 5 9 cabr6n/a 3 7

10 repelente 3 7
11 empoll6n/a de mierda 2 5
12 chap6n/a 1 2
1 3 resabidillo 1 2
14 espabilao 1 2
15 guarro/a i 2
16 sabiondo 1 2
17 pedante 1 2
18 hijo de puta 1 2
19 tio/a cojonudo/a 77 1 2
20 babosa 1 2
21 lapa 1 2

TOTAL 7 21



SITUATION 2; “In a pub”

You are in a pub. Your are having a drink with your best friend, talking about your 

weekend. You tell him/her about your meeting with somebody you have been fancying 

for a long time:

You: -Last Saturday I met 'X' in Gino's and she/he asked me for my

telephone number I think he/she likes me...

Your best friend: -  You lucky______________________ /

(You laugh at your friend’s expression with satisfaction.)

Insults: SOD, BASTARD, IDIOT. BITCH, SOIV

Situation purpose (Situation 2.)

This is a situation where a conversation between best friends takes 

place. The subject of conversation is a love relationship and the exclamation 

which will be produced is an exclamation which emphasizes the good luck of the 

person in love. The intention of this exercise is to find out if the use of insult 

expressions is suitable, according to the informant’s cultural knowledge of the 

situation. Different cultural values might be reflected in the use of insults, in 

terms of camaraderie, envy, etc.

Of the English insults offered as a choice in the questionnaire, there are 

those which should be less or not suitable {sod, idiot, sow); and those more 

suited to this situation {bastard, bitch). In this situation the variable of gender is 

expected to influence the choice of the informant, that is, depending on the
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gender of the addressee, the term chosen might vary. The choice of Spanish 

insults also ranges from less suitable {bastardo, perro/a, cerdo/a)\ to most 

suitable to this situation {tonto/a, enano/a).

Translation Spanish Insults (Situation 2.)

bastardo: ‘bastard’; (fig.) ‘mean’, ‘despicable’

perro/a: (zool.) m. ‘dog’, f. ‘bitch’; (fig.) m. ‘swine’, ‘wretched’, ‘awful’; f.

‘tart’; ‘promiscuous’ 

cerdo/a: (zool.) m.’ pig’, f. ‘sow’; (fig.) m.’ dirty’, ‘slovenly’; f. ‘dirty’, 

‘promiscuous’ 

tonto/a: ‘simple’; (fig.) ‘silly’, ‘stupid’, ‘foolish’ 

enano/a: ‘dwarf’; (fig.) ‘short man/woman’, ‘chap’.

Again, the results will vary according to the level of familiarity with these 

expressions, especially in the case of non-native informants. Here, it is important 

to point out the different meaning that will result of using the masculine or the 

feminine variable, since some of these expressions vary according to gender. 

Non-native informants might be unaware of the gender differences. In the case of 

bastard, for example, the feminine bastarda is not normally used, other than to 

mean ‘daughter of an unmarried mother’.

Results (Situation 2.)

The results obtained for this situation are summarized in Table 2E and 

Table 2S (Figs. 2.1., 2.2.: pp. 175-176). Looking at the two tables, the first remark 

we can make is, again, the difference in the number of Spanish and English 

insults produced by native speakers; the list of Spanish insults is longer (19) than 

the English insults one (15). On the other hand, the Irish informants produced an 

extra two Spanish insults in the non-native context (B). The Spanish informants
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did not add any new insult to the list of five. Perhaps, another distinction that can 

be made is the length of some of the Spanish insults produced by Spanish 

informants, such as “todos los tontos tienen suerte” (all fools have good luck), 

and “a todos los cerdos les llega el San Martin” (San Martin’s day will come for 

every pig).

Choice of English Insults (Situation 2.)

Most suitable (+); The most suitable English insult, according to the Irish 

informants, is ‘bitch’ (94%), followed by ‘bastard’ (58%), and ‘cow’ (19%), which 

is not listed in the questionnaire, and, in fourth position, with 11% of informants, 

‘sod’. The Spanish informants chose ‘bastard’ as the most suitable expression 

(75%), followed by ‘bitch’ (45%), and both, ‘sod’ and ‘idiot’ in third position, with 

only a 7% of informants choosing these insults. Notice that Irish informants did 

not rate ‘idiot’ as ‘most suitable’.These results may differ, in the case of ‘bitch’ / 

‘bastard’, in part due to the higher percentage of Spanish (35%) male informants 

over Irish (11%) male informants. However, the percentage of females is higher 

than that of males in both groups. This could signify two different things. On the 

one hand it could be interpreted as though more Spanish females than Irish 

females constructed a situation in which they were interacting with the other sex , 

rather than with other females. But it also could mean that Spanish informants 

did not consider this insult to be exclusively applicable to male addressees. The 

term ‘cow’ was not mentioned by Spanish informants at all.

Least suitable (-): The insults rated least suitable by Irish informants 

were ‘idiot’ (55%); ‘sow’ (44%); and ‘sod’ (30%). The insult ‘bitch’ was never 

rated ‘less suitable’ by this group. The Spanish informants also agreed that the 

least suitable insult was ‘idiot’ (37%), followed by ‘sow’ (22%), as well. ‘Sod’ also 

got a third place with only 7%. In general, there seems to be a consensus for 

what is less suitable, between the two groups
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+  SUITED ENG. INSULTS IRISH GROUP SPANISH GROUP

bitch 1st. (34) 94% 2nd. (18) 45%

bastard 2nd. (21) 58% 1st. (30) 75%

cow 3rd. (7) 19% 0

sod 4th. (4) 11% 3rd. (3) 7%

idiot 0 3rd. (3) 7%

-SU ITED ENG. INSULTS IRISH GROUP SPANISH GROUP

idiot 1st. (20) 55% 1st. (15) 37%

sow 2nd. (16) 44% 2nd. (9) 22%

sod 3rd. (11) 30% 3rd. (3) 7%

Choice of Spanish Insults (Situation 2.)

Most suitable (+); While 57% of the Spanish informants chose the 

expression ‘tonto/a’ as the most suitable, followed by ‘enano/a’ (40%), and 

‘cabron/a/azo’ (22%) -  this last insult suggested by the informants -, 39% of the 

Irish informants chose ‘perro/a’ as the most suitable answer, followed by 

‘cerdo/a’ (19%) and, finally, ‘tonto/a’ (17%). There seems to be an obvious 

mismatch between the choices of the most suitable insult by one and the other 

group. ‘Cabronazo’, for example, was not mentioned by the Irish informants, but 

‘puta’ was added in the list by two members of each group.

Least suitable (-): The Spanish insults considered least suitable by the 

Spanish group were ‘bastardo’ (32%), ‘perro’ (30%), and ‘cerdo’. The least 

suitable expressions according to the Irish informants were ‘tonto/a’ (28%),

‘cerdo’ (22%), and ‘bastardo’ (22%). Again, there is a clash between the Spanish 

and the Irish choices of some of these expressions. The following table

compares the results for both groups in the Spanish context.
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SUITED SPA. INSULTS SPANISH GROUP IRISH GROUP

tonto/a 1st. (23) 57% 3rd. (6) 17%

enano/a 2nd. (16) 40% 6th. (1) 3%

cabron/a/azo 3rd. (9) 22% 0

cerdo/a 4th. (8) 20% 3rd. (7) 19%

perro 5th. (6) 15% 1st. (14) 39%

■SUITED SPA. INSULTS SPANISH GROUP IRISH GROUP

bastardo 1st. (13) 32% 2nd. (8) 22%

perro/a 2nd. (12) 30% 4th. (3) 8%

cerdo/a 3rd. (7) 17% 2nd. (8) 22%

enano/a 4th. (4) 10% 3rd. (6) 17%

tonto/a 4th. (4) 10% 1st, (10) 28%

Informants’ Comments (Situation 2.)

Approximately the same percentage of informants in each group 

commented on this situation. In a native context (A), 78% (28 out of 36) of the 

Irish informants, and 75% (30 out of 40) of the Spanish informants, had 

something to say about their choices, and, for what refers to the non-native 

context (B), 30% (11 out of 36) of the Irish informants, and 42% (17 out of 40) of 

the Spanish informants, commented on the situation. As in Situation 1, many of 

the comments made about the native context (A) refer to the suitability of the 

expressions listed in the questionnaire, as well as to the meaning of the situation 

and the values associated with it. For what refers to the non-native context (B), 

the comments are mostly about the lack of knowledge of some expressions, and 

also about personal experiences about these insults.

In the following sections 1 have grouped these comments according to 

the informants’ group and language of the context; and I have also divided them
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under ‘suitability of expression’, and ‘meaning of situation / value judgment’.

The order in which the insults have been listed under every heading follows 

approximately the number of comments received by each insult, in decreasing 

order. Every comment is referenced with the informant’s number in brackets ‘[ ]’.

Irish group /  English insults (Situation 2.)

Suitability of expression (Situation 2.)

‘bitch’-  The most wide-spread comment about this insult was one of 

gender specificity. Six informants agreed that it is an insult 

directed at females [1004; 1005; 1009; 1013; 1020; 1057]; and 

another six informants explained that this was not an insult 

but a compliment, especially between friends [1001; 1010; 

1016; 1033; 1054; 1055]. Two participants pointed out that this 

insult was a little too strong to be used in a situation of this 

type [1053; 1054], and another classified it as expressing envy 

[1016].

‘bastard’-  As for ‘bitch’, this expression was also classified as ‘male 

specific’ by eight informants [1004; 1005; 1009; 1020; 1054;

1055; 1056; 1057], as well as being used among friends [1010; 

1016; 1033], and also as an expression of envy [1016].

‘sod’-  Four informants explained that this is a ‘UK-English’

expression rather than an Irish-English expression [1017; 

1053; 1054; 1056]; another four agreed that they had never 

heard it as an insult [1002; 1003; 1011 ;I0 20], and one 

informant said it was ‘gender specific’, but did not explain 

[1055],
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‘sow’-  Three informants affirmed that this was not an insult [1002;

1003; 1020]; one informant said it was not appropriate nor 

colloquial [1019]; another qualified it as ‘UK-English’ [1054]; 

and a last one explained that “it has exclusively negative 

connotations" [1055].

‘cow’-  This term was suggested by six informants instead of ‘sow’

[1003; 1004; 1006; 1011; 1015; 1023]; and one informant defined 

it as a “less strong” term which could be used in this situation 

[1053],

‘idiot’-  Three informants pointed out that this insult is “out of context”

[1054; 1055; 1056]; and another informant said it is “rarely 

used" [1020],

Meaning of situation /  Value judgment (Situation 2.)

The most common opinion among the Irish informants is that, in this 

situation, the insults used are not used to derogate [1010; 1054; 1057], to cause 

offence [1034], or to mean any negative connotations [1055], but rather as 

compliments [1016], to congratulate the addressee [1034], addressing him as a 

friend [1001] in a joking manner which is acceptable between friends. One 

informant, for example, explained that “after a few drinks, insults don’t seem like 

insults anymore, it’s just the manner in which friends communicate .... it’s more a 

compliment than an insult” [1001], It is also interesting to notice the awareness 

expressed by these informants of the usage variation between ‘UK-English’ and 

‘Irish-English’. Gender differentiation is also an important feature for what refers 

to some of the expressions. In terms of cultural values, ‘envy’ is mentioned only 

once, whereas the understanding of the situation as one which deserves to be
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congratulated, complimented, etc., seems to be the case here.

Spanish group /  English insults (Situation 2.)

Suitability of expression (Situation 2.)

‘sod’ ,’sow’-  All comments about these expressions refer to the lack of

knowledge about them. Fourteen Spanish informants [S001; 

S006; S018; S021; S022; S026; S030; S032; S040; S041; 

S042, S043; S044] expressed having never heard either 

expression nor knowing their meaning. Only one informant 

explained that ‘sod’ “reflects envy connotations” [S012].

‘bastard’-  Four informants pointed out that this insult is only suitable if 

used towards males [8001; S006; S022; S041], and one 

informant explained that she “had heard it so many times that 

it sounds natural” [S009].

‘bitch’-  The comments for this expression are very similar to those 

above, about gender specificity. Three informants said it was 

an insult for women [S001; S022; S041].

IVIeaning of situation /  Value judgment (Situation 2.)

Apart from the comment on envy [SOI 2], and the difficulty in choosing the 

most and least suitable insults, due to the lack of knowledge of their meaning, 

there were no comments on cultural values, etc.
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Spanish group /  Spanish insults (Situation 2.)

Suitability of expression (Situation 2.)

‘tonto/a’-  Although this expression was chosen to be the most likely 

one in this situation, many comments refer to the phrase 

“todos los tontos tienen suerte” (“all fools are lucky”) as the 

most adequate expression [S005; S012; S024; S030; S031]. 

One informant also explained that ‘tonto/a’, in this situation, 

is an affectionate word [S009].

‘enano/a’-  Like for the expression above, the same informant explained 

the affectionate meaning of ‘enano/a’ [S009], Another 

informant commented on the old fashioned use of this 

expression [S022],

‘cabron/a/azo’-  This expression was suggested as a more adequate one 

in this situation due to its complicity meaning [S018], its 

reference to jealousy [S027], its wide-spread usage among 

friends [S029], in colloquial use [S044], and also for 

emphatic use in the phrases ‘jQue cabrona!’ (What a ....!) 

[S045], and ‘Cacho (Piece o f ....) [S042].

‘bastardo’-  One informant pointed out that this expression was only

applicable to men [S006], while another one explained that it 

was too strong and rough [S023]; and a third one declared 

having heard it a lot in Ireland and that, perhaps, this was the 

reason why he was using it in Spanish, under the influence 

of the Irish languge [S016],
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‘perro/a’-  One reference to gender-specific usage was made for this

expression. One informant said it was only used in its female 

version since “names of animals have very different 

connotations if used for females” [S019]. A second comment 

explained that this expression meant “lazy” [SO11]; and a 

third person thought it was not very common but the most 

“correct" [S043],

‘cerdo/a’-  The only comments here draw a distinction between the 

female and male versions; ‘cerda’ only for women and 

between women [S008; S011], and ‘cerdo’ only for men 

[S006]. However, many other expressions were suggested 

which are related to this insult in their literal meaning. 

Expressions such as ‘puerca’, ‘guarra’, ‘asquerosa’, and 

even ‘puta’, and ‘zorra’, have connotations of promiscuity, 

dirtiness, filthiness, repugnance. Some of these comments 

are very interesting; “Between women, the most used 

expressions are very degrading and sexisf [S003]; “between 

female friends, in situations like this, we use them a lot”

[S011; S014]; “When you are among friends, you forget 

vocabulary restrictions and use foolish words like ‘zorra’, but 

without maliciousness” [S017]; “I would say ‘asquerosa’ 

[S025]: ‘zorra’ [S033]”.

Meaning of situation /  Value judgment (Situation 2.)

There seems to be no reference to the meaning of the situation itself, but 

rather to the usage of language in this type of context. The most significant 

comments can be divided in three groups. On the one hand, some comments 

emphasize the need for other insults which are stronger (see added insults to the
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list); in second place, comments are made on the gender specificity of some of 

these insults, where female promiscuity, filth, etc., is desirable among female 

interactants; and finally, some comments refer to the better suitability of phrases 

and idioms of the type Todos los tontos tienen suerte’, ‘jQue....!, ‘A todos los 

cerdos les llega el San Martin’. Contrary to the comments of the Irish informants 

about the English insults, the Spanish informants do not seem to see any need 

for explaining that, in this situation, insults are not really insults. They either take 

this for granted or do not make a distinction.

Irish group /  Spanish insults (Situation 2.)

Suitability of expression (Situation 2.)

‘tonto/a’-  Comments on this expression refer to the frequency in which 

the informant heard it being used in Spain [1003]; the 

influence of this choice by the English expression 

‘beginner’s luck’ [1055]; and the suggestion of the phrase 

‘jVaya suerte tia!’ as a more natural choice [1054].

‘cerdo/a’-  Two contradictory comments about this expression pointed 

out its continuous affectionate usage by Spanish people 

[1053], and its demeaning usage by native speakers [1054]. 

Other informants chose this expression as a pure guess 

[1006]; [1026].

‘puta’-  Two informants suggested this expression. Like for the

above expression, informant [1053] related it to affectionate 

treatment, and informant [1008] believed it to be the best 

choice.
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Meaning of situation /  Value judgment (Situation 2.)

Other than the lack of familiarity with some of the insults in the Spanish 

list, and also having guessed some of the answers, the only comments were 

those mentioned above about observation of the Spanish native usage of some 

of these expressions, in terms of ‘affection’ or ‘frequency’.

Summary - Discussion of Situation 2.

The results obtained for this situation can be summarized as follows. For 

what refers to suitability of the expressions included in the questionnaire, there 

seem to be some differences of choice between the English and the Spanish 

insults. Under ‘most suitable English insults’, both ‘bitch’ and ‘bastard’ are at the 

top of the Irish and Spanish informants’ list, but the order has been reversed: 

while the Irish group chose ‘bitch’ to be the most likely expression to be used, 

followed by ‘bastard’, the Spanish group placed ‘bastard’ in first position. Under 

‘least suitable English insults’, both groups agree that ‘idiot’ is at the top of the 

list, followed by ‘sow’ and ‘sod’. On the other hand, the choice of ‘most’ and 

‘least’ suitable Spanish insults is not the same by both groups. While Spanish 

informants place ‘tonto/a’ at the top and ‘perro/a’ at the bottom of the list of ‘most 

suitable insults’, Irish informants place ‘tonto/a’ in third position and ‘perro/a’ at 

the top. In the case of ‘least suitable Spanish insults’, Irish informants place 

‘tonto/a’ at the top, while the native informants had chosen ‘bastardo’.

It can be inferred, looking at the above results, that Spanish informants 

seem more aware of the use of English insults in this situation, than Irish 

informants are of the Spanish ones. After a detailed examination of the 

comments given by both groups of informants, it may be possible to venture an 

explanation. Whereas Irish informants have insisted that a distinction must be 

made between derogative or offensive usage of insulting expressions, and 

friendly and joking forms of address, as well as pointing out the gender-
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specificity of some of the words listed; the Spanish informants seem to generally 

agree that the increase in taboo meaning increases the acceptability of the 

expression. This appears to be especially true among female interactants, where 

sexist derogatory expressions are rated ‘most suitable’ in many instances.

Again, differentiation between varieties of English is important for the 

Irish participants, while varieties in language do not receive any comment from 

the Spanish informants, even though informants’ regional differences are 

represented in the sample. These differences might be implied in the ratings of 

strength (see the meaning of ‘tonto’ versus the meaning of ‘cabron’, for example).

A further remark must be made here. In both contexts, Irish and Spanish 

native speakers suggested a further list of words which are mostly related to the 

taboo of sex, especially sexual behaviour and sexual orientation (‘zorra’, ‘puta’, 

‘mamon’, ‘mariconazo’, ... ‘slapper’, ‘tart’, ‘bugger’, ‘ff. er’, etc.); but some of the 

Spanish terms also have connotations of filth (‘guarra’, ‘puerca’, ‘asquerosa’). On 

the other hand, Spanish phrases and emphatic idioms where suggested many 

times by Spanish informants.

Following the insult model, this situation can be represented according to 

each of the interactants calculation of the weightiness of the FTA as follows.

Ws = Vci ■ R ■ Eh (D + P + C)

Wh = Vc2 ■ R ■ Es (D + P + C)

where the friendly relation holds D and P constant and C is the equivalent bar /

pub context in each of the cultural environments (Spanish /  Irish) represented in

this situation.

The disagreement between the Irish and the Spanish informants about 

what constitutes the most and least suitable Spanish insult for this situation can 

be represented with the inequality;

Vci • R ■ Eh ■ (D + P + C) ^ VC2 ■ R • Es ■ (D + P + C)

The comments obtained in the questionnaire seem to point to different 

levels of acceptability of insult in these cultures, as well as to different
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connotations of similarly translatable terms, such as ‘tonto’ and ‘idiot’. For what 

refers to levels of acceptability, the situation presented here allows for terms of 

obscenity as well as filth connotations, according to Spanish informants. The 

value of friendship and admiration is somehow reinforced by the strength of the 

taboo. The Irish informants, while choosing ‘bitch’ and ‘bastard’ as the most likely 

insults to be used in this situation, seem to think that an explanation or 

clarification is needed, in terms of differentiating ‘derogative’ from ’joking / 

complimentary’ usage, which might indicate a lower level of acceptability or a 

more restricted applicability. The gender variable also appears to be culturally 

different, with Spanish female participants choosing the most sexist tabooed 

terms as most suitable, and Irish informants, on the other hand, pointing out the 

gender exclusivity of some terms.

To the above cultural value differences, it should be added the notion of 

language variety, in terms of regional or national use of different insulting 

expressions, as pointed out by the Irish informants, who described ‘sod’ and 

‘sow’ as being used more in the UK rather than in Ireland.

It is worth pointing out that a few of the Spanish informants suggested 

sayings and phrases to accompany some of the insults listed in the 

questionnaire. Most of these were written in an emphatic form such as 

exclamation marks (j!) and exclamative words (Que..). This might signify the 

existence of differences between the values attached to prosodic features in 

each of these two cultures.
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Figure 2.1 TABLE 2E Situation 2: “In a pub”

2E IRISH GROUP (A) MORE SUITE[ % LESS SUITED % SPANISH GROUP (B) MORE SUITEI % LESS SUITED %
ENGLISH 1 sod 4 11 11 30 1 sod 3 7 3 7

2 bastard 21 58 1 3 2 bastard 30 75 2 5
3 idiot 0 0 20 55 3 Idiot 3 7 15 37
4 bitch 34 94 0 0 4 bitch 18 45 1 2
5 sow 1 3 16 44 5 sow 1 2 9 22
6 cow 7 19
7 cunt 2 5
8 jammy cow 1 3
9 jammy git 1 3
10 tart 1 3
11 slapper 1 3
12 bugger 1 3
13 bollox/ix 1 3
14 ff..er 1 3
15 prick 1 3

TOTA 15 5

Table 
2E.



Figure 2.2 TABLE 2S Situation 2; “En un bar”

2S IRISH GROUP (B) MORE SUITE( % LESS SUITED % SPANISH GROUP(A) MORE SUITEC % LESS SUITED %
SPANISH 1 tonto/a 6 17 10 28 1 tonto/a 23 57 4 10

2 bastardo 4 11 8 22 2 bastardo 5 12 13 32
3 perro/a 14 39 3 8 3 perro/a 6 15 12 30
4 enano/a 1 3 6 17 4 enano/a 16 40 4 10
5 cerdo/a 7 19 8 22 5 cerdo/a 8 20 7 17

6 cabr6n/a/azo 9 22
7 'todos los tontos tienen suerte' 4 10
8 tio/tipo/pavo con suerte 3 7
9 zorra 3 7
10 guarra 3 7

6 puta 2 5 11 puta 2 5
12 capullo 2 5
1 3 cacho capulla 1 2
14 mam6n 1 2
15 puerca 1 2
16 asquerosa 1 2
17 marlconazo 1 2
18 'jo qua ascol' 1 2
19 'a todos los cerdos les llega 1 2

el San Martin'
7 ' vaya suerte tial' 1 3

TOTAL 7 19



SITUATION 3: “At the beach”

It is a summer day and you and a friend are sunbathing in West Cork. A good-looking 

person walks by in a bathing suit and you cannot help commenting on the good looks. 

Your friend, who is obviously envious, tries to undermine the passer-by commenting on 

the way this person walks:

You: -  That’s a fine body for you!

Your friend: -Y e a  but a ________________________ as well!

Insults: WITCH, DING-DONG, BIMBO. DICK-HEAD, TURTLE

Situation Purpose (Situation 3.)

In this situation, the comment made by the first interactant is an 

evaluation of physical characteristics which causes an envious reaction from the 

second interactant. The options given in the insult list are not restricted to 

physical characteristics, but they also refer to psychical traits. The purpose of this 

situation is to find out the acceptability of comments of this type, for what refers to 

the notion of envy as a moral cultural issue, and the choice of comment for every 

group of informants.That is, the cultural values implicit in these comments might 

reflect differences between the two nationalities represented here. This is also an 

‘open’ situation, where the gender of the interactants is entirely up to the 

informant’s choice. Some interesting results are, therefore, expected in terms of 

gender variation.

The possible insults listed in the questionnaire may be used to attack

177



either looks or personality characteristics. Some of them {bimbo, witch, dick

head} are more obvious than others {ding-dong, turtle). This is also true in the 

case of Spanish insults, with creido/a, capullo and putilla, on the one hand; and 

tortuga and marrano/a on the other.

The results are expected to show the way in which different nuances of 

these expressions can be understood by different cultures, and to what extent 

physical and psychical characteristics are considered linguistically sanctionable 

from a moral point of view. Once more, the choices offered require that the 

informants decide on the type of connotation implied in the insult, and on the 

validity of this insult in each cultural context.

Translation of Spanish Insults (Situation 3.)

tortuga. (Zool.) ‘tortoise / turtle’; (fig.) ‘slow’, ‘clumsy’ 

creido/a: (fig.) from creerseio { ‘to be fond of oneself’), ‘conceited’ 

capullo: (Bot.) ‘bud’; (Anat. fig.) ‘prepuce’; (fig.) ‘undesirable’, ‘imbecile 

man’

putilla: (fig) from pufa; ‘prostitute’, promiscuous’, ‘undesirable woman’ 

marrano/a: (coll.) ‘pig/sow’; (fig) ‘dirty’, ‘filthy’; f. ‘promiscuous woman’

Results (Situation 3.)

The results obtained for this situation are summarized in Table 3 E and 

Table 3S (figs. 3.1, 3.2.; pp. 191 -192). In these tables we can observe the 

difference between the number of insults produced in a native context and the 

number of insults produced in a non-native context, the first being remarkably 

higher for both groups. Irish and Spanish informants added 17 insults to the list 

of 5 given in the questionnaire, whereas, in a non-native context, Spanish 

informants produced another three, and Irish informants only added one. Another 

difference is the more elaborated Spanish syntactical structure of these insults as
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noun and complement (‘pija de las narices’, ‘pinta de loba’, etc.). Some Irish 

insults have used syntactical particles (‘no-personality’, ‘so-and-so’), but they are 

not descriptive.

Choice of English Insults (Situation 3.)

Most suitable (+); The most suitable insults, according to the Irish 

informants, are ‘bimbo’ (75%) and ‘dick-head’ (61%). Spanish informants agreed 

in these choices, although fewer of these informants picked these insults (37% 

and 35%, respectively). While ‘witch’ and ‘turtle’ were not considered suitable by 

any of the Irish informants, 25% of the Spanish informants said that ‘witch’ was 

suitable; but they agreed with the Irish informants in the case of ‘turtle’. For what 

refers to ‘ding-dong’, only one informant of each group chose this word. Another 

word suggested by 8% of the Irish group is ‘slapper’. The Spanish group did not 

include this expression in the list.

Least suitable (-). The least suitable insults, as chosen by the Irish 

group, were ‘turtle’ (75%); followed by ‘ding-dong’ (30%); and ‘witch’ (25%).

None of the Irish informants chose these words as suitable, except for one 

person, who chose ‘ding-dong’ as a suitable word. For the Spanish group, the 

least suitable expression is also ‘turtle’ (40%), followed by ‘witch’ (17%). Only 7% 

of the Spanish informants said ‘ding-dong’ was not suitable. This might be due to 

the lack of knowledge of this word. By contrast with the Irish choices, 5% of the 

Spanish informants thought ‘bimbo’ and ‘dick-head’ were unlikely to happen in 

this situation.

+  SUITED ENG. INSULTS IRISHGROUP SPANISH GROUP

bimbo 1st. (27) 75% 1st (15) 37%

dick-head 2nd. (22) 61% 2nd. (14) 35%

slapper 3rd. (3) 8% 0

witch 0
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-SU ITED ENG. INSULTS IRISHGROUP SPANISH GROUP

turtle 1st. (27) 75% 1st. (16) 40%

ding-dong 2nd. (11) 30% 3rd. (3) 7%

witch 3rd. (9) 25% 2nd. (7) 17%

Choice of Spanish Insults (Situation 3.)

Most suitable (+); The insults chosen as most suitable by the Spanish 

informants were ‘creido’ (80%); followed by ‘capullo’ (35%); and ‘putilla’ (20%). 

Only one informant in this group chose ‘marrano/a’, and nobody considered 

‘tortuga’ to be suitable in this situation. From the Irish group, 28% of the 

informants picked ‘putilla’ as the most likely insult to happen, followed by 

‘creido/a’ (22%), and ‘capullo’ (16%). Tortuga got a fourth position (11% of Irish 

informants), and 8% of this Irish group chose ‘marrano/a’ as a suited insult. It is 

evident that some disagreement exist between the Irish and the Spanish choice 

of the most suitable insult in this situation, especially between these two last 

results.

Least suitable (-): 72% of Spanish informants put ‘tortuga’ at the top of 

the list of least suitable insults for this situation, followed by ‘marrano/a’ and, 

sharing a third position, ‘putilla’ and ‘capullo’ with a 10%. Only one informant in 

this group listed ‘creido/a’ as unsuited. From the Irish group, ‘tortuga’ also got a 

first position in the list of least suitable words, followed by ‘creido/a’ and 

‘marrano/a’ in second position (11%), and ‘putilla’ and ‘capullo’ both in third 

position (8%). The clash between both groups about their rating of ‘creido/a’ is 

worth pointing out.
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+  SUITED SPA. INSULTS SPANISH GROUP IRISH GROUP

creido/a 1st. (32) 80% 2nd. (8) 22%

capullo 2nd. (14) 35% 3rd. (6) 16%

putilla 3rd. (8) 20% 1st. (10) 28%

marrano/a 4th. (1) 2% 5th. (3) 8%

tortuga 0 4th. (4) 11%

SUITED SPA. INSULTS SPANISH GROUP IRISH GROUP

tortuga 1st. (29) 72% 1st. (9) 25%

marrano/a 2nd. (13) 32% 2nd. (4) 11%

putilla 3rd. (4) 10% 3rd. (3) 8%

capullo 3rd. (4) 10% 3rd. (3) 8%

creido/a 4th (1) 2% 2nd. (4) 11%

Informants’ Comments (Situation 3.)

There is not much difference between the number of comments 

produced by both groups, although Irish informants had more to say (67%) from 

a native context perspective, than the Spanish informants (50%), and the 

contrary is true for the non-native context: a total of 18 (45%) comments were 

made by Spanish informants, whereas 14 (39%) comments were produced by 

the Irish group. Once more, the comments are similar to those made for other 

situations. In a native context (A), comments range from insult suitability, 

according to value judgment of the situation, and suggestions about other 

choices of insult. For what refers to a non-native context (B), both groups 

comment on the lack of knowledge about some of the insults listed in the 

questionnaire, as well as on their experiences as observers and participants of
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another culture’s usage of these terms.

The following sections are a classification of comments according to 

group (Irish / Spanish) and language (English / Spanish) used. As in previous 

situations, insults commented on are listed under two main groups according to 

the type of comment received (suitability, or meaning A/alue judgment) and the 

order tries to reflect approximately the number of comments received by each 

word, in decreasing fashion.

Irish group /  English insults (Situation 3.)

Suitability of expression (Situation 3.)

‘dick-head’-Many comments on this word were about its gender

specificity, that is, informants pointed out that it is used to 

refer to males [1010; 1012,1017; 1057; 1053; 1055]; one 

informant said that this term is regularly used [1020], and 

another explained that it can only be used if you know 

the person [1054].

‘bimbo’-  Six informants also defined this word as gender specific, 

used against female listeners [1010; 1012; 1017; 1053; 1055; 

1057], and the same informant above [1020] also said it was 

regularly used. One informant explained that this term can be 

used for men now [1054]; and another informant explained 

that ‘bimbo’ is what men would probably say in a situation 

like this [1056].

‘ding-dong’-lnformants who commented on this expression said it is 

completely out of context [1056]; it makes no sense [1023]; it 

sounds stupid [1054]; and some also said that they had never
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heard, or been called by anyone, ‘ding-dong’ [1002; 1053].

‘witch’-  One informant commented that this expression is usually

said if you know the person [1054]; another thought this insult 

was completely out of context [1056].

‘turtle’-  Also in this case, one informant defined it as completely out

of context [1056], and another three said they had never 

heard it as an insult [1002; 1053; 1054].

other- Three informants were of the opinion that none of the listed

insults were suitable in this situation [1031]; “they do not refer 

to the way the passer-by walks” [1004]; and “wouldn’t use any 

of them” [1026].

Meaning of situation /  Value judgment (Situation 3.)

This situation has been described as a ‘common situation’ [1016] of envy 

or jealousy, where the insult is used to undermine the envied person [1001; 1057]; 

in which the aspect attacked can be physical [1003], or intellectual [1011; 1055]. 

This last informant explained the use of non-physical derogation as follows; “the 

individual’s physical attributes are obvious, therefore anyone seeking to insult 

will need to attack either that individual’s intelligence, vanity, or behaviour” [1055].

Spanish group /  English insults (Situation 3.)

Suitability of expression (Situation 3.)

‘bimbo’-  The comments of the Spanish informants on the usage of

this expression are not homogeneous. On the one hand, two
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expressed not knowing the meaning of this word [S024], but 

having used it nevertheless [S022]; and there is also some 

confusion about its connotations; “1 don’t think it is suitable 

because I’ve heard it being used to refer to a beautiful girl” 

[S006]; “1 know the meaning and I think it has 

negative connotations, but 1 don’t think it’s used as an insult” 

[S001]. Another informant defined this expression as 

“meaning a very good-looking person with a perfect body, 

but very silly and with no brain” [S009]; and, finally, a 

comment on gender specificity explained that “ ‘bimbo’ is for 

girls” [S041].

‘ding-dong’-The Spanish comments on this expression mostly refer to 

their lack of knowledge of its meaning [S005; S021; S024; 

S032; 8042; 8043]; again informant S022 reported using 

it without understanding its meaning, and another informant 

explained that he “would never have used this expression in 

this context” [8012]

‘dick-head’-  Three comments for this expression were about the lack of 

knowledge of its meaning [8021; 8022; 8024]; one comment 

was about gender specificity; “for men” [8041]; and another 

informant explained his confusion; “1 thought you write it ‘dig- 

head’ “ [8040].

‘witch’-  One informant commented on his lack of knowledge of this 

word [8024], and again, two informants declared having 

chosen this expression without knowing the meaning, 

because “it sounds good” [8029; 8045]. Another informant 

explained that using this insult implied knowing the person,
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since the comment passed was on personality, not on his/her 

physical aspect [S041],

‘turtle’-  Three informants expressed their lack of knowledge about its 

meaning [S021; S014; S043],

Meaning of situation /  Value judgment (Situation 3.)

In this case there are no comments related to the situation and the 

cultural values attached to it. Perhaps the interesting thing is the willingness of 

some informants to use any expression, despite their lack of knowledge on 

suitability.

Spanish group /  Spanisii insults (Situation 3.)

Suitability of expression (Situation 3.)

‘crefdo/a’-  This expression is believed to be the most common one, and 

applicable to both genders [S009; S017; S022], One 

comment explained that “all good-looking men are ‘creidos’ “ 

[S031].

‘putilla’-  This expression has been described as specifically used

towards women, but too derogative for this situation [S001]; 

also, if used by a man, it would make reference to a 

woman’s sexual promiscuity, to her provocative walking 

[S022]; Two participants also suggested ‘puta’ [S016], and 

‘puton’ [S027] as insults that accuse a woman of promiscuity, 

“which undermines any other possible qualities”.
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‘capullo’-  One male informant commented on the gender of the

speaker and the addressee, saying that he would use this 

word against a man if a female friend had expressed her 

admiration in this situation [S021],

‘tortuga’-  Three informants expressed not knowing the meaning

[S023; S026; S043], and another one said that “this is one of 

the only insults which refers to the way in which this person 

walks” [S025],

Meaning of situation /  Value judgment (Situation 3.)

Comments from the Spanish informants about this situation place a lot of 

emphasis on the interactants’ gender, that is, insults depend on the gender of the 

person insulted, as well as the person who insults. One comment, for example 

points out that “guys are more brutal” [S006]. However, what seems to be more 

important, according to these comments, is that insults directed at men attack 

different faults in men than in women. In the case of men, the assumption is 

made that the ‘good-looking’ man is aware of his qualities and, therefore, he is 

showing off. The attack, then, seems justified, and focuses on the person’s 

character, behaviour, etc. In the case of insults directed to women, the faults 

attacked are physical or sexual, that is, they tend to be more about physical 

imperfections and promiscuous behaviour. In general, a sort of justification 

seems to underline the use of insults towards good-looking people, which is not 

morally sanctioned (at least according to this comments) as a product of envy or 

jealousy, etc. The following comments illustrate these features:

“Usually we classify a good-looking person as conceited and we try to 

undermine him/her “ [S017]

“If he/she is very good-looking, it is possible that he/she walks very
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stretched up so that everybody looks at him/her” [S009]

“If the guy is handsome, the best way to insult him is with relation to his 

intelligence level, or his character” [S003]

“All depends on how this person looks like. If he/she has a very nice 

body but, then, walks around with a ‘Pinocchio nose’, I suppose the 

comment would be different" [S030].

“A man would say ‘iVaya putilla! ‘ to mean that her way of walking is far 

too provocative, which is a sign of sexual promiscuity” [S022]

“People say ‘puton’ because the profession is not accepted socially, 

therefore it is like ostracizing that person from any other good qualities 

she might have” [S027]

Irish group /  Spanish insults (Situation 3.)

Suitability of expression (Situation 3.)

‘putilla’-  Of the three Irish people who commented this insult, one

informant said it was the most likely to happen [1012]; another 

thought it was the best option if applied to a woman [1053]; 

and a last one did not know the meaning [1006].

‘capullo’-  The comments about this expression vary according to each 

informant; one explains that, in order to use this insult “you 

would have to know the man to whom it is directed” [1054]; 

two other comments seem to contradict each other, since 

one informant states having heard it being frequently used
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[1053]; and the other explains that it is too strong and has not 

heard it too often [1057],

‘tortuga’-  One informant confessed having guessed the meaning of 

this word [1026]; and another commented on the 

contradiction that using this word meant, since “although you 

are insulting the person, you rather envy their figure" [1016]

‘marrano’-  Two informants did not understand this insult [1003; 1031];

and a third one explained that this insult was totally contrary 

to the meaning of the situation [1054]

Meaning of situation /Value judgment (Situation 3.)

Apart from the fact that two of the informants did not know any of the 

words listed in the questionnaire [1003; 10031] there were no more comments 

about this situation, although one Irish person referred to the difficulty of 

choosing an insult since she had not been insulted while in Spain [1002],

Summary - Discussion of Situation 3.

The data obtained for this situation shows that both groups agree in the 

choice of the most suitable English insults, except for the suggested word 

‘slapper’, which was not mentioned by the Spanish informants. However, there is 

no complete agreement in the choice of the most suitable Spanish insults; while 

Spanish informants chose ‘creido’ in first place, Irish informants chose ‘putilla’ in 

first place, and ‘creido’ in second position. For what refers to the least suitable 

insults, both groups more or less agree in both languages, although the words 

‘ding-dong’ and ‘creido/a’ seem to cause some confusion.

Both groups expressed the importance of the gender of the interactants
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in this situation, as being a determinant of the insult to be used. However, some 

of the qualities attacked by the Spanish speakers are different from those 

attacked by the Irish speakers. This is specially true of ‘sexual promiscuity’, in the 

case of the Spanish choices, and ‘female stupidity’ in the case of the Irish ones; 

also ‘being conceited / showing off one’s qualities’, although the first one only 

seems to apply to women.

Another important difference here seems to be the tabooed meanings 

that informants from different groups attach to this situation. While Spanish 

informants in general do not condemn or criticize the use of insults in this 

situation, but rather clarify and almost justify this usage, the Irish informants seem 

to be more interested in excusing this behaviour and explaining that it is 

triggered off by envy and jealousy. This would seem to point to different cultural 

taboos attached to these insults. The willingness of the Spanish informants to 

use an English term, even if it is the product of a guess, is possibly an indication 

of this difference.

From an insult theory perspective, this situation can be defined as an 

interaction between two friends (D=0; P=0), of two different cultural backgrounds 

(c1; c2), interacting in a context (C) kept constant in both cultural settings; in 

which an insulting comment (R) is passed by one of the interactants towards a 

third person who walks by. The calculation of the weightiness of this FTA, from 

each of the interactants’ perspective (s,h), can be represented as follows;

Ws = Vci • R ■ Eh (D + P + C)

Wh = Vc2 ■ R ■ Es (D + P + C)

As has been explained above, the choice of the most suitable English 

insults is very homogeneous for both groups of interactants, whereas the choice

of the most suitable Spanish insult is not. The difference in the choice of Spanish

insults by the two groups of informants can be represented as

Vci ■ R ■ Eh (D + P + C) ^ VC2 ■ R Es (D + P + C)
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While gender differences are important determinants of the choice of 

insult for both groups, different values are attached to male / female qualities, 

depending on the culture. Spanish informants show preference for insults which 

connote sexual promiscuity, while Irish informants seem to prefer insults 

connoting female stupidity, conceitedness and boasting. This might be an 

indication of the cultural differences on the importance of values related, for 

example, to sexual behaviour, modesty, etc.

The fact that both groups evaluated differently the usage of insults in 

general, in a situation of this type (as the Irish comments condemning insults as a 

product of ‘envy’; and the Spanish justifying comments), is quite significant in 

terms of cultural value differences.
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Figure 3.1 TABLE 3E Situation 3: “At the beach”

3E IRISH GROUP (A ) MORE SUITEE % LESS SUITED % SPANISH GROUP (B) MORE SUITEE % LESS SUITED %
ENGLISH 1 witch 0 0 9 25 1 witch 9 25 7 17

2 ding-dong 1 3 11 30 2 ding-dong 1 2 3 7
3 bimbo 27 75 0 0 3 bimbo 15 37 2 5
4 dick-head 22 61 0 0 4 dick-head 14 35 2 5
5 turtle 0 0 27 75 5 turtle 0 0 16 40
6 slapper 3 8 6 monkey 1 2
7 asshole 1 3 7 stupid walk 1 2
8 airhead 1 3 8 whore 1 2
9 eejit 1 3
10 twat 1 3
11 tart 1 3
12 bighead 1 3
13 slut 1 3
14 show-off 1 3
15 spastic 1 3
16 himbo 1 3
17 gobshite 1 3
18 ape 1 3
19 bitch 1 3 9 bitch 1 2
20 no-personality 1 3
21 f...er 1 3
22 so-an-so? 1 3

TOTAL 22 9
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Figure 3.2 TABLE 3S Situation 3: “En la playa”

3S IRISH GROUP (B) MORE SUITEC % LESS SUITED % SPANISH GROUP(A) MORE SUITE! % LESS SUITED %
SPANISH 1 tortuga 4 n 9 25 1 tortuqa 0 0 29 72

2 crefdo/a 8 22 4 n 2 creldo/a 32 80 1 2
3 capullo 6 16 3 8 3 capullo 14 35 4 10
4 putilla 10 28 3 8 4 putllla 8 20 4 10
5 marrano/a 3 8 4 11 5 marrano/a 1 2 13 32
6 glllpollas 1 3 6 glllpollas 2 5

7 chulo 2 5
8 chulo-putas 1 2
9 puta crefda 1 2
10 put6n 1 2
11 pijo/a 1 2
12 pija de las narices 1 2
13 imb6cil 1 2
14 fantasma 1 2 >

15 pardillo 1 2
16 garrulo/a 1 2
17 pInta de loba 1 2
18 alelao 1 2
19 fllpao 1 2
20 apollardao 1 2
21 culo 1 2
22 culo estrecho 1 2

TOTAL 6 22

Table 
3S.



SITUATION 4: “In the street, raining”

You are walking on the street, it is raining heavily and the road is flooded. A car drives by 

speeding and, although you manage to avoid the splash, the guy walking in front of you 

gets soaked and shouts at the dhver angrily:

The wet’person: - _______________________/

(You think it's a well deserved insult, drivers should be more aware of pedestrians.)

Insults: IDIOT. SON OF A PROSTITUTE, PIG, WANKER, ASSHOLE

Situation Purpose (Situation 4.)

This is a situation where the speaker expresses his indignation, by 

means of an insult. This is a very common situation and informants should have 

no problem in identifying it, as they can identify with the ‘wet’ person. In this case 

the gender of the driver has been not determined, but the speaker has been 

described as ‘a guy’. The insult produced here is an exclamation which does not 

expect an answer. In fact, as the receiver drives away in the car, the insult will 

probably not be heard. Therefore, an answer or sequel is not an issue but rather, 

what is important is the relief function of this insulting action.

The English insults listed as choices for this situation refer to psychical 

characteristics, and range from the unusual son of a prostitute, and the mildly 

tabooed pig, idiot, to the strongly tabooed wanl<er, asshole. The Spanish 

expressions selected for this situation also vary in their taboo level, going from 

less tabooed; idiota and cerdo] culo] to capullo and hijo de puta.
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The purpose of this exercise is to find any possible similarities or 

differences of reaction between the groups studied. That is, the type of insult 

considered appropriate in a situation like this, and the degree to which 

derogation is felt to be necessary as a mechanism of social sanction. Some 

differences between the reactions of both groups are possible, since rain fall is 

more spread in Ireland than in Spain. This could mean that this situation (getting 

splashed) is more acceptable in Ireland, or, on the contrary, that drivers in Spain 

are less aware of the consequences of rainy days. However, it is possible that he 

person who suffers the abuse reacts according to his/her anger, paying more 

attention to expressing these feelings, rather than taking into consideration 

environmental characteristics.

Translation of Spanish Insults (Situation 4.)

idiota: ‘idiot’

cerdo. ‘pig’; (fig.) dirty’, ‘slovenly’, ‘not trustworthy’ 

cu/o; (Anat.) ’bottom’; ‘arse’

capullo'. (Bot.) ‘bud’; (Anat)’ prepuce’; (fig) ‘undesirable’, ‘imbecile man’ 

hijo de puta: ‘son of a prostitute’; (fig) ‘undesirable man’

Results (Situation 4.)

Table 4 E (English insults) and Table 4 S (Spanish insults), (figs. 4.1, 4.2, 

pp.207-208), illustrate the results obtained in this fourth situation. The first striking 

difference is the higher number of insults produced by the Spanish informants in 

a non-native context. That is, the total number (19) of English insults mentioned 

by the Spanish group more than doubles in number the Spanish insults (9) 

produced by the Irish group. A second characteristic observable at first glance is 

the structural length of some of the Spanish insults suggested by Spanish 

informants, such as ‘me cago en la leche que has mamado’.
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Choice of English Insults (Situation 4.)

Most suitable (+); The English insults chosen as most suitable by a 

higher number of Irish informants (72%) are ‘wanker’ and ‘asshole’, followed by 

idiot (17%). Spanish informants also chose ‘asshole’ (67%) in first place, but ‘pig’ 

got a second place with a 27%; and ‘wanker’ a third position. In the Irish case, 

‘pig’ was chosen only by two people. It is interesting to see here that the Spanish 

group suggested the new expression ‘son of a bitch’, more often (17%) than the 

Irish informants (11%). This is possibly due to the similarity of this expression to 

the expression ‘hijo de puta’, which was rated ‘most suitable’ by Spanish 

informants, as shown below.

Least suitable (-); The least suitable English insult, according to the Irish 

informants, is ‘son of a prostitute’ (86%). 52% of Spanish informants agreed with 

this first choice. In second place ‘pig’ was declared unsuitable by 22% of Irish 

informants, but it got rated third, together with ‘wanker’, by 12% of Spanish 

informants who chose ‘idiot’ in second position (15%). None of the groups rated 

‘asshole’ as unsuitable.

+SU1TED ENG. INSULTS IRISH GROUP SPANISH GROUP

asshole 1st. (26) 72% 1st. (27) 67%

wanker 1st. (26) 72% 3rd. (9) 22%

idiot 2nd. (6) 17% 5th. (5) 12%

pig 6th. (2) 5% 2nd. (11) 27%

-SU ITED ENG. INSULTS IRISHGROUP SPANISH GROUP

son of a prostitute 1st. (31) 86% 1st. (21) 52%

pig 2nd (8) 22% 3rd. (5) 12%

idiot 3rd. (2) 5% 2nd. (6) 15%

wanker 0 3rd. (5) 12%
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Choice of Spanish Insults (Situation 4.)

Most suitable (+); In the case of Spanish insults, 95% of the native 

speakers and 75% of Irish speakers picked ‘hijo de puta’ as the most suitable 

expression. In second place, 42% of Spanish informants chose ‘capullo’. Irish 

informants placed ‘capullo’ (17%) and ‘idiota’ (17%) in this second position. The 

third choice for the Spanish group was ‘cabron’ (27%), an expression not listed 

in the questionnaire. Only one Irish informant suggested this word as well. The 

Irish third choice was ‘culo’ (11%), an option not suitable according to Spanish 

informants.

Least suitable (-); The least suitable Spanish expression is ‘culo’ 

according to the Spanish (87%) and the Irish group (28%). ‘Idiota’ (15%) got 

placed second by Spanish informants, but got a third place (11%) in the Irish 

choice; and ‘cerdo’, chosen by 22% of Irish informants in second place, got a 

very low third position (5%) in the Spanish case. Whereas ‘capullo’ was never 

rated unsuitable by the native speakers, 8% of Irish informants did classify it in 

this category. None of the two groups thought ‘hijo de puta’ was unsuitable

+  SUITED SPA. INSULTS SPANISH GROUP IRISHGROUP

hijo de puta 1st. (38) 95% 1st. (27) 75%

capullo 2nd. (17) 42% 2nd. (6) 17%

cabron 3rd. (11) 27% 4th. (1) 3%

cerdo 4th. (7) 17% 0

culo 0 3rd. (4) 11%

SUITABLE SPA. INSULTS SPANISH GROUP IRISHGROUP

culo 1st. (35) 87% 1st. (10) 28%

idiota 2nd. (6) 15% 3rd. (4) 11%

cerdo 3rd. (2) 5% 2nd. (8) 22%

capullo 0 4th. (3) 8%
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Informants’ comments (Situation 4.)

Both groups commented on this situation to more or less the same 

extent, as far as what refers to the native context (A) is concerned; however, the 

Spanish informants had much more to say about the usage of insult in a non

native context (B) than the members of the Irish group. 50% of Spanish 

informants commented on context B, compared to 28% in the case of Irish 

comments. On the other hand, these comments on the non-native context are 

very similar; they mostly refer to the strength or mildness of the words listed, and 

suggest other expressions which might be more appropriate according to the 

informants’ experiences in the non-native country and their interaction with 

friends. Of course, we also find many comments about the lack of knowledge of 

these terms.

The sections below contain these comments following the same structure 

used in previous situations 1, 2, and 3.

Irish group /  English insults (Situation 4.)

Suitability of expression (Situation 4.)

‘son of a prostitute’-  This is one of the expressions most commented on 

terms of its lack of appropriateness. Seven informants 

explained that instead of this expression, ‘son of a bitch’ 

should be used, or would be more likely [1002; 1004; 1012; 

1013; 1020; 1034; 1054]. Other informants said they had never 

heard of it [1003; 1016]; and that it is not used in Hiberno- 

English [1055]; or they classified it of “too inexpressive”[l057]. 

Some interesting comments include informant [1001]: “If you 

say ‘son of a prostitute’, like in Spanish, I think you would 

regret it”; and informant [1014]: “ ‘Son of a prostitute’ has far
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too many syllables for such a situation”.

‘wanker’-

‘asshole’

pig -

This insult was defined by the Irish informants as “a bit 

strong” [1054], or “very strong” [1057], although very likely to 

be used in this situation. It has also been compared to 

‘asshole’ as having the same strength [1023]; and as less 

polite than ‘idiot’ and ‘pig’ [1003]. Two of these comments 

are also a little bit contradictory, as one informant explains 

that ‘wanker’ would perhaps be used on its own [1010]; and 

another points out that “the insult I would use would be 

preceded by ‘fucking’ [1004]. It was also defined as gender- 

specific, for males [1055].

Some of the comments on this expression are the same as 

those made for ‘wanker’, usually by the same 

informants. Informant [1003]’s comment on the level of 

politeness; the comment on using this word alone [1010]; as 

likely to be used as ‘wanker’ [1023]; and [1054]’s comment as 

‘a bit strong’ but likely to be used. Other comments referred 

to its suitability [1057], and connotation of meanness [1005]; 

and also to the likeliness of this word to be preceded by 

‘fucking’[l020].

Four comments explained the unsuitability of this expression 

because of being “too inexpressive” [1057], “completely out 

of context” [1054], “far too polite” [1055]; and meaning ‘dirty’ as 

opposed to ‘mean’ [1005]. Other informants seemed to find 

this word “more polite” than ‘wanker’ or ‘asshole’ [1003]; 

“easily used depending on the level of anger” [1012]; “much 

milder, used by someone less likely to curse” [1020].
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‘idiot’-  Again, most of the comments were the same as those

made for the above expression [1003; 1012; 1020; 1055; 1057], 

One informant said that this word would be “usually 

preceded by ‘fucking’” [1010],

Meaning of situation /  Value judgment (Situation 4.)

Interesting comments on this situation range from the dangers of using 

an expression which is not exact (‘son of a prostitute’ vs. ‘son of a bitch’) [1002]; to 

comments on the need for a strong expression in a situation like this : “a real 

insult to express anger and frustration" [1016]; “A very strong insult like ‘son of a 

bitch’, ‘motherfucker’ “[1034], Some other informants declared having suffered 

very often [1016], or witnessed, a situation like this; “1 saw this happen recently 

and the ‘wet’ person shouted ‘Prick!’ “[1053]; And a final comment which is worth 

pointing out, referred to the specificity of insults: “Although [wanker] is a gender- 

specific insult, I think most pedestrians would assume that any driver splashing 

them would be male -however unfair that assumption may be [1055].

Spanish group /  Englisli insults (Situation 4.)

Suitability of expression (Situation 4.)

‘son of a prostitute’-  Many comments emphasized the unsuitability of this 

expression. Informant [S006] said “I never heard it being 

used as an insult, I think the English equivalent would be 

‘motherfucker’ “, informant [S032] agreed about its lack of 

use. Another two informants thought this expression “does 

not sound well” [S029], “it sounds very Spanish” [SOI9]; 

Three informants suggested that a more correct expression 

would be ‘son of a bitch’ [S001; S025; S043], although
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the first of them confused ‘bitch’ for ‘witch’.

‘wanker’-  Three informants declared not !<nowing the meaning of this 

insult [S001; S006; S022], One Spanish informant (S009) 

explained that “the problem with this word is that 1 haven’t 

heard it being used on its own, but as part of the phrase 

‘What a wanker!’

‘asshole’-  One participant [S032] explained that this was the word 

which was used by his Irish friends “all the time”; another 

said it was “exactly what I would use” [S009]; Informants 

[S022;S033] had chosen this expression because they 

“know the meaning of its translation in Spanish” but that 

their guess is that a native would probably use something 

different.

‘pig’-  Again, the same comment from informant [S022] expressed

insecurity choosing this insult based on its translation. 

Informant [S042] thought this word would be a better choice 

preceded by ‘fucking’.

‘idiot’-  Once more, the comment on this word also referred the

qualifier ‘fucking’; “Perhaps the most common thing to say 

would be ‘fucking idiot’ [S012],

Meaning of situation /  Value judgment (Situation 4.)

Spanish informants were mainly concerned , as it can be appreciated in 

the above comments, about using an expression which would be deserving of 

this situation. According to the expressions chosen as most likely, and those
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suggested instead of the insults listed in the questionnaire, such as ‘bastard’, 

‘fucking....’, ‘fuck off’, ‘fuck you’, ‘motherfucker’, etc., this situation is seen as 

requiring a ‘strongly tabooed expression’. In many cases, the informants show 

an interested in finding an expression even though they are aware of the risks 

implied in translation. Other informants are familiar with these insults’ usage 

through participation in similar Irish-context situations, and through observation 

of their Irish peers.

Spanish group /  Spanish insults (Situation 4.)

Suitability of expression (Situation 4.)

‘hijo de puta’-  The comments related to the expression explain its

suitability: “It is the one which sounds stronger, and suits this 

situation because, supposedly, the guy is very angry and 

would use the strongest expression he could come up with" 

[S009]; “It is equivalent of calling [the driver] an 

‘desconsiderado desgraciado’ (‘inconsiderate disgrace’)” 

[S022]; “It is more emphatic and representative” [S027]; 

“When you get upset you want to say something really strong 

which expresses your feelings” [S017]; “I totally agree with 

this one” [S045]. Another informant explained the difficulty of 

choosing one of the expressions listed, since “ ‘capullo’ and 

‘hijo de puta’ are usually heard together” [S006]. Other 

combinations of this word were also suggested; ‘hijo de la 

gran puta’ [S021], ‘hijo de perra’ [S030].

‘capullo’-  Apart from the above comment [S006], this expression was 

rated too weak by informant [S022] who explained; “If you 

are socked by someone it is not ‘moco de pavo’ (‘a laughing
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matter’; lit. ‘turkey’s snot’)”. Also another Spanish informant 

said it was possibly suitable, after ‘hijo de puta’ [S009],

‘idiota’-  This was rated as a too weak and soft an insult for this

situation, by many informants [S001; S012; S014; S032].

‘cerdo’-  Only a comment about the weakness of this expression was

made [S012],

‘culo’-  The non-suitability of this expression is reflected as follows:

“out of context and lacking in meaning” [S022]; “I don’t 

consider it an insulf [S025]; “I would never say it [as an 

insult], 1 don’t see the maliciousness in i f  [S032]; On the 

other hand, some informants were aware of other uses: “This 

is a very strong taboo word in Colombia” [S034]; It would be 

suitable only if combined with ‘tonto del culo’ (lit. ‘stupid in 

the arse’), and ‘vete a tomar por el culo’ (lit. ‘go to take it 

through the arse’) [S043].

Meaning of situation /  Value judgment (Situation 4.)

The most relevant feature of this situation is the general agreement that 

this situation deserves a ‘strong’ or very insulting expression. The anger of the 

person which has been splashed by the driver is justified, and so is the insult. In 

some instances, the insults listed in the questionnaire were rated as too weak 

and other expression were suggested, such as ‘cabron’ (lit. ‘cuckold’), 

‘desgraciado’ (lit. ‘disgrace’), ‘maricon’ (lit. ‘queer’); ‘mamon’ (lit. ‘sucker’). All 

these expressions are sexually-charged taboos. Other suggested expressions 

were of the type ‘me cago en...’(lit. ‘I defecate on...’), one informant explained :

“ In this kind of situation we usually ‘cagarnos’ (lit. ‘we defecate on’) [S033].
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Irish group /  Spanish insults (Situation 4.)

Suitability of expression (Situation 4.)

‘Inijo de puta’-  Four informants [1002; 1003; 1053] explained having heard 

this expression very often used in this type of situations, also 

in its abbreviated form ‘-jo puta’ [1014]; one Irish person 

described this insult as “quite forceful if said with the right 

expression” [1057]. Doubt about its suitability was expressed 

by informant [1055], who said; “1 might just be working from 

the basis of finding a Spanish equivalent but I think it is the 

most likely, also gender-specific”. And finally, one person 

thought the expression is not relevant in this situation [1031].

‘idiota’-  This expression was said to be “too soft” [1054],

‘cerdo’-  This was also considered “too mild” [1014; 1016], and “a bit

out of context because it is usually used in a more personal 

sense (if offense was deliberate)” [1054]

‘culo’-  Also “too mild” [1016]

Meaning of situation /  Value judgment (Situation 4.)

This situation has been described as ‘critical’ and, according to the Irish 

informants, a ‘strong’ insult is most adequate here. Comments such as “You are 

really soaked for the rest of the day, so ‘cerdo/culo’ is too mild an insult” [1016], 

prove this point. The awareness of native expressions is also relevant since this 

informants have pointed out the frequency of use of some expressions such as
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‘hijo de puta’, ‘cabron’, as they have heard them being used by the native 

Spanish speakers.

Summary - Discussion of Situation 4

From the above results we can conclude that, for this situation, there is 

some agreement between the Irish and the Spanish informants on the 

expressions which are most suitable and least suitable in native and non-native 

contexts (A and B). However, some differences exist between these groups’ 

choices of the degree of suitability of some insults, as in the case of ‘wanker’ and 

‘pig’ among the English choices, and ‘cabron’, ‘cerdo’ and ‘culo’ among the 

Spanish choices.

Another remarkable feature is the willingness of Spanish informants to 

produce long complicated structures as more suitable expressions of anger, in 

both languages. Expressions of the type ‘me cago en....’, and the suggested 

‘fucking....’, are examples of this. On the other hand, Irish informants seem to 

restrict the length of these expressions as a device of derogative effectiveness. 

Comments of the type “ ‘son of a prostitute’ has far too many syllables for such a 

situation” [1014], are quite revealing.

Both groups of speakers seem to condemn the action portrayed in this 

situation as an action deserving of an insult. However, comments on the strength 

and mildness of the words listed, seem to indicate that the connotations of the 

Spanish insults are not as strong or, perhaps, more acceptable, than those of the 

English expressions. In general, there were more ratings of the type ‘too strong’, 

from the Irish informants, about English insults.

Finally, an interesting point must be made about the level of risk that the 

Spanish informants seem to be willing to undertake, even in those cases where 

they acknowledge the imminent dangers of literally translating this type of 

tabooed expressions. The comments on the choice of ‘asshole’ and ’pig’ by 

informants [S022] and [S033] illustrate this point (See ‘Spanish group / English
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insu lts ’ section).

O n c e  m ore, this situation can  be rep resen ted  in te rm s  of our proposed  

m odel, as an  in teraction  w h ere  an  insulting exp ress ion  is chosen  and  eva lu a ted  

from  tw o cultural background perspectives. T h e  in form ant is asked  to  assu m e  the  

role of a  third person w ho ag rees  w ith the s p e a k e r (young m ale ) in his choice of 

insult against the  ad d re s s e e  (the  driver). T h e  variab les  of d istance, pow er and  

context can be held constant in te rm s  of ‘u n acq u a in ted ’ in teractants; non

d efined  irre levant p o w er relationship (s ince th e  driver could b e  anybody a t all, 

and  does not h ear th e  insult); and s a m e  context of rain /  s treet /  car sp lash2.

W eightiness calcu lations of the  F T A  in this situation, as  seen  by the  

in form ants of Irish and  S pan ish  cultural backgrounds, can  b e  rep resen ted  again  

with our form ula;

W s  =  V c i ■ R • Eh (D  +  P +  C )

W h  =  VC2 • R • Es (D  +  P +  C )

T h e  d a ta  obta ined  fo r this situation show s genera l a g re e m e n t b etw een  

the  tw o groups of inform ants, in te rm s  of m ore  and  less suitable insults in both  

la n g u a g e s .

V c i R ■ Eh (D  +  P +  C ) =  Vc2 ■ R ■ Es (D  +  P +  C )

T h e re  are , how ever, so m e d ifferences in th e  rating of the  d eg ree  of insult 

suitability. T h e s e  d iffe rences  b e tw een  Irish and  S p an ish  ratings can  be  

exp ressed  in te rm s of th e  m odel of insult

V c i • R • Eh (D  +  P +  C ) ^  VC2 ■ R ■ Es (D  +  P +  C )

S o m e e xam p les  on this rating variation a re , as  it has  been  pointed  

above , the S pan ish  insults ‘cerd o ’, and  ‘cab ro n ’; and  th e  Irish insults ‘w a n k e r’ 

and ‘p ig ’.

2 *lt should be pointed out that the situation deschbed here could be evaluated differently in terms 
of contextual information. In the Irish context case, for example, situations of cars splashing in the 
rain, although condemned, are sometimes inevitable and, due to weather conditions, also very 
common. This is not the case for all the Spanish regions, which are mostly dry. The deserved 
insulting expression might have been influenced by this plausible contextual variation.
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In the case of the insults ‘pigV ‘cerdo’, a difference in the values 

portrayed by these -  otherwise denotatively identical -  terms, must exist in the 

Irish and the Spanish cultures. The terms ‘cabron’ and ‘wanker’ are also a good 

example of the cultural value differences between the Spanish and the Irish 

cultures. The insult ‘cabron’ has the figurative meaning of ‘cuckoldry’, whereas 

the term ‘wanker’ relies on connotations of sexual self-pleasure. However, their 

rating as most suitable insults, by native informants, is very similar.

The differences between the Irish and the Spanish insult choices, in 

terms of the length of the syntactical structure with which the insults are 

construed, can also be understood in terms of different cultural value perceptions 

of ‘insult’ in terms of ‘short’ /  ‘long’ delivery. Once more, this seems to point out to 

a general wider acceptability of insult by the Spanish group and, perhaps a 

more tabooed usage by the Irish group.
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Figure 4.1 TABLE 4E Situation 4: “In the street, raining”

4E IRISH GROUP (A ) MORE SUITE! % LESS SUITED % SPANISH GROUP (B) MORE SUITE! % LESS SUITED %
ENGLISH 1 Idiot 6 17 2 5 1 idiot 5 12 6 15

2 son of a prostitute 0 0 31 86 2 son of a prostitute 1 2 21 52
3 pig 2 5 8 22 3 pig 11 27 5 12
4 wanker 26 72 4 wanker 9 22 5 12
5 asshole 26 72 5 asshole 27 67
6 fucker 4 11 6 fucker 1 2
7 son of a bitch 4 11 7 son of a bitch 7 17
8 bollox 3 8
9 bastard 2 5 8 bastard 4 10
10 prick 2 5 9 fucking bastard 2 5
11 dick-head 1 3 10 fucking idiot 1 2
12 gobshite 1 3 11 fucking driver 1 2
13 eejit 1 3 12 fucking pig 1 2
14 bitch 1 3 13 fucking stupid 1 2
15 plonker 1 3 14 fuck off 2 5
16 cunt 1 3 15 fuck you 1 2
17 ignorant bastard 1 3 16 cunt 1 2
16 langer 1 3 17 scumbag 1 2
19 motherfucker 1 3 18 nacker 1 2
20 fuckign idiot 1 3 19 motherfucker 3 7
21 fucking wanker 1 3
22 fucking asshole 1 3

TOTAL 22 19

Table 
4E

.
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Figure 4.2 TABLE 4S Situation 4: “En ia caile, llovlendo”

4S IRISH GROUP (B) MORE SUITE! % LESS SUITED % SPANISH GROUP(A) MORE SUITE! % LESS SUITED %
SPANISH 1 capullo 6 17 3 8 1 capullo 17 42 0 0

2 Idiota 6 17 4 n 2 Idiota 5 12 6 15
3 cerdo 0 0 8 22 3 cerdo 7 17 2 5
4 hijo de puta 27 75 0 0 4 hijo de puta 38 95 0 0
5 culo 4 n 10 28 5 culo 0 0 35 87
6 cabr6n 1 3 6 cabr6n 11 27

7 me cago en tu madre 3 7
8 me cago en tu puta madre 1 2
9 me cago en Dios y en tu madu 1 2
10 me cago en la leche que has mamado 1 2
11 desgraciado/a 3 7

7 'Joputa 1 3 12 hijoputa 2 5
8 puto 1 3 13 hl|o de la qran puta 1 2

14 hijo de perra 1 2
15 mam6n 1 2
16 bastardo 1 2
17 maric6n 1 2
is  inOtll 1 2
19 malparldo 1 2

9 ^ilipoila/gillpoya/ gillpoliaz 3 8 20 subnormal 1 2
21 gillpollas 1 2
22 tonto del culo 1 2
23 vete a tomar por el culo 1 2

TOTAL 9 23

Table 
4S.



SITUATION 5: “Travelling in a bus”

You are travelling in a very crowded bus with a friend. You are both standing near the front 

door An elderly woman enters the bus and a young fellow, sitting in the reserved seats, 

pretends not to see her, turning his head towards the window. Your friend expresses his 

indignation:

Your friend: -Look at that____________________ /

You: - I  know! The poor woman!!!

Insults: MONKEY. MORON, LAZY BASTARD. USELESS WII^P. SISSY

Situation Purpose (Situation 5.)

Jh\s situation is also a quite common situation which can take place in 

any of the two cultural backgrounds analyzed in this study. In this case, the 

insulting expression is directed towards a third person who does not hear the 

insult. The addresser (‘your friend’) receives approval from the person he is 

interacting with(‘you’), which, in this case, is the informant. As in situation 4, there 

is no expected sequel to this insult. The main issue here is the informant’s 

approval of the insulting expression, which will indicate the different cultural 

evaluations of this situation.

The insults listed in the Irish situation are mainly of the psychological 

rather than of the physical type of attacks. That is, they point to a moral or 

behavioural characteristic of the referent. Some of them have a lesser degree of 

taboo attached to them, as monkey, moron, and others are more tabooed in their
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meaning, expressions such as useless wimp, lazy bastard, and sissy. The 

Spanish insults also range from less tabooed expressions, such as calzonazos, 

mono, desgraciado] to other more tabooed ones like maricon, and gandul- 

bastardo.

With this setting, we are seeking to find out the different cultural sanctions 

attached to forms of courtesy and -  in this case -  discourtesy, by looking at the 

degree of the insulting expression used to describe the subject of the above 

action. Expressions such as useless wimp and gandul-bastardo are not standard 

insulting forms, but rather built up structures on quasi-literal translations from one 

and the other language. These might deserve especial attention for what refers 

to their different ratings by native and non-native groups. Also, the type of taboo 

reflected by the insult will also shed some light on the type of sanction believed 

to be deserving of this situation.

Translation of Spanish Insults (Situation 5.)

ca/zonazos; from calzones (‘breeches’); (fig.) ‘stupid fellow’; ‘weak-willed 

fellow’; ‘henpecked husband’. 

mono: ‘monkey’, ‘ape’; (fig.) ‘mimic’, ‘affected’ 

desgraciado: ‘unlucky’, ‘graceless’; (fig.) ’unpleasant’. 

maricon: ‘queer’, ‘pansy’.

gandul-bastardo: (lit.) ‘lazy-bastard’ (not a standard insult, but double 

insult built of two separate words)

Results (Situation 5.)

Table 5E (English insults) and Table 5S (Spanish insults), figs. 5.1, 5.2; 

pp.222-223) illustrate the results obtained in this fifth situation. The first remark 

that can be made is tha t, for this situation, the highest number of English insults 

was generated by the Irish group in the native context (A), with a total of 25
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insults -  five less than the Spanish group for the same context (A), which 

produced a total of 30 Spanish insults, including the listed words in both cases.

By contrast, the number of insults produced by the Irish group in the non-native 

situation (B) was one of the lowest, with only two Spanish insults added to the 

questionnaire list. The number of English insults produced by the Spanish group 

in the non-native situation (B) was 5, in addition to those already listed.

Choice of English Insults (Situation 5.)

Most suitable (+); The most suitable expressions, as indicated by the Irish 

group are ‘lazy bastard’ (80%), and ‘moron’ (36%). Spanish informants agreed in 

the first choice of ‘lazy bastard’ (82%) but, their second choice was ‘useless 

wimp’ with only 7% of the informants choosing this expression. Both groups 

added the expression ‘asshole’ (16% Irish and 2% Spanish); and ‘bastard’ (3% 

Irish and 5% Spanish) to the questionnaire’s list. The rest of the words added by 

the Spanish group (‘lazy’, ‘jerk’ and ‘fucking eejit’) were different from those 

added by the Irish group, except for the word ‘lazy’, which one member of the 

Irish group used as an adjective in ‘lazy sod’.

Least suitable (-): According to the Irish participants, the least suitable 

insult from the list is ‘monkey’ (72%), followed by ‘sissy’ (55%), and ‘useless 

wimp’ (16%). The Spanish group also rated ‘monkey’ as the least suitable insult 

(45%), followed by ‘sissy’ (12%). Only one Spanish person thought ‘useless 

wimp’ was the least suitable.

+  SUITED ENG. INSULTS IRISHGROUP SPANISH GROUP

lazy bastard 1st. (29) 80% 1st. (33) 82%

moron 2nd. (13) 36% 3rd. (2) 5%

asshole 3rd. (6) 16% 4th. (1) 2%

useless wimp 4th. (3) 8% 2nd. (3) 7%
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SUITED ENG. INSULTS IRISH GROUP SPANISH GROUP

monkey 1st. (26) 72% 1st. (18) 45%

sissy 2nd. (20) 55% 2nd. (5) 12%

useless wimp 3rd. (6) 16% 4th. (1) 2%

moron 4th. (2) 5% 3rd. (2) 5%

Choice of Spanish Insults (Situation 5.)

Most suitable (+): The Spanish expression rated most suitable by a 

higher percentage of Spanish informants is ‘desgraciado’ (70%); followed by 

‘maricon’ (27%); and in third position, both ‘capullo’ (10%) and ‘cabron/azo’ 

(10%). The Irish informants also rated ‘desgraciado’ (44%) to be the most likely 

expression for this situation; but did not agree with the Spanish second and third 

choices, for which they chose ‘gandul-bastardo’ (17%), and ‘mono’ (14%).

Least suitable (-) The least likely expression to be used in this situation, 

according to the Spanish group, is ‘mono’ (50%); followed by ‘calzonazos’ 

(40%); and ‘gandul-bastardo’ (27%) in third position. The Irish group also picked 

‘mono’(33%) as the least likely choice, followed by ‘maricon’ (25%); and 

‘desgraciado’ (8%).

D SPA. INSULTS SPANISH GROUP IRISH GROUP

desgraciado 1st. (28) 70% 1st. (16) 44%

maricon 2nd. (11) 27% 4th. (4) 11%

capullo 3rd. (4) 10% 0

cabron/azo 3rd. (4) 10% 0

mono 4th. (3) 7% 3rd. (5) 14%

gandul-bastardo 6th. (1) 2% 2nd. (6) 17%
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SUITED SPA. INSULTS SPANISH GROUP IRISHGROUP

mono 1st. (20) 50% 1st. (12) 33%

calzonazos 2nd. (16) 40% 5th. (1) 3%

gandul-bastardo 3rd. (11) 27% 4th. (2) 5%

maricon 4th. (3) 7% 2nd. (9) 25%

Informants’ Comments (Situation 5.)

The extent to which each of the groups commented on this situation does 

not vary significantly, although the amount of Spanish comments is slightly 

higher in both contexts (A) and (B). For context A (native context), 65% of 

Spanish informants and 61% of Irish informants expressed some opinion. For 

context B (non-native context), 35% of Spanish and 22% of Irish informants 

commented on this situation. Most of the Spanish comments dealing with 

Spanish insults (Context A) refer to the likelihood of these, as well as suggesting 

other expressions. Most of the comments offered by the Irish informants about 

English expressions (Context A) point to the usage differences between age 

groups and, occasionally, gender. Other comments also refer to their suitability 

and suggest new expressions not listed in the questionnaire.

These comments have been organized, as per other situations, in four 

different sections, according to group and language combination; and every 

section again divided according to the type of comment, in two further 

classifications (‘suitability of expression’, and ‘meaning of situation / value 

judgment’).

Irish group /  English insults (Situation 5.)

Suitability pf expression (Situation 5.)

‘monkey’-  Three informants commented that this expression is usually
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applied to children [1055], either when they are cheeky [1002], 

to chastise them when they misbehave [1012], One informant 

said it is “generally used by older generations” [1020]; and 

one other informant did not think it would be ever used in this 

situation [1016].

‘lazy bastard’-  Two informants describe this insult as ‘perfect’ [1003], and 

“most likely to be used given that the individual being 

commented upon is male” [1055], The other comments on this 

expression suggested the alternative adjective ‘selfish’ 

instead of ‘lazy’ [1003; 1006; 1015; 1023],

‘moron’-  This expression was deemed appropriate as “it expresses 

the intended idea of ignorance/rudeness [1053]; and “attacks 

an individual’s intelligence” [1055].

‘useless wimp’-  This insult was described as inappropriate since it 

would be used “to comment on an individual’s lack of 

courage or masculinity” [1055].

‘sissy’-  This term received the same comment as the expression

above from the same informant [1055], It was also said to be 

inappropriate since it means “effeminate, lacking on 

strength” [1020]; and out of context, being an insult normally 

used by kids [1054].

Meaning of situation /  Value judgment (Situation 5.)

There were no comments as such on the meaning of this situation.

However, the repeated suggestions about using stronger expressions such as
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‘fucker’ [1005], ‘asshole’, ‘ignorant pig’ [1009], ‘inconsiderate prick’ [1013], etc., 

could indicate that this situation is associated with negative value judgments, 

where the behaviour of the target is condemned as ‘inconsiderate, ignorant, and 

intolerable in general.

Spanish group /  English insults (Situation 5.)

Suitability of expression (Situation 5.)

‘monkey’-  Of the four informants who commented on this expression, 

one believed it not to be an insult [S001]; a second one also 

expressed never having heard it used as an insult [S006]; a 

third one had heard it but did not know its use [S009], and a 

last informant did not know its meaning at all [8019].

‘lazy bastard’-  This expression was described by three informants as 

“very common”, “very known”," being heard all the time” 

[S009; S027;S045], Informant [SOI7] said that he/she would 

use ‘lazy’ only; and another informant [S021] said he/she 

would use these two words separately. A last comment 

pointed out that the English expression “sounds much better 

than in Spanish" [8029].

‘moron’-  Eight informants did not know the meaning of this

expression, or had never heard it [8001; S006; 8009; 8019; 

8022; 8032; S040; 8043].

‘useless wimp’-  The comments for this expression are the same as

above [8001; 8006; 8009; 8019; 8022; 8032; 8040; 8043].
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‘sissy’-  Again the same lack of knowledge of the meaning / usage of 

this word was expressed by seven informants [S001; S009; 

SOI9; S022; S026; S032; S040],

Meaning of situation /  Value judgment (Situation 5.)

Apart from the opinion that ‘lazy bastard’ is the most adequate 

expression for this situation, either because of the frequency of usage observed 

in native speakers, or because of its easy understood meaning, there are no 

other comments on this situation by the Spanish informants.

Spanish group /  Spanish insults (Situation 5.)

Suitability of expression (Situation 5.)

‘gandul-bastardo’-  Three informants declared having never heard or

used this expression [ S007; S009, S014]; informant [SOI 4] 

added that he/she would never use the word ‘bastardo’, 

and informant [S009] said that he/she imagined this 

expression was a direct translation from ‘lazy bastard’. One 

person [S021] said that these two words, ‘gandul’ and 

‘bastardo’ could be used separately; another two expressed 

that it was unlikely to be used [S026] and that although “it 

could be used given the situation” it was not a normal use at 

all [S022],

‘desgraciado’-  Many informants [S009; S016; S022; S026; S027; S042] 

said they would use this in situation 5, although some of their 

reasons vary. One informant explained that “it suits a lot of 

people of this kind” [S027]; another claimed it to be suitable
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as it was a “less strong expression” [S042]; Informant chose 

this word for its connotations of ‘shameless’ [S009],

‘maricon’-  Only two comments were passed on this expression. One

informant explained that this word would only be appropriate 

if used in its masculine form [S008]; and another comment 

pointed to the common / regular use of it [S026],

‘clazonazos’-  Two contradictory comments were made about this

expression. One informant [S001] said he / she would never 

use it in this situation, and the other said it was very likely 

[S026].

‘mono’-  This expression also received two opposite comments as the 

word above. One comment on its likeliness [S026]; and the 

informant [S012]’s opinion that it would never be used in this 

situation.

Meaning of situation /  Value judgment (Situation 5.)

As can be inferred from Table 5S (fig. 5.2; p.223), many other insults 

were suggested by the Spanish group for this context A. Highly tabooed words 

like ‘capullo’, ‘gilipollas’ and ‘cabron’ are some of the favourites. On the other 

hand, many of the words mentioned are not tabooed, but rather mild adjectives. 

This is the case of words like ‘caradura’, ‘maleducado’, ‘nihato’, ‘payaso’, etc. 

Some sort of disagreement has been also expressed in comments of the type: 

“I’d never say a bad word in this situation” [SOI 7]; “None of the words [listed] are 

adequate, I would use ‘caradura’. “ [S005]; or “I would use ‘cabronazo’ because 

the person is well aware that what he is doing is wrong” [S028].
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Irish group /  Spanish insults (Situation 5.)

Suitability of expression (Situation 5.)

‘mono’-  Opinions on tiiis choice vary from “best of the lo f [1016];

having a “funny” meaning [1005]; being used as an insult but

not in this situation [1053]; and being “completely wrong” or 

inadequate [1054].

‘maricon’-  Comments made about this expression refer to the sexual 

connotations of this word: “a lot of Spanish people use it 

here but I think it means that a person is gay” [1003]; “It 

attacks the sexual orientation of that individual” [1055]. One 

informant expresses his / her dislike for this word; “Spanish 

people use this for a lot of situations but I don’t like it. It’s a 

cultural thing!" [1054].

‘desgraciado’-  Informant [1002] declared having guessed the meaning, 

and another explained that this insult “describes the 

behaviour of the individual” [1055].

‘gandul-bastardo’-  Two comments referred to this word as “a possible 

option, but a bit strong “ [1053]; and “too strong” [1054].

‘calzonazos’-  Two informants said they had never heard this expression 

or not being sure of its meaning [1054; 1053],
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Meaning of situation /  Value judgment (Situation 5.)

Apart from some comments about the laci< of familiarity with these 

expressions, the Irish informants did not make any remarks on this situation. 

However, it is important to bear in mind comments such as those made for the 

word ‘maricon’ where the meaning of the word and its usage seem to be in 

disagreement from an Irish cultural point of view. Other interesting remarks are 

those about the strength of ‘gandul-bastardo’.

Summary - Discussion of Situation 5

In this situation, where two people comment on the behaviour of a third 

person who cannot hear these comments, Irish and Spanish informants were in 

agreement in their choice of ‘the most likely insult’ and ‘the least likely insult’ to 

be applied to this person. In the Irish context, both, the Irish and the Spanish 

group, placed ‘lazy bastard’ at the top of the list, as the most suitable expression 

to be used. ‘Monkey’ was also chosen by both groups of informants as the least 

suitable insult, in this context. In the Spanish context, the insult ‘desgraciado’ 

was rated most suitable, and the word ‘mono’ was the least suitable expression 

according also to both groups. However, for what refers to the second and third 

most suitable, and second and third least suitable expressions, there is no 

agreement between the two groups. This disagreement is more obvious in the 

choice of Spanish expressions.

There are some obvious differences between the treatment of these 

expressions by the Irish and the Spanish group, according to the comments 

received for this situation. On the one side, the English insults ‘moron’, ‘useless 

wimp’, and ‘sissy’ were unknown by many Spanish informants. Of the three 

expressions, only the first one received positive comments on its use in a 

situation of this type by Irish informants. The other two terms were defined by the 

Irish group as inappropriate, because of their connotations of lack of masculinity,
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and lack of masculine properties in general. This is an interesting point due to 

the fact that, despite the word ‘maricon’ having the same connotations in 

Spanish, the Spanish group rated this expression as the second most 

appropriate one for this situation, as it is a very frequently used insult. This 

constitutes an important cultural difference which, in situations like the one we 

are analysing here, may be the cause of misunderstanding.

Another important difference is the diverging ratings, received by the two 

groups, for the expression ‘gandul bastardo’. In this case, the Irish informants 

seem to think it is more likely to happen in a situation like this than the Spanish 

informants. This is in fact an example of the level of risk undertaken in a literal 

translation of a native expression. As it was pointed out above, this is not a 

Spanish insult as such, but it has been also literally translated from the English 

expression ‘lazy bastard’, for the purpose of this analysis. The comments 

received from the native speakers of Spanish show the unlikeliness of this word 

combination, since they would have heard it before. However, the Irish 

comments focus on the strength of this expression as a measure of its likeliness.

For what refers to the value judgment of this situation, it is perhaps 

interesting to notice the repeated suggestion of some adjectives such as 

‘ignorant’ and ‘selfish’, together with English insulting expressions. These 

adjectives, used as intensifiers, might signify that there are certain cultural taboos 

attached to ignorance and selfishness in the Irish society. In the Spanish case, a 

group of expressions that do not appear in the Irish context are based on mental 

deficiencies, such as ‘subnormal’, ‘imbecir, ‘mongol’, and ‘baboso’. The use of 

these expressions does not seem to be common among Irish informants, this 

could cause discrepancy and misunderstanding between these two groups if 

one of these insults were to be used against each other.

From a theory of insult perspective, the situation can be represented, 

taking into account the interactants’ weightiness calculation of this FTA, with our 

formula, as before:
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Ws = Vci ■ R ■ Eh (D + P + C)

Wh = VC2 • R ■ Es (D + P + C)

where the variables of D , P and C are once more held constant as the target of 

the insult is defined in both, the Spanish and the Irish setting, as an unknown or 

unacquainted young man, and the context as a crowded bus.

The agreement between both interactants, in their choice of the most 

likely and the least likely Spanish insults (‘desgraciado’, ‘mono’), and English 

insults (‘lazy bastard’, ‘monkey’), for this particular situation, in a Spanish and an 

Irish context, would follow the equality;

Vci R • Eh (D + P + C) = VC2 ■ R • Es (D + P + C)

The differences in the second and third choices of the most and least 

suitable insults by each group of interactants can be represented with a 

difference or inequality, in the formula:

Vci R Eh (D + P + C) VC2 ■ R • Es (D + P + C)

The case of ‘maricon’ and ‘subnormal’, for example, can be represented 

as a mismatch of values, where insults connoting lack of masculinity and mental 

deficiencies are suited to this type of situation, according to the Spanish 

informants, but not according to the Irish group who, in turn, associate the 

behaviour described in this situation as ‘ignorant’ or ‘selfish’.

However different some of the second, third, and other choices of insult 

might be, the high number of insults produced in the native language by both 

groups of informants (25 English insults and 30 Spanish insults) should perhaps 

be taken as an indication of a shared set of negative values attached to ‘bad 

manners’, ‘lack of tact /  lack of chivalry’, ‘not caring for others’, etc.
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Figure 5.1 TABLE 5E Situation 5: “Traveiiing in a bus”

5E IRISH GROUP (A ) MORE SUITE[ % LESS SUITED % SPANISH GROUP (B) MORE SUITEf % LESS SUITEC %
ENGLISH 1 monkey 0 0 26 72 1 monkey 1 2 18 45

2 moron 13 36 2 5 2 moron 2 5 2 5
3 lazy bastard 29 80 0 0 3 lazy bastard 33 82 0 0
4 useless whimp 3 8 6 16 4 useless whimp 3 7 1 2
5 sissy 0 0 20 55 5 sissy 0 0 5 12
6 asshole 6 16 6 asshole 1 2
7 selfish bastard 3 8
8 useless bastard 1 3
9 ignorant bastard 1 3
10 bastard 1 3 7 bastard 2 5
11 prick 1 3 8 lazy 2 5
12 inconsiderate prick 1 3 9 jerk 1 2
13 little  prick 1 3 10 fucking eejit 1 2
14 little  shit 1 3
1 5 fucker 1 3
16 ignorant pig 1 3
17 ignorant git 1 3
18 langer 1 3
19 creep 1 3
20 fool 1 3
21 bollix 1 3
22 lazy sod 1 3
23 dick head 1 3
24 selfish cunt 1 3
25 gobshite 2 5

TOTAL 25 10

Table 
5E

.
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Figure 5.2 TABLE 5S Situation 5: “Vlalando en autobus"

5S IRISH GROUP (B) MORE SUITE[ % LESS SUITED % SPANISH GROUP(A) MORE SUITE[ % LESS SUITED %
SPANISH 1 calzonazos 0 0 1 3 1 calzonazos 2 5 16 40

2 gandul-bastardo 6 17 2 5 2 gandul-bastardo 1 2 11 27
3 desgraciado 16 44 3 8 3 desgraciado 28 70 1 2
4 mono 5 14 12 33 4 mono 3 7 20 50
5 maric6n 4 11 9 25 5 maric6n 11 27 3 7

6 capullo 4 10
7 cabr6n/azo 4 10
8 gilipollas 3 7
9 gandul 3 7
10 subnormal 2 5
11 imb6cil 2 5
12 sinvergOenza 2 5
13 desvergonzado 1 2

6 bastardo 2 5 14 desconsiderado 1 2
7 vago 1 3 15 huev6n/azos 2 5

1 6 bastardo 1 2
17 hijoputa 1 2
18 mam6n 1 2
19 mongo! 1 2
20 baboso 1 2
21 cerdo 1 2
22 nlAato 1 2
23 borde 1 2
24 tiparraco 1 2
25 payaso 1 2
26 caradura 1 2
27 maleducado 1 2
28 'que tio mis perrol' 1 2
29 listo* 1 2
30 vivo* 1 2

TOTAL 7 30

Table 
5S.



SITUATION 6: “At a rock concert”

You go to a rock concert with a group of friends. You get a place standing near the stage. 

Towards the end of the performance the crowds are very excited and start pushing from 

the back rows. One of your female friends 'A' loses balance and falls on top of a teenage 

girl who, in return, insults her You help your friend 'A’ to get up while you defend her:

The teenage girl: -G e t off me , yo u _____________________ /

You: -Shut up! It was not her fault!

Insults: WHORE. CUNT, BITCH, SLUT. BIG HEIFER

Situation Purpose (Situation 6.)

This situation develops during a rock concert. The assumption is that the 

informants, being college students, have probably had the opportunity to 

experience a similar situation, with big crowds of young people getting exited. 

Alternatively, the informant can easily relate it to a busy ‘disco’ environment, in 

which people often touch and push each other dancing. In this case, the person 

being insulted is a female, and so is the aggressor. The informant is put in a 

defensive position and, therefore, the insult chosen in this situation will have to 

warrant a defensive answer, according to this informant.

The expressions given as a choice are all applicable to a female 

addressee and vary in their taboo meaning, from bitch and big heifer, to slut, 

whore, and cunt The last three insults have sexual connotations, while bitch has 

connotations as well of mischievous behaviour, and big heifer \s a physical
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reference. The Spanish insults chosen for this situation are similar for what refers 

to sexual referents, in the case of cono, prostituta, and perra, also mischievous 

behaviour like perra and cerda] and physical imperfections in the case of vaca 

gorda.

The purpose of this exercise is to evaluate to what extent is acceptable, 

in the cultures represented, to verbally sanction a person for an involuntary 

action, and more importantly, to what degree. That is, the insults chosen by the 

informants will be those deemed likely to be used against a female in a situation 

of this type. Cultural differences may arise of this choices in terms of the values 

attached to the expressions used in this verbal attack.

Translation of Spanish Insults (Situation 6.)

prostituta-. prostitute

coho: (slg) ‘vulva’ (used as noun or as expletive)

vaca gorda\ ‘fat cow’; (fig.) ‘fat woman’

perra. ‘bitch’; (fig.) ‘promiscuous’, ‘mischievous woman’

cerda: ‘saw’; (fig.) ‘dirty’, ‘promiscuous’, ‘mischievous woman’

Results (Situation 6.)

The results have been organised in Table 6E (English insults) and Table 

6S (Spanish insults), (figs. 6.1, 6.2; pp. 237-238). At first sight there are no 

striking differences observable between the groups’ results. A similar number of 

expressions were added to the questionnaire list by both groups in context A; 

twelve by the Irish group, and 14 by the Spanish group. Also, for context B, two 

more insults were added by the Spanish informants, and three by the Irish group.
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Choice of English Insults (Situation 6.)

Most suitable (+); The most suitable insult as rated by the Irish informants 

is ‘big heifer (67%). followed very closely by the word ‘bitch’ (61%). The word 

'cunt’ has been chosen third, only by 8% of the Irish informants. Only two Irish 

people picked the word ‘slut’ in this situation, and one Irish person chose ‘whore’ 

as the most likely one. The Spanish group rated ‘bitch’ the most likely expression 

to be used in this situation (87%). ‘Whore’ and ‘slut’ got both a second rating by 

10% of the Spanish informants, ‘cunt’ was chosen by one Spanish informant, 

and ‘big heifer’ was not chosen as a likely or suitable insult by anybody in this 

group. The two extra expressions added to the list by he Spanish group were 

‘foxy’ and ‘stupid’. The first one was not mentioned at all by the Irish group; the 

second was used as an intensifier for the noun ‘bitch’.

Least suitable (-). The least suitable insult, according to the Irish group, 

is ‘cunt’ (58%), followed by ‘whore’ and ‘slut’, both rated least suitable by a 33% 

of the Irish informants. Only one Irish person defined ‘big heifer’ as least likely to 

happen in this situation, and, finally, the expression ‘bitch’ was not rated 

‘unsuitable’ by any of the Irish informants. The Spanish informants agreed with 

the Irish choice of ’cunt’ as the least likely expression to be used in this situation 

(27%), followed by the word ‘whore’ (10%). Only three people chose ‘slut’ and 

‘big heifer’ as least suitable, and none of the Spanish informants said that ‘bitch’ 

was unsuitable.

D ENG. INSULTS IRISH GROUP SPANISH GROUP

big heifer 1st. (24) 67% 0

bitch 2nd. (22) 61% 1st. (35) 87%

cunt 3rd. (3) 8% 3rd. (1) 2%

slut 4th (2) 5% 2nd. (4) 10%

whore 5th. (1) 3% 2nd. (4) 10%
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-SU ITED  ENG. INSULTS IRISH GROUP SPANISH GROUP

cunt 1st. (21) 58% 1st. (11) 27%

whore 2nd. (12) 33% 2nd. (4) 10%

slut 2nd. (12) 33% 3rd. (3) 7%

big heifer 3rd. (1) 3% 3rd. (3) 7%

bitch 0 0

Choice of Spanish Insults (Situation 6.)

Most suitable (+); The most suitable expression chosen for this situation, 

according to the Spanish group, is the expletive ‘coiio’ (70%); followed by ‘vaca 

gorda’(37%), and the suggested insult ‘puta’ (17%). ‘Cerda’ got a fourth position 

(12%), and the word ‘perra’ a fifth place (7%); and only one person chose 

‘prostituta’ as a suitable insult for this situation. 44% of the Irish informants agree 

with the first Spanish choice - ’coho’ . Their second choice is ‘perra’ (22%), 

followed by ‘cerda’ (19%), and ‘vaca gorda’ (17%) in fourth position. The insult 

‘puta’ was also suggested by 5% of these Irish informants, and only one Irish 

person chose ‘prostituta’ as a suitable expression. The words suggested by the 

Irish group, apart from those listed in the questionnaire, are ‘puta’, ‘zorra’, and 

‘coha’. Of the three, the first one was also suggested by the Spanish group; the 

second one is an insult but has not been included by the Spanish native 

speakers and, finally, the third one is not an insult, but a slang word which is is 

synonymous of ‘fun’ and ‘joke’.

Least suitable (-): The least suitable Spanish expression, according to 

the Spanish informants, is ‘prostituta’ (85%), followed by ‘perra’(17%) and, in 

third position, ‘vaca gorda’. The expletive ‘coho’ was rated fourth least suitable 

(7%). The Irish ratings chose also ‘prostituta’ in first place (39%); followed by
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‘cono’ (14%) and ‘vaca gorda’ / ‘perra’, both in fourth place (8%).

+  SUITED SPA. INSULTS SPANISH GROUP IRISH GROUP

cono 1st. (28) 70% 1st. (16) 44%

vaca gorda 2nd. (15) 37% 4th. (6) 17%

puta 3rd. (7) 17% 5th. (2) 5%

cerda 4th. (5) 12% 3rd. (7) 19%

perra 5th (3) 7% 2nd. (8) 22%

■SUITED SPA. INSULTS SPANISH GROUP IRISH GROUP

prostituta 1st. (34) 85% 1st. (14) 39%

perra 2nd. (7) 17% 3rd. (3) 8%

vaca gorda 3rd. (4) 10% 3rd. (3) 8%

cono 4th. (3) 7% 2nd. (5) 14%

cerda 5th. (2) 5% 5th. (2) 5%

Informants’ comments (Situation 6.)

Both groups of informants have commented on situation 6, giving 

reasons why they thought the choices listed in the questionnaire were more or 

less suited to this situation. These comments are more frequently made on 

context A (native context) than on context B (non-native context), by both groups. 

The number of Spanish informants commenting on the situation, equals the Irish 

number in context A (47%), and exceeds the number of comments made by this 

group on context B (35% Spanish vs. 25 % Irish).

The type of comments made by the Spanish group about context A vary 

across the sample, from comments on the strength of these words, to the

228



roughness of their meaning, to new suggestions, and personal choice. The 

comments on context B are mostly of lack of familiarity with the listed English 

expressions, although some informants have also commented on the strength 

levels. Comments from the Irish group on context A, concentrate either on the 

strength of the word, in terms of offensiveness, or on the gender-specificity of 

these expressions. On context B, this group sometimes comments on their lack of 

familiarity with some of the expressions, but the most common explanations refer 

to the usage of expressions like ‘cono’, and ‘cerda’, as observed in native 

contexts.

As per other situations, the following pages review these comments 

according to group and language, as well as to the type and number of 

comments passed for every expression.

Irish group /  English insults (Situation 6.)

Suitability of expression (Situation 6.)

‘cunt’-  This expression was largely commented by the Irish

informants in terms of its vulgarity and awfulness: “It is really 

really strong and only disgusting vulgar louts use it” [1001]; “1 

can’t ever bring myself to say the word cunf [1002]; “If 

someone called me a cunt 1 would be very insulted. It’s an 

awful word.” [1003]; “It is too strong for this situation” [1006]; 

“It’s even more vulgar and would be used by a more vulgar 

type of girl” [1013]; “extremely vulgar, rarely if ever used by 

most people” [1054], Other comments referred to the gender 

specificity of this term; “It’s a very coarse word and should not 

be used, especially by girls.” [1005]; “Very strong, rarely used 

by girls” [1020]. Another commented on its regional usage: 

“Some of my friends say this, especially those from Cork, but
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I really think it’s a horrible word” [1023]; “Very strong (in my 

experience). But it depends on where the person using it 

comes from. It’s more common in areas of Dublin)” [1053].

‘bitch’-

‘big heifer’

‘whore’-

‘slut’-

Meaning

All comments on this insult agreed that is is a common, 

general term, used very frequently [1012; 1020; 1053; 1054]. An 

informant pointed out that “It has become almost 

interchangeable with the word ‘girl’ in many situations...” 

[1011], This informant added that, although some people see 

this word as an insult, others consider it a word of 

empowerment.

-This term has been described as ‘apt’ and suitable for those 

who don’t like to curse [1003; 1012; 1020]; carrying 

connotations of weight, clumsiness [1053] , and physical 

appearance in general, given the fact that its an exchange 

between two females [1055].

Different opinions on this expression range from its 

excessive strength [1002; 1006]; its vulgar usage by vulgar 

girls [1013]; its common usage [1020]; and, finally, its 

inappropriateness [1054].

Similar comments to those made for the insult

‘whore’ were made for ‘slut’, in terms of the ‘vulgarity’ of this

word [1013]; and its excessive strength [1002].

of situation /Value judgment (Situation 6.)

In general, the informants’ opinion on this situation and the type of insults
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chosen as possible or suitable, seem to indicate that this is a very common 

situation which allow for insulting exchanges, with the exception of the 

expression ‘cunt’ and, to a lesser degree, the expression ‘whore’.

Spanish group /  English insults (Situation 6.)

Suitability of expression (Situation 6.)

‘bitch’-  Most comments on this insult referred to the familiarity of the 

informant with this expression [S006; S008]; especially 

because its frequent use by Irish people [S032], Some 

informants affirmed it was the only insult they knew on the list 

[S021; S031], One informant described it as “more 

impersonal” [S001], Informant [S018] declared not knowing 

the difference between this expression and ‘whore’; and, 

finally two people expressed their lack of knowledge of its 

meaning [S012; S022],

‘whore’-  Apart from informant [S018]’s comment as above, this word 

was thought to be used “when you have personal reasons” 

[S001]: “familiar but less likely than ‘bitch’ “ [S006]; “too 

strong” [S008]; and “more American” [S026]. Another four 

informants did not know its meaning [SOI2; S021; S022; 

S031],

‘slut’-  This word was thought to be “too strong” [S008] and a “more 

serious one” [S026], Another six informants did not know its 

meaning [S012; SOI6; S018; S021; S022 ;S026; S031],

‘big heifer’-Informant [S008] also described this expression as “too
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strong”; the other comments expressed lack of familiarity with 

this term [SOI 2; SOI 6; SOI 8; S021; S022 ;S031; S043].

‘cunt’-  Once more, apart from informant [S008]’s comment “too

strong”, the other informants expressed their lack of 

knowledge about this word [S006; S012; S016; S018; S021; 

S022 ;S031; S041],

Meaning of situation /  Value judgment (Situation 6.)

No relevant remarks were made about this situation, in terms of its 

cultural value. Two comments, however, expressed the need for more offensive 

[S017] and stronger expressions [S029].

Spanish group /  Spanisli insults (Situation 6.)

Suitability of expression (Situation 6.)

‘coiio’-  Out of seven comments, only one defined this expression as

“excessively vulgar” [S023]. The other comments defined it 

as “the most natural choice in this situation” [S009]; “The 

most traditional and typical Spanish” [S002]; “The most likely 

situation -although I wouldn’t say i f  [S011]; It was also 

defined as a good choice because of its “expressive, angry, 

meaning” [S027]. and as an interjection without insulting 

meaning [S014; S017],

‘vaca gorda’-  This is understood as a physical attack [S003] on a 

woman’s obesity and has been described as “hurting”

[S009], “ideal” [S022] and also an insult which would induce
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many other insults [S030]. Again, informant [S023] defined 

this insult as “excessively vulgar”.

‘prostituta’-This term is, according to the Spanish informants, too

refined, long, and not as effective as its slang equivalent 

‘puta’ [S008; S016; S033, S041; S044]; only informant 

[S023] described it as “excessively ordinary”.

‘perra’-  Informant [S001] said this word was “too strong for me”; and 

informant [S023] again expressed its dislike towards this 

term.

‘cerda’-  [S023] (Same as above).

Meaning of situation /  Value judgment (Situation 6.)

The most relevant opinions on this situation refer to the expected and 

almost justified use of physical derogatory expressions by the Spanish 

informants. Comments such as the following show a certain acceptance of 

physical stereotypes with social values attached to them;

“[‘vaca gorda’] would be ideal if the girl who has fallen is a bit ‘full’ (‘fatty’)

and the teenager is a ‘bollicao’ (sig. ‘silly teenager’) of the ‘spice-girl’

generation.” [S022]

“I have a [female] friend who is a little ‘full’ (‘fatty’).” [S030]
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Irish group /  Spanish insults (Situation 6.)

Suitability of expression (Situation 6.)

‘cono’-  Of the five comments made on this expression, three Insh 

informants pointed out its frequency of use in Spain [1001; 

1032; 1054], However, a distinction was made by four 

informants about its use as a general expletive [1015; 1053]; 

its less insulting effect than ‘cunt’ [1032]; and used “in the 

sense of ‘fuck’ “ [1054],

‘cerda’-  This was thought to be “the most general insult for females" 

[1053]; used to refer to “the individual’s appearance, but it can 

also describe unacceptable behaviour and bad manners” 

[1055],

‘perra’-  One informant expressed doubt about the use of this term 

[1003].

Meaning of situation /  Value judgment (Situation 6.)

Unlike the Spanish informants, the expression ‘vaca gorda’ was not 

commented on here. The comments centred more on the compared usage of 

expressions between the two languages, as to what is more or less acceptable, 

in the case of ‘cunt’ and ‘cono’, for example.

Summary - Discussion of Situation 6.

From the results obtained in this situation, some differences are very 

obvious between the two groups of informants, in terms of choosing the most and
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least suitable insults in this case. The first disagreement can be observed in the 

table of most suitable English insults. The term ‘big heifer’ was chosen to be the 

most suitable expression by the Irish informants, but was not rated at all by the 

Spanish group, which placed ‘bitch’ at the top of this list. These results contrast 

with the choices of suitable Spanish insults made by both groups, since the 

Spanish informants placed ‘vaca gorda’ in second position, but the Irish 

informants placed it in fourth position. Other differences are evident, as in the 

case of the words ‘whore’, which the Spanish informants have translated as 

synonymous of ‘puta’.

Following the comments received from the informants, some of these 

results can be partially explained as follows. Many of the Spanish participants do 

not seem to know the meaning of ‘big heifer’, ‘slut’, and ‘cunt’. Some choices in 

‘context B’ have been made in terms of how often these expression have been 

heard being used in a native context, as is the case of ‘bitch’ and ‘cofio’. Also, the 

taboo strength placed in ‘cunt’, for example, does not seem to match any of the 

Spanish expressions. A similar mismatch occurs with expressions which connote 

promiscuity, as in the case of ‘perra’, and ‘puta’, the first being very strongly 

tabooed in Spanish, but not the second, contrary to their English equivalents 

‘bitch’ and ‘whore’/’slut’.

Other mismatches in the ratings obtained from each group, however, 

could be explained from a value judgment point of view. Cultural issues related 

to derogation of physical characteristics are not equally dealt with by both groups 

of informants. A ‘heavy’ or ‘full’ woman appears to be an easier target for 

Spanish informants, and an insult is almost considered justifiable, according to 

some of the opinions expressed in the questionnaire.

Following the model of insult, the situation can be represented 

taking into account the interactants’ weightiness assessment of this FTA, with ;

Ws = Vci • R ■ Eh (D + P + C)

Wh = Vc2 ■ R • Es (D + P + C)
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where the variables of D , P and C, are once more held constant, as the target of 

the insult in this case is defined in both, the Spanish and the Irish setting, as an 

unknown young woman, and the context is a rock concert.

For this situation, the differences between the two groups’ ratings of 

English terms like ‘big heifer’, and ‘whore’, on the one hand, and Spanish terms 

such as ‘puta’ and ‘perra’, can be represented as

Vci ■ R ■ Eh (D + P + C) ^ Vc2 • R • Es (D + P + C)

In the case of the expression ‘perra’, for example, the equivalent 

denotative meaning in English is ‘bitch’, but the values attached to these two 

terms are very different, with the Spanish one accusing of promiscuity and 

worthlessness. The term ‘whore’ is a good example of the opposite situation 

since the Spanish denotative equivalent is ‘puta’, which is widely used for 

different purposes similar to those in which the term ‘bitch’ would be used.

‘Cerda’ is a milder but alike insult.

Once more, different values attached to insulting terms seem to be a 

plausible reason for intercultural misunderstanding. This could also translate into 

the lack of knowledge of a non-native insulting term due to its restricted or more 

specific use, as for the term ‘big heifer’. On the other hand, over-generalization is 

also a possible cause of choosing of a non-native insult such as ‘bitch’. Slight 

differences in denotative meanings might represent vast difference in terms of 

cultural values, and their positivity or negativity, as evaluated by individuals of 

these cultures. In this sense it is interesting to note the different values attached 

to physical appearance by these two groups.
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Figure 6.1 TABLE 6E Situation 6: "At a rock concert”

6 E IR IS H  G R O U P  ( A ) MORE SUITED % LESS SUITED % S P A N IS H  G R O U P  ( B ) MORE SUITEt % LESS SUITED %
ENGLISH 1 whore 1 3 12 33 1 whore 4 10 4 10

2 cunt 3 8 21 58 2 cunt 1 2 11 27
3 bitch 22 61 0 0 3 bitch 35 87 0 0
4 slut 2 5 . 12 33 4 slut 4 10 3 7
5 big heifer 24 67 1 3 5 big heifer 0 0 3 7
6 fat cow 2 5
7 cow 1 3
8 fat bitch 1 3
9 clumsy bitch 1 3
10 thick bitch 1 3
11 stupid bitch 1 3
12 fat fucker 1 3
13 whale 1 3
14 slag 1 3
15 slapper 1 3
16 tramp 1 3 •
17 bastard? 1 3

6 foxy 1 2
7 stupid 1 2

TOTAL 17 7

Table 
6E.
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Figure 6.2 TABLE 6S Situation 6: “En un conclerto de rock”

6S IRISH GROUP (B) MORE SUITEC % LESS SUITED % SPANISH GROUP(A) MORE SUITE[ % LESS SUITED %
SPANISH 1 prostituta 1 3 14 39 1 prostituta 1 2 34 85

2 corto 16 44 5 14 2 corto 28 70 3 7
3 vaca gorda 6 17 3 8 3 vaca gorda 15 37 4 10
4 perra 8 22 3 8 4 perra 3 7 7 17
5 cerda 7 19 2 5 5 cerda 5 12 2 5
6 puta 2 5 6 puta 7 17

7 imb^cil 3 7
8 joder 3 7
9 gilipolias 2 5
10 capulla 1 2
11 gorda 1 2
12 gorda de mierda 1 2
13 vaca asquerosa 1 2
14 bestia 1 2
15 cabrona 1 2
16 guarra 1 2
17 lechona 1 2
18 subnormal 1 2
19 tontapoilas 1 2

7 zorra 1 3
8 cof^a 1 3

TOTAL 8 19

Table 
6S

.



SITUATION 7: “Not going to the party”

You are supposed to go to a college party to which you have been invited by a friend (of 

same sex as you). Your friend comes to collect you at your house and, as he/she 

comes in, you tell him/her that you have changed your mind and that you are going to stay 

at home because you have heard that your 'ex’ is going to be at the party as well and you 

want to avoid a scene. Your friend, who now has nobody to go to the party with, and has 

come a long way to collect you, lets his/her temper take over and expresses his/her 

disapproval

Your friend: -You are a ________________________ I

You: -  Maybe I am but I will not change my mind.

Insults: THICK BASTARD /  THICK BITCH, HEN, CHICKEN, COWARD, PUSS Y

Situation Purpose (Situation 7.)

This situation is representative of frustrating situations where friends 

change their mind about already arranged plans, despite the inconvenience they 

cause. In this case, however, the person who changes his/her mind is the 

informant, therefore, the person expressing frustration is the friend. This exercise 

has been designed to measure to what extent friends are allowed to verbally 

sanction each other in a situation where this action is justified as a result of an 

angry and frustrated reaction.

The insults listed as a choice for this situation can be divided in three 

groups, according to their gender specificity. While the first insult thick bastard is 

male-specific, thick bitch is female-specific; hen, chicken, coward, and pussy are
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not clearly gender-specific. They can also be divided into two further groups of 

taboo strength, with thick bitch /bastard at one end, and hen/chicken at the 

other.

Some interesting results are expected from this exercise, since some of 

the expressions given as a choice are literally very similar and a knowledge of 

their cultural meaning will be essential when choosing them to be applied in a 

non-native context.

Translation of Spanish Insults (Situation 7.)

mulo/mula: mule; (fig.)’ physically strong but intellectually weak’ 

gallina: hen; (fig.) ‘coward’ 

gall O', cock; (fig.) ‘boss’; ‘cocky’ 

cobarde: ‘coward’

marica: (fig.) ‘weak character’; (sig.) ‘sissy’; ‘queer’

Results (Situation 7.)

The results have been summarized in Table 7E (English insults) and 

Table 7S (Spanish insults), (figs. 7.1,7.2.; pp. 252-253). From these tables a first 

observation can be made on the number of terms produced by every group. 

While the Irish group came to a total of twenty (20) insults for context A, including 

the insults already listed in the questionnaire, the Spanish group gave a total of 

thirty (30) expressions, also including the choices in the questionnaire. This 

group also produced a higher number of new expressions in the non-native 

context, with a total of ten (10), four more than the Irish group in context B.
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Choice of English insults (Situation 7 )

Most suitable (+); The Irish informants rated ‘chicken’ (50%) the most 

suitable expression for this situation, followed by ‘coward’ (44%), and ‘thick 

bastard / thick bitch’ (42%). The Spanish group’s choice of insults in English 

followed the same order; first ‘chicken’ (37%); second ‘coward’ (35%); and, in 

third place, both ‘thick bastard / thick hen’ and ‘pussy’ were equally rated by nine 

informants (22%). It is interesting to notice, on the one hand, that more Spanish 

informants than Irish informants chose the expression ‘hen’ and ‘pussy’ to be 

suitable in this context. On the other hand, some of the expressions added to the 

list by the Spanish group, such as ‘fucking coward/bastard’, ‘fucker’, and 

‘motherfucker’, were mentioned by the Irish informants.

Least suitable (-); The least suitable expressions in this situation were, 

according to the Irish group, ‘hen’ (61%); ‘pussy’ (36%) and ‘thick bastard / thick 

bitch’ (17%). The Spanish rating placed ‘thick bastard/thick hen’ (22%) at the top 

of the list; followed by ‘coward’ and ‘pussy’ both in second position (17%); and

‘hen’ (12%) in third position

+  SUITED ENG. INSULTS IRISHGROUP SPANISH GROUP

chicken 1st. (18) 50% 1st. (15) 37%

coward 2nd. (16) 44% 2nd. (14) 35%

thick bastard/hen 3rd. (15) 42% 3rd. (9) 22%

pussy 4th. (6) 17% 3rd. (9) 22%

•SUITED ENG. INSULTS 

hen 

pussy

thick bastard/hen 

coward

IRISHGROUP 

1st. (22) 61%

2nd. (13) 36%

3rd. (6) 17%

4th. (3) 8%
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SPANISH GROUP 

3rd. (5) 12%

2nd. (7) 17%

1st. (9) 22%

2nd. (7) 17%



Choice of Spanish Insults (Situation 7.)

Most suitable (+); The most suitable Spanish insults, as rated by the 

Spanish speakers, are ‘gallina’ (42%), ‘cobarde’ (40%), and ‘marica’ (35%). 

According to the Irish informants, the most suitable Spanish expressions for this 

situation are ‘cobarde’ (50%); followed by ‘gallina’ (25%); and ‘mulo/a’ (17%). 

None of the informants chose ‘gallo’ as the most suitable expression. The Irish 

group added one Spanish insult to the questionnaire: ‘tonta’. This was also 

mentioned by the Spanish informants.

Least suitable (-); The least suitable expression, according to the 

Spanish group, is ‘mulo/a’ (62%), followed by ‘gallo’ (47%) and ‘marica’ (15%). 

The Irish informants chose ‘marica’ (17%) as the least suitable expression for this 

context, followed by ‘mulo/a’ (11%); and ‘gallo’ (8%) and ‘cobarde’(8%) in third 

place.

+  SUITED SPA. INSULTS

gallina

cobarde

marica

mulo/a

SPANISH GROUP

1st. (17) 42%

2nd. (16) 40%

3rd. (14) 35%

6th. (2) 5%

IRISH GROUP

2nd. (9) 25%

1st. (18) 50%

4th. (4) 11%

3rd (6) 17%

— SUITED SPA. INSULTS

mulo/a

gallo

marica

cobarde

SPANISH GROUP

1st. (25) 62%

2nd. (19) 47%

3rd. (6) 15%

5th. (5) 2%

IRISH GROUP

2nd. (4) 

3rd. (3) 

1st. (6) 

3rd. (3)

11%

8%

17%

8%

Informants’ Comments (Situation 7.)

Both groups of informants commented this situation, giving explanations
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about their choices of insult. In this case, a higher number (44%) of Irish 

participants than of Spanish speakers (35%) commented context A. Context B 

was almost equally commented by both groups.

The type of comments made by the Irish informants in context A are 

explanations as to why some of these insults are more or less suitable. They 

often point to the friendship of the interactants as a determinant of the strength of 

the insult. They also offer other more suitable combinations. Many of the Spanish 

comments for context A are of gender specificity, and also offer in most cases, 

stronger tabooed expressions and phrases to accompany the listed insults.

With reference to context B, the Irish informants comment on their lack of 

familiarity with some of the Spanish expressions. Some of them explain 

choosing an insult because its literal translation in English. The Spanish group 

also acknowledges not knowing some of the expressions in English, and 

guessing the meaning of other insults listed in the questionnaire.

The following pages offer a review of the comments, in the same order as 

in previous situations, for every group and language. Every expression 

commented on is listed in decreasing order, according to the number of 

comments received by the informants.

Irish group /  English insults (Situation 7.)

Suitability of expression (Situation 7.)

‘thick bastard / bitch’-  Three informants described this expression as one 

that “could be used / could work” in this situation, and also 

one of the most used [1002; 1003; 1020]. One informant 

pointed out the exclusive usage of 'thick bastard’ by males 

[1016]; and another said it would be used if the speaker was 

“very angry” [1007]. Two informants said this expression was 

unsuitable [1005] and “extremely offensive and
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confrontational” [1053], Informant [1023] suggested that ‘thick’ 

be replaced by ‘stupid’ and also pointed out the gender 

specificity of these two expressions: ‘stupid bitch’ to refer to a 

female, and ‘stupid bastard’ to refer to a male. One last 

informant explained that “ ‘thick bitch’ focuses on the fact 

that, once this individual has made up her mind, nothing will 

change it, ‘thick’ meaning stubborn rather than stupid “ [1055].

‘chicken’-  Three informants said this expression was one of he most 

suitable ones [1013; 1020; 1054]; a fourth informant agreed to 

this use in cases where the addresser “is not very angry” 

[1007]; another informant suggested the addition of ‘shit’, as 

in ‘chicken shit’ [1014]; and a last informant disagreed with 

the above, saying that this insult is “too polite” [1055].

‘hen’-  All comments from the Irish informants agreed that this

expression is “not applicable” and could not be used in this 

situation [1002; 1005; 1012; 1020; 1054; 1055].

‘coward’-  Two comments are positive in the use of this expression 

[1013; 1020]; two other informants believed it not to be 

suitable because it is “too polite” [1055] and especially if the 

speaker is angry [1054], Another Irish person commented that 

this expression “is unlikely to be too offensive as the person 

is a friend” [1033].

‘pussy’-  All informants who commented on this expression thought it 

is not suitable to this situation because it does not apply 

[1055]; they wouldn’t use it [1002]; “it has a very rude 

meaning” [1003]; and also because “the meaning has
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changed a lot in the last few years [and is] very sexually 

oriented now” [1020].

Meaning of situation /  Value judgment (Situation 7.)

The most relevant issues in this situation, according to the comments 

made by the Irish informants, seem to be the risk of offending, according to the 

friendly relationship of the interactants. One informant, for example, points out 

that “here you are trying to get your friend to confront the situation, not to ruin 

your friendship totally” [1001]. Following this opinion, these insults have also 

been described as "too strong” [1031]. And two of the comments [1019; 1055] limit 

the applicability of these insults, depending on if the cultural value at fault is 

cowardice, unthoughtful behaviour, stubbornness, stupidity, etc.. In fact, some of 

the insults suggested by the Irish group, reflect this difference of applicability 

depending on the negative value being attacked; ‘fool’, ‘eejit’, ‘inconsiderate 

shit’, ‘waster’, ‘sad effort’, etc.

Spanish group /  English insults (Situation 7.)

Suitability of expression (Situation 7.)

‘pussy’-  Out of six comments made on this insult, three were about 

the lack of knowledge of this term [S022; S026; S032]; only 

one was hesitant of its positive usage in this situation [S040]; 

one informant expressed never having heard this expression 

as an insult [SOI 8]; and a last informant said knowing “it is a 

sexual term” [S009].

‘hen’-  Of the four Spanish informants that commented on this term, 

two said that they did not know the meaning of the term
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[S018; S040]; and the other two did not think this expression 

can be used as an insult [S001; S009],

‘chicken’-  Three different comments were made on this expression;

one referred to it as the “best insult” [S009]; another defined 

it as more insulting than ‘coward’ [S012]; and the third 

commented its applicability to both genders [S022],

‘coward’-  Two of the comments about this insult were about the

lack of meaning [S026; S032]; and the third one pointed 

out that it is less insulting than the term ‘chicken’ [S012],

‘thick bastard / bitch’-  Two Spanish informants explained never having 

heard / not knowing the meaning of ‘thick’, written before 

‘bastard’ and ‘bitch’.

Meaning of situation /  Value judgment (Situation 7.)

There were no comments on the values portrayed in this situation. Many 

comments expressed the lack of knowledge of the English terms listed in the 

questionnaire, and some of the informants declared having guessed the 

meaning. However, some comments [see S012 above], and suggestions for new 

words (“ ‘Asshole’ would be more adequate” [S020]; “I’d use ‘motherfucker’ in the 

sense that it is a ‘gran putada’ [a mean, despicable thing to do to your friend]” 

[S028], etc.), establish a relationship between adequacy and insulting power, 

that is , the more offensive, the more adequate the expression is rated.
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Spanish group /  Spanish insults (Situation 7.)

Suitability of expression (Situation 7.)

‘gallina’-  Two comments about this expression referred to its suitability 

for both genders, to express cowardice [S001; S022]; and 

a third informant said that, together with the word ‘cobarde’, 

“nobody could use anything more adequate in this situation” 

[S009],

‘cobarde’-  Two comments defined this expression as one to be used 

between girls [S006], and for girls [S008]; the third comment 

was the same as [S009] for ‘gallina’.

‘marica’-  This insult was deemed “effective" if used against a male 

addressee, by two informants [S008; S022].

Meaning of situation /  Value judgment (Situation 7.)

Along with the reduced amount of comments made on the above three 

expressions, and the lack of comments on any of the other Spanish insults, there 

were extensive suggestions of new words or phrases. In most cases, the 

expressions are synonymous of ‘cowardice’, with reference to other taboo 

subjects, such as excretion and ‘sexual body parts; ‘acojonao’ [from ‘cojones’ -  

testicles]; ‘caguetas’[from cagar -  to defecate]; ‘apollardao’ [from ‘polla’ -  penis]; 

‘tontopollas’ [from’ tonto’-  stupid, and ‘polla’-  penis]; “hijo de puta” [son of a 

whore/ bitch]. Other phrases include; “que te den / que te jodan” [that you get 

fucked]; “no me jodas" [don’t fuck (with) me]; “No me vengas con chorradas” 

[don’t come to me with that shit]; “Eres un mierda” [you are a shit piece]. “No 

tienes huevos / no tienes ovarios” [you don’t have testicles / ovaries]; etc.
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Irish group /  Spanish insults (Situation 7.)

Suitability of expression (Situation 7.)

‘mulo/a’-  Two informants explained having chosen this word as 

suitable, although they acknowledged their lack of 

conviction; “I haven’t heard it used like this by my friends” 

[1054]; “I may be seeking an equivalent to the English notion 

of stubbornness" [1055].

‘marica’-  Of two comments made about this insult, one expressed lack 

of knowledge of its meaning [1035], and the other expressed 

not being able to “imagine the Spanish people 1 know using 

it. I think it's used less than ‘maricon’” [1054].

‘cobarde’-  Hesitation on the usage of this term, in this situation, was

expressed by informant [1003]; and informant [1014] said that 

“among friends it would seem unlikely”.

‘gallina’-  An only comment was made on this term. This is 

particularly interesting as it is an excellent example of 

misunderstanding; “obviously translated from English, not a 

Spanish insult”. [1054]

Meaning of the situation /  Value judgment (Situation 7.)

Three different types of comment can be selected from the Irish 

responses to this situation. On the one hand, many Irish people expressed their 

lack of knowledge of the words listed in the questionnaire, or of their 

appropriateness to the situation in particular [1003; 1013; 1031]; one comment
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explained that these insults are not as strong as their English equivalents [1004]; 

and a last comment is indicative of disapproval of this type of language in a 

foreign situation: “To tell you the truth, 1 don’t spend much time insulting people in 

Spain, I’m not too well up” [1016],

Summary - Discussion of Situation 7.

Looking back at the results obtained in the choices of insult, the following 

obsen/ations can be made. First of all, it is important to notice that both groups of 

informants agreed in the first three choices of the most suitable English insults 

(‘chicken’, ‘coward’, ‘thick bastard/hen’). There is some disagreement between 

the choices made by these groups for the least suitable English insult, and 

between both groups’ choices of Spanish insults. While the Irish group chose 

‘hen’ as the least suitable English insult, the Spanish people chose ‘thick 

bastard/ bitch’. Also, the Spanish informants chose ‘gallina’ to be the most 

suitable insult in this situation and ‘mulo/a’ to be the least suitable one. Contrary 

to this group, the Irish group chose ‘cobarde’ as the best choice of insult, and 

‘marica’ as the worst choice for this situation.

Some of the above mismatches might have an explanation in the 

‘tabooed’ meaning of these insulting expressions. This seems to be the case for 

what refers to ‘marica’. This term has sexual connotations of ‘homosexuality’ but 

is a term very widely used in Spain to refer to ‘lack of masculinity’ and, by 

association, weakness, cowardice, etc. The results of the questionnaire show 

that, while there are mixed Spanish opinions as to its suitability in this situation, 

with a higher percentage of informants being in favour of its usage rather than in 

disfavour (35% suitable, 15% unsuitable); the Irish informants have placed this 

expression at the top of the ‘unsuitable’ list. Another cultural interpretation of 

insults is clear in the word ‘mulo/a’. Although in Spanish there is an expression 

that compares a stubborn person to a mule (“Terco como una mula”), this word, 

used as an insult, has rather connotations of strong body and weak mind.
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Along with a possible difference in the interpretation of terms, a different 

cultural understanding of this situation is also a plausible explanation. Taking the 

word ‘mulo/a’ as an example once more, it is interesting to notice that, according 

to some Irish informants, ‘stubbornness’ seems to be one of the negative values 

worth attacking, together with ‘stupidity’, and ‘selfishness’. None of the Spanish 

informants gave importance to the value of ‘stubbornness,’ and very little 

importance to the other faults. Their emphasis was mainly put on the ‘lack of 

courage’, ‘untrustworthiness’, and ‘dishonour’.

A final observation can be made about the different evaluations made by 

the two groups of this situation. While the Irish group places emphasis on the fact 

that the interactants involved are friends and this friendship cannot be spoiled by 

using very offensive expressions, and also to the need for cautiousness about 

the usage of unknown Spanish expressions; the Spanish group seems to take 

an enthusiastic conscious risk in finding English-equivalent expressions to the 

Spanish ones, and to place some degree of prestige to the production of new 

elaborate tabooed terms.

The proposed insult model can be applied in this situation as the 

different interactants’ weightiness assessment of the FTA :

Ws = Vci • R Eh (D + P + C)

Wh = Vc2 ■ R • Es (D + P + C)

where the variables of D , P and C, are once more held constant, as the target of 

the insult in this case is a friend of the same gender and status, and the Spanish 

and the Irish settings share the context of the addressee’s home.

The data obtained in the questionnaires show that, except for the 

equivalent ratings of the most suitable English insults, by both groups, the other 

choices (‘least suitable English insult’ and ‘most/least suitable Spanish insult’) 

present many differences. These mismatches are represented in the equation;

Vci • R • Eh (D + P + C) ^ VC2 R • Es (D + P + C)

Different cultural values portrayed in the choice of insults are a plausible
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explanation to the different ratings of suitability given by native and non-native 

informants. As it has been explained above, the Spanish choices seem to point 

out to the negative values of ‘untrustworthiness’, ‘dishonour’ and ‘cowardice’, 

while the Irish ratings emphasize the negative values of ‘stubbornness’, 

'stupidity’, and ‘selfishness’. Some of these insults are also plausible causes of 

misunderstanding, due to their degree of acceptance by their native culture. This 

is the case, as it has been noted in previous situations, of the term ‘marica’, and 

the value-association between ‘lack of masculinity’ and ‘cowardice’, and the 

positive value of ‘prestige’, directly proportional to insult strength, indicated by 

the Spanish informants, and the Irish informants’ claim that cautiousness is 

necessary when using insults between friends. This seems to be in accordance 

with the higher number of insults produced by the Spanish group for this 

situation in both, the Spanish and the Irish contexts A and B.
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Figure 7,1 TABLE 7E Situation 7; “Not going to tiie party”

7E IRISH GROUP (A) MORE SUITEC % LESS SUITED % SPANISH GROUP (B) MORE SUITEC % LESS SUITED %
ENGLISH 1 thik bastard/bitch 15 42 6 17 1 thik bastard/bitch 9 22 9 22

2 hen 1 3 22 61 2 hen 4 10 5 12
3 chicken 18 50 2 5 3 chicken 15 37 4 10
4 coward 16 44 3 8 4 coward 14 35 7 17
5 pussy 6 17 13 36 5 pussy 9 22 7 17
6 fool 4 11
7 bitch 1 3
8 sad case 1 3
9 sad effort 1 3
10 sad fucker 1 3
11 chlcken-shit 1 3
12 inconsiderate shit 1 3
13 stupid bitch/bastard 1 3
14 asshole 1 3 6 asshole 2 5
15 bollix 1 3 7 fucking coward 1 2
16 spoilsport 1 3 8 fucking bastard 1 2 >

17 eejit 1 3 9 fucker 1 2
18 waster 1 3 10 motherfucker 1 2
19 big wuss 1 3
20 pathetic 1 3

TOTAL 20

------------------------------------- ------------------ -------------------------------------

10

Table 
7E.
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Figure 7.2 TABLE 7S Situation 7: “No voy a ia fiesta”

7S IRISH GROUP (B) MORE SUITE! % LESS SUITED % SPANISH GROUP(A) MORE SUITE! % LESS SUITED %
SPANISH 1 mulo/a 6 17 4 n 1 mulo/a 2 5 25 62

2 galllna 9 25 2 5 2 gallina 17 42 5 12
3 gallo 0 0 3 8 3 gallo 0 0 19 47
4 cobarde 18 50 3 8 4 cobarde 16 4 0 2 5
5 marica 4 n 6 17 5 marica 14 35 6 15

6 cabr6n/a/azo 4 10
7 acojona/do/o/da 3 7
8 maric6n 2 5
9 hijo/a de puta 2 5
10 cerdo/a 2 5
11 caguetas /  cagado 2 5
12 rajado 1 3
13 miedoso 1 3
14 mierda 1 3

6 tonta 1 3 15 maric6n de mierda 1 3
16 malqueda 1 3
17 ImbScil 1 3
18 asquerosa 1 3
19 tonta 1 3
20  pringao 1 3
21 apollardao 1 3
22 capullo/a 1 3
23 calzonazos 1 3
24 estds escarchada 1 3
25 estds atontada 1 3
26 colgao y cabr6n 1 3
27 perra 1 3
28 'que te den' 1 3
29 'que te jodan' 1 3
30  'no tienes huevos/ovarios' 1 3

TOTAL 6 30

Table 
7S.



SITUATION 8: “It’s all over

This morning you have been talidng to your girlfriend /  boyfriend over the phone. He /sh e  

has put an end to your relationship because he /sh e  wants some time to think about his /  

her studies and future. You are feeling very fed up and confused when another friend 

arrives. She insists that you explain what is bothering you. When you tell her what has 

happened she reacts very angrily and tells you that your girlfriend /  boyfriend has lied to 

you because she has jus t seen her/him kissing another person in the park:

Your friend: -W hat is wrong with you?

You: - I t  is all over with X, he/she wants time off to think..

Your friend: -T h e J I  have jus t seen he r /h im  with Y in

a bench in the park, and they were kissing!!

You: - I  should have guessed it! The . 

insult)!

Jsam e

Insults: SLUT, FOX, BITCH, PIG, IDIOT

Situation Purpose (Situation 8.)

This is a common situation of ‘romantic’ deceit with which the informant is 

supposed to be familiar, through his/her own experience or that of his/her friends. 

This situation has been designed to allow the informant to act as one of the 

interactants, that is the person who reacts to the action of his/her boyfriend. The 

other interactant is a female friend who triggers off the informant’s insulting 

speech by preceding this action with her own insult. In this way, the informant
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has only to agree to the other Interactant’s insult, therefore releasing him/herself 

of the responsibility of insult choice.

The choice of expressions allow for the variable of gender, with a mixture 

of female-specific {slut, bitch) and male-specific {pig) insults, as well as non

specific ones {fox, idiof). The Spanish choice of insults can also be divided in 

female-specific {zorra, perra, hija de puta, vaca), male-specific terms {zorro, 

perm, hijo de puta), and also non-specific ones {puta).

Translation of Spanish Insults (Situation 8.)

puta: (sig.) f. ‘whore’, ‘promiscuous’; m. ‘despicable’, ‘deceitful’, 

‘untrustworthy’

zorro/a. (zool.) m. ‘fox’, f. ‘vixen’; m. (sIg.) ‘foxy’; ‘crafty’; f. (sIg.) ‘whore’, 

‘tart’

perro/a\ (zool.) m. ‘dog’, f. ‘bitch’; (sig.) m. ‘swine’, ‘wretched’, ‘awful’; f. 

‘tart’; promiscuous

hijo/a de puta\ (sig.) m. ‘son of a whore’/f. ‘daughter of a whore’; 

‘despicable’, ‘deceitful’, ‘untrustworthy’.

vaca\ (zool.) ‘cow’; (sig.) ‘fat woman’.

Results (Situation 8.)

The results are organized in Table BE (English insults) and Table 8S 

(Spanish insults), (figs. 8.1, 8.2.; pp. 267-268). The first feature observable in 

these tables is the reduced number of insults produced for this situation in the 

native context (A), if we compare them to to those in previous situations . The 

Irish group listed a total of twenty (20) insulting expressions, including the ones 

provided in the questionnaire. Spanish informants only produced eleven (11) 

new Spanish expressions, that is, a total of sixteen (16). In context B (non-native 

context), the Spanish informants are, once more, ahead of the Irish group, with a

255



total Of eleven (11) new English terms, compared to the three (3) extra ones 

added by the Irish informants.

Choice of English Insults (Situation 8.)

Most suitable (+); The most suitable expression for this situation, 

according to the Irish informants, is ‘pig’ (53%)’. The other chosen expressions 

are'slut’ (44%), and also the suggested word ‘bastard’ (44%); followed by ‘bitch’ 

(25%) in third position. The Spanish informants chose ‘bitch’ (55%) in first place, 

followed by ‘pig’ (32%); and ‘slut’ (25%). Of the words added to the 

questionnaire’s list by both groups, the following differences can be pointed out: 

of the 15 new expressions given by the Irish group, only the word ‘bastard’ is 

repeated in ‘two-timing bastard’ and ‘cheating/lying son of a bastard’. The 

Spanish informants used most of the listed words to form new expressions of the 

type ‘fucking.... bitch’, ‘bloody idiot’, ‘dirty pig’; and also other combinations of 

words, such as ‘fucking bastard’, ‘fucking slapper’, ‘son of a bitch’ and the non

standard expression ‘son of the bitch’, which is probably a direct phonetic 

translation from ‘hijo de puta’.

Least suitable (-): The least suitable insults for this situation, as rated by 

the Irish group, are ‘fox’ (72%), and ‘idiot’ (42%). Only two Irish informants said 

that ‘pig’ was the least suitable term, and ‘slut’ and ‘bitch’ got chosen by one 

person each time.The Spanish group chose ‘idiot’ (47%) as the least suitable 

expression, followed by ‘fox’ (27%). ‘Pig’ and ‘slut’ were only rated to be 

unsuitable by one Spanish informant, and ‘bitch’ was not described as

unsuitable at all by this group.
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+  SUITED ENG. INSULTS IRISH GROUP SPANISH GROUP

‘pig

‘Slut’

‘bastard’

‘bitch’

1st. (19) 53%

2nd. (16) 44%

2nd. (16) 44%

3rd. (9) 25%

2nd. (13) 32%

3rd. (10) 25%

5th. (3) 7%

1st. (22) 55%

—SUITED ENGLISH INSULTS 

‘fox’

‘idiot’

‘pig’

IRISH GROUP 

1st. (26) 72%

2nd. (15) 42%

3rd. (2) 5%

SPANISH GROUP 

2nd. (11) 27%

1st. (19) 47%

3rd. (1) 2%

Choice of Spanish Insults (Situation 8.)

Most suitable (+); The most suitable Spanish insults, according to the 

native Spanish speakers, are ‘hijo / hija de puta’ (80%), followed by the newly 

suggested word ‘cabron/a/azo’ (50%); ‘puta’ (52%); and, in fourth place ‘zorro/a’ 

(32%). This last term was mentioned in its feminine form (‘zorra’), except for one 

informant who used the masculine, and two informants which did not specify 

gender.The Irish group’s first choice is ‘hijo/a de puta’ (53%); followed by both 

‘puta’ (17%) and ‘perro/a’ (17%), of which all used the masculine form ‘perro’ 

except for two which did not specify; and, in third place, ‘zorro/a’ (14%), of which 

only one informant used the feminine form ‘zorra’. The term ‘vaca’ was not listed 

as suitable by any of the two groups.

Least suitable (-); The Spanish group rated the expression ‘vaca’ as the 

most unsuitable one (90%), followed by ‘perro/a’ (10%), of which all except one 

informant who chose the female form; were listed in the male form; In third 

position ‘zorro/a’ (5%), all informants choosing the male form here. The Irish 

informants’ choice of least suitable expressions were ‘vaca’ (42%); followed by
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‘zorro/a’ (14%), (2 m. 1 f. 2 non-spec.). Only two Irish people chose ‘perro’ (m.); 

and another two ‘puta’.

+  SUITED SPA. INSULTS SPANISH GROUP IRISH GROUP

‘hijo/a de puta’ 1st. (32) 80% 1st. (19) 53%

‘puta’ 2nd. (21) 52% 2nd. (6) 17%

‘cabron/a/azo’ 3rd. (20) 50% 4th. (3) 8%

‘zorro/a’ 4th. (13) 32% 3rd. (5) 14%

‘perro/a’ 5th. (2) 5% 2nd. (6) 17%

— SUITED SPA. INSULTS SPANISH GROUP IRISHGROUP

‘vaca’ 1st. (36) 90% 1st. (15) 42%

‘perro/a’ 2nd. (4) 10% 3rd. (2) 5%

‘zorro/a’ 3rd. (2) 5% 2nd. (5) 14%

‘puta’ 4th. (1) 2% 3rd. (2) 5%

Informants’ Comments (Situation 8.)

This situation was commented on by both groups approximately to the 

same extent, for each context (A and B). The comments made by the Irish group 

in their native context (A) is mainly of suitability or non-suitability of the 

expressions listed in the questionnaire, along with comments of gender 

specificity, and suggestions for other expressions, generally of stronger tabooed 

connotations. The word ‘bastard, was suggested extensively. The comments 

made by the Spanish informants in context A, are also about their likelihood to 

happen in a situation of this type, as well as of gender suitability. Also 

suggestions about new expression are very common, especially the word 

‘cabron’.

With reference to context B, both groups expressed hesitation and some
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confessed guessing the meaning of the words listed. A few informants showed 

concern about the ‘strength’ of the foreign words, since they were not sure about 

their rating from a native speaker perspective.

The comments have been organized following the previous patterns of 

analysis used in the other situations. Four main sections divide the comments by 

group (Irish / Spanish), and language (English and Spanish), and the comments 

have been listed for every insult, according to the number of times it was chosen.

Irish group /  English insults (Situation 8.)

Suitability of expression (Situation 8.)

‘slut’-  Five out of seven comments emphasized that this is an

exclusively female term [1011; 1017; 1033; 1053; 1055]. One 

informant suggested the gerund ‘fucking’ before the 

noun ‘fucking slut’ [1014; and a last comment explained that, 

although this insults was suitable, ‘fucker’ or ‘wanker’ “would 

probably work here and get the meaning across better” than 

‘slut’ or ‘pig’ [1003].

‘pig’-  Apart from the above comment [1003]; some mixed opinions

are represented in the comments. One informant said that 

this insult is “unisex” [1033]; three informants said that this 

term applied exclusively to males [1017; 1053; 1055], although 

this last informant [1055] explained that “it Is too polite a 

reaction in this case”, and suggests the term ‘prick’ instead. 

The term ‘bastard’ was also suggested as a better choice 

[1002].

‘fox’-  All comments in this situation point out the unsuitability of this
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term in this situation. It has been described as a compliment, 

directed to a woman [1016], also as a praise [1003]; “used 

between friends implying ‘sly fox’ [1020], clever [1005]; “not 

used anymore, especially not in this circumstances [1054]; 

and also “a means of expressing admiration in the case of a 

female response to a male’s action” [1055].

‘bitch’-  All six informants commenting on this insults [1017; 1023;

1031; 1033; 1034; 1055] agreed that it is a female specific term, 

and informant (1033) added that “a man may be called ‘a 

bitch’ if he is effeminate”.

‘idiot’-  One informant described this term as “too polite” [1055]; and

another informant its lack of “conviction” [1054].

Meaning of situation /  Value judgment (Situation 8.)

According to the majority of comments from the Irish informants, this is a 

situation which deserves a “strong” word. Many suggested words such as 

‘bastard’, ‘prick’, ‘cunt’, etc., show this to be the case.

Spanisli group /  Englisli Insults (Situation 8.)

Suitability of expression (Situation 8.)

‘bitch’-  Three informants believed that this is a term directed to 

women [S001; S006; S040]; one person described it as 

“very offensive and adequate to achieve a discharge effect’ 

[S027].
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‘slut’-  Out of five comments, one was about the female gender

specificity of this term [S001], one expressed doubt about it 

being the best choice [S009]; and the three remaining were 

about the lack of familiarity with this term [S005; S018;S022].

‘idiot’-  Three comments agree that this is a very “soft’ [S006], “lighf 

[S001] insult for this situation, although one of them points 

out that “ ‘idiot’ is much more used in English to insult 

somebody” [S012],

‘fox’-  One informant believed this could be a possible insult in

this situation [S020]; but another two didn’t think it could be 

used as an insult or had never heard it being used as an 

insult before [S006; S020],

‘pig’-  Informant [S041] said this is an insult exclusively used for

men and a second Spanish informant [S019] declared not 

knowing if this insults could be used in this way, although he 

had heard the expression ‘dirty pig’ before.

Meaning of situation /  Value judgment (Situation 8.)

The comments are very similar to those produced by the Irish informants; 

they refer to the need for stronger words, and also suggest expressions such as 

‘bastard’ and ‘son of ‘the’ bitch’. However, many of these comments 

acknowledge a certain lack of familiarity with the listed terms.
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Spanish group /  Spanish insults (Situation 8.)

Suitability of expression (Situation 8.)

‘hijo de puta’-  There were no comments on the female version of this 

insult (‘hija de puta’), and many Spanish persons 

commented that this is the insult they would use in this 

situation if the target was a guy [S002; S007; S010; S041]; 

and another two extended their explanations about its 

usage, saying that “you can undermine him in every way, 

even his masculinity, as impotent’ [S017]; and also that “it is 

an allusion to his lying and cowardice” [S022], Two 

informants [S009; S011] pointed out that the phrase “el 

muy....” had confused them as “it would seem that a long 

syntactic complement could not be used with this structure, 

by only a noun”. Otherwise they would use this insult without 

hesitation. Two Spanish people suggested the ‘cabron’ as 

more adequate [S033], or to follow the expression ‘hijo de 

puta, cabron’ [S031], and the last informants said that “no 

comments are needed for this expression” [S027]; and that 

“this is a strong insult which is used without thinking about 

its politically incorrect meaning [S003].

‘puta’-  All seven comments made about this expression [S001;

S002; S007; S010; S016; S022; S041] pointed out its 

female specificity and one of the informants further explained 

that this term “makes reference to her sexual promiscuity” 

[S041],
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‘zorra’-  All comments [S001; S002; S010] pointed out that only the

female version of this term can be used here for women, and 

that the term ‘zorro’ means something very different [S016].

‘perro/a’-  Only one comment referred to the different uses of ‘perro’

and’ perra’ without explaining further [S016],

‘vaca’-  An only comment related this term “to the physical condition

of a person” rather than to behaviour [SOI 4].

Meaning of the situation /  Value judgment (Situation 8.)

Except for one Informant [S030], who explained that before using an 

Insult, he/she would try to find out If his/her friend was very upset and then find a 

way to tell him/her, all the other comments point out to a strong feeling of non- 

acceptance of this situation and to its sanction by means of insults, the more 

tabooed the better. Insults such as ‘cabron’ and ‘guarra’ were also suggested as 

better choices.

Irish group /  Spanish insults (Situation 8.)

Suitability of expression (Situation 8.)

‘puta’-  Of six comments about this Insult, two said it was an

expression used for women [1053; 1033]; one informant 

suggested the word ‘puto’ [1011]. A person declared not 

being sure of its strength in Spanish [1002]; another informant 

thought this was a possible Insult, although not as suitable

as ‘zorra’ [1014]; and finally, Informant [1031] said this is not a

suitable Insult for this situation.
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‘hijo de puta’-  Three informants expressed hesitating or guessing their 

choice of this insult [1002; 1023; 1055]. Informant [1053] defined 

this term as ‘more masculine’; and informant [1054] said this 

is the “obvious choice".

'pe rro - Two informants were of the opinion that this is the most 

suitable insult, although they expressed hesitation [1003; 

1031]. A third Irish informant was not sure about the meaning 

of this term [1053].

No comments were made about ‘perra’.

‘zorro/a’-  Informant [1031] didn’t think this expression was suitable; A 

second person [1053] said that this expression “would be 

more masculine” ; and a third one explained that ‘zorro’ 

“implies cleverness but the person is too angry to think like 

that” [1054].

‘vaca’-  Of two comments made about this term, one referred to its

unsuitability [1031]; and the other informant explained having 

only heard it as an insult to women [1053].

Meaning of situation /  Value judgment (Situation 8.)

Some Irish informants talk about the difficulty of choosing a term, since 

they are not sure about the strength of their connotations. Some comments, on 

the other hand, refer to the frequency of use of some terms by, native speakers, 

like;

“ ‘cabron’ -they use it for everything, if I remember rightly” [1016].
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Summary - Discussion of Situation 8.

To summarize the results obtained for this situation, the following 

relevant observations can be made: first of all, and looking at the ratings of the 

most suitable English expressions, there is some disagreement between the two 

groups of informants; the native speakers chose ‘pig’ in first place, while the 

Spanish chose ‘bitch’, this being the fifth Irish choice. There is also some 

disagreement between these groups about the least suitable English insult: the 

Irish informants placed ‘fox’ in the first position, but the Spanish placed it second, 

choosing ‘idiot’ as the least suitable word.

Looking at the ratings for the Spanish expressions, both groups have 

agreed in their degree of suitability, starting with the expression ‘hijo de puta’ as 

the most suitable insult. As for the least suitable insult, these two groups also 

agreed that the least appropriate expression in this situation was ‘vaca’. There is, 

however, a mismatch of expressions in second and third place, in the rating of 

the least suitable insult.

Some of the above disagreements may be explained in terms of word- 

connotation in different cultures, since, although the literal meanings of animal 

names like ‘perra’ and ‘bitch’, ‘zorro’ and ‘fox’, ‘cerdo /  pig’ etc. are exactly the 

same, the implied connotations may vary widely, and also their tabooed strength.

In general, and based on the comments about the meaning of this 

situation, both groups agree, to a certain extent, that this is an unacceptable 

situation / behaviour which deserves to be sanctioned. That is, both groups seem 

to be concerned with the degree of ‘strength’ that insults may or may not have in 

the non-native context (B), and they also insist in the usage of stronger terms in 

the native context (A), especially terms which apply to the right gender.

These results are very interesting from the point of view of general 

agreement between both groups of informants, for what constitute ‘deserved’ 

insults in this situation. The importance given to gender applicability and strength
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of insults was pointed out by Irish and Spanish informants alike. This agreement 

can be represented as an equality of weightiness assessments by each 

interactant.

Vci ■ R ■ Eh (D + P + C) = VC2 ■ R • Es (D + P + C)

where D, P, and C, being constant, the cultural values attached to this situation 

could be similar for both cultures.

On the other hand, some mismatches have also to be accounted for in 

terms of equation inequality, which might reflect individual assessments of this 

situation based on personal, emotive, etc., experiences. Influenced or not by 

cultural knowledge
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Figure 8.1 TABLE 8E Situation 8: “It’s all over”

8E IRISH GROUP (A) MORE SUITE[ % LESS SUITED % SPANISH GROUP (B) MORE SUITE! % LESS SUITED %
ENGLISH 1 slut 16 44 1 3 1 slut 10 25 1 2

2 fox 2 5 26 72 2 fox 2 5 11 27
3 bitch 9 25 1 3 3 bitch 22 55 0 0
4 pig 19 53 2 5 4 pig 13 32 1 2
5 idiot 0 0 15 42 5 idiot 3 7 19 47
6 bastard 16 44 6 bastard 3 7
7 prick 7 19 7 son of ( 'the' /  a) bitch 5 12
8 cunt 4 11 8 fucking bastard 1 2
9 fucker 3 8 9 fucking bitch 1 2
10 wanker 2 5 10 fucking slapper 1 2
11 two-timming bastard 2 5 11 bloody idiot 1 2
12 bolloxs 2 5 1 2 dirty pig 1 2
13 miserable 1 3 13 scumbag 1 2
14 slapper 1 3 14 whore 1 2
15 slag 1 3 15 asshole 1 2
16 shithead 1 3 16 worm 1 2
17dlckhead 1 3 17 fox 1 2
18 cheating/lying son of a bastard 1 3
19 fuckwit 1 3
20 asshole 1 3

TOTAL 20 17

Table 
8E.
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Figure B.2 TABLE 8S Situation 8: “Hemos cortado”

as IRISH GROUP (B) MORE SUITEC % LESS SUITED % SPANISH GROUP(A) MORE SUITE[ % LESS SUITED %
SPANISH 1 puta 6 17 2 5 1 puta 21 52 1 2

2 zorro/a 5 14 5 14 2 zorro/a 13 32 2 5
3 perro/a 6 17 2 5 3 perro/a 2 5 4 10
4 hijo/a de puta 19 53 0 0 4 hijo/a de puta 32 80 0 0
5 vaca 0 0 15 42 5 vaca 0 0 36 90
6 cabr6n 3 8 6 cabr6n/a/azo 20 50
7 bastardo 1 3 7 bastardo 2 5
8 puto/a 2 5 8 desgraciado 2 5

9 guarra 2 5
10 maric6n/a 1 2
11 cerdo 1 2
12 capullo 1 2
13 impotente 1 2
14 (h)jedionda 1 2
15 puto cobarde 1 2
16 gusano 1 2

TOTAL 8 16

Table 
8S

.



CHAPTER SIX:
PART TWO

Analysis of Recorded Data (‘Informal Talks’): 

Cultural Values

6.1. Introduction.

In the following pages we discuss the data obtained from the recording of 

the ‘Informal Talk’ , which consisted of two sessions. As has been explained in 

Chapter Five, these six informants were selected among those students who, 

after completing the questionnaire, had responded positively to the question 

‘Would you mind being contacted, at a later stage, to participate in an informal 

chat about insults?’ The selection was made on the basis of the interest and 

enthusiasm shown by the informants. The groups were formed according to the 

participant’s time availability, making sure that both groups -  the Spanish and 

the Irish -  were represented in each session; and also that, at least, one of the 

sessions included both genders.

The first session took place among four informants (Talk A), two Spanish 

informants, one male [S021] and one female [S022], and two Irish informants, 

both female [1053; 1054], The recording has a duration of sixty minutes, although 

the guideline followed for this Talk had already been covered in approximately 

fifty minutes. The Spanish male informant left the room approximately thirty five 

minutes after the start of the session, to attend an exam. In the second session 

(Talk B) two male informants, one Irish male [1014] and one Spanish male 

[SOSO], participated in a discussion which lasted approximately forty minutes. 

Both sessions were characterised by a relaxed, informal and motivated 

atmosphere, where the researcher took a role of moderator in some cases, and a
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role of informant in others, by commenting on some anecdotes from her own 

experience as an observer of a foreign culture, in order to encourage more 

comments and observations. The recording did not seem to inhibit the 

participation of the informants at any stage, and furthermore, even when the 

tapes stopped, the informants continued the discussion without paying any 

attention to this fact. This is, from a researcher’s point of view, a very positive 

outcome in terms of the ‘Observer’s Paradox’.

A guidelinei was designed to elicit data during these sessions. The 

main idea was to encourage a discussion between the informants about their 

perception of insults in both their own and the other culture, based on their 

experiences as native and non-native observers. This information will 

complement the information obtained in the questionnaire on situational choices 

of insult, with the informant’s understanding of insult in two different cultures, 

where value judgments will play a very important part. To this end, the guideline 

comprised ten questions which focused on the concept of insult; the relationship 

between insult and intention; the perception of insult as a culturally defined 

notion, and issues of equivalence of meaning and misunderstanding; as well as 

its relation to cultural values, in terms of power and distance, including issues of 

gender, etc.

The present discussion of the recorded data has been organized 

following the ten questions included in the guideline. The informant’s 

observations have been double quoted and referenced with a letter and a 

number (in brackets), according to Talk A and Talk B as (A, B), and informant 

number (1014; 1053; 1054; S021; S022; S 0 3 0 ), that is, [A-1021]. Insults appear in 

italics, and Spanish insults are translated between single quotations and, in 

case of long phrases, these are translated between brackets.

1 For a complete copy of the 'Informal Talk’ Guidelines see Appendix B
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6.2. Analysis of Answers /  Comments.

6.2.1. Question 1. ‘Wliat is an insult? What does ‘insult’ mean?’

According to tine informants, insults represent something negative, badly 

considered by society [A-S022], an expression intended to hurt [B-1014],

However it was pointed out that it depends on the situation in which they are 

used, i.e., among friends on the one hand, or directed at an unknown person on 

the other, in which case the effect is much more insulting [B-S030]; and also the 

tone of voice [B-1014] and, in general, “the way you say it” [B-S030].

When given the example son of a bitch, Spanish informants [A-S022] 

and [A-S021] expressed their belief that the word bitch is a “bad word”, 

explaining that a man can be more offended in his honour, if his mother is called 

a bitch, and this is also true of other expressions in Spanish which are more 

insulting If directed towards men, such as hijo de puta ‘son of a whore’. Irish 

informants explained that cursing the mother “is more Spanish” [A-1053] whereas 

in English “it is more [common] insulting the person [rather] than the person’s 

mother” [A-1054]. However both groups agree that, although the insult makes 

reference to the mother of the person insulted, this is not a direct insult to the 

mother but rather a strategy to intensify the insult towards the addressee;

Spanish informant [A-S021] clarifies this point; “You can even say ‘tu madre 

podra ser una Santa, pero tu eres un hijo de puta" [Your mother may be a Saint, 

but you are a son of a whore].

6.2.2. Question 2 . ‘Do we understand insults literally?’

The answers to this question took different directions in each Talk. In Talk 

A, informants emphasized the importance of the situation in which the insult is 

produced, including the relationship between the interactants. A basic distinction 

was made between an exchange of insults between friends, insults among
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strangers, and insults directed to a an absent addressee, this last situation being 

rated as “the worst”; “I think it is different as well if you are telling it to a friend... 

but if you are angry and you are just telling hijo de puta directly to the person or if 

you are talking indirectly ‘he is an hijo de puta’ or...” [A-S022]; “That’s worse... if 

you are talking about somebody who is not there is worst...[A-S021]; “I mean... I 

would use bitch \N\\h my friends, (...) you bitch (...) it’s (...) but if I use it with 

somebody that I don’t know. then. (...) and if I said it and my friend wasn’t there, 

it’s definitely worse. (...)” [A-1053]; “Yes. she's a bitch... that’s really strong” [A- 

1054].

Another distinction was made, in Talk A. for what refers to the level of 

'closeness’. While the Spanish male [S021] explains that in cases where the 

interactants are not very close friends, the use of insult is a delicate choice, both 

Irish female informants [1053; 1054] agree in that the use of insults of the type 

‘bitch’ are offensive if the addresser is a male talking to a female addressee, 

even if they are very good friends. The Spanish male [S021] expresses surprise 

at this statement.

In Talk B. the Spanish informant [SOSO] emphasizes the importance of 

regional/geographical differences, saying that some insults are taken at face 

value in some regions in Spain. He explains that the expression hijo de puta, for 

example, is very strong in the South of Spain, whereas the word maricon ‘fag’ is 

very common. Irish informant [1014] agrees and gives a further example with the 

word cabron : “you can say it amongst friends, ..., it is not really an insult”. 

However, as the Spanish informant explains, this insult refers to a man who’s 

wife has relations with other men, that is, it has the same meaning than the 

English term ‘cuckold’, and, in this sense, it is a very strong insult, although, as 

the Irish informant points out here; “the only equivalent to cabron in English 

would be ‘cuckold’, but it is a word that has lost its use in the English language. 

You find it in Shakespeare. It has lost it’s potency”; and he adds; “Most people 

wouldn’t know what you meant! ... whereas cabron is very common” [1014]. The 

Spanish informant proves this point when explaining that he “never heard it [the
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word ‘cuckold’] before" [S030].

6.2.3. Question 3. Have you ever been insulted by a foreign person,

speal(ing in his and/or your own language?

[Previously to asking the above question, I tell them about my own 

experiences as a foreign student in Ireland, and how, once, I was shocked when 

being called ‘bitch’ by a recently acquainted friend, and in another occasion, I 

was greeted by a male with insulting Spanish words, when being introduced to 

him in a party].

Although this question has been answered differently in Talk A and Talk 

B, some of the answers are in consonance with the answers given to previous 

questions. Starting with Talk B, both the Spanish and the Irish male informants 

[S030; 1014] explain how they would use the expression bitch towards a female 

friend without any problem, although the Irish informant clarifies that; “ a lot has to 

do with the emphasis you put on it, in English”. Another very interesting point with 

which both informants agree is the increasing insulting value in cases where the 

insult is not said face to face, but when the person being insulted is not present 

or cannot hear it: “it might be more serious ...Q if you were referring to a third 

person and you said ‘she’s a bitchW “ [1014]; “If you are talking in her back, it is 

like [if] you’re hiding something” [S030].

The informants in Talk A discuss the fact that, when a foreign person 

uses ‘curse words’ or ‘palabrotas’ in your own language, it causes a very bad 

effect in the listener because, on the one hand, the listener “automatically 

presumes the foreign person does not know [what he / she is doing]” [1054], and, 

on the other hand “it is stronger when you hear a foreigner say ‘fu c k ’2 “ [1054; 

1053]. The Spanish female informant explains that, even being aware of the fact 

that words such as ‘fuck’ have a strong meaning in English, as the Spanish word 

‘joder’ for example; “If 1 think ‘joder’, I know the meaning, but if I listen ‘fuck,’ even

2 Italics are not used for non-insult categories
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though I mean the same or nearly the same, for me ... I don’t know how to explain 

this ... It does not have the strong meaning as in your own language... And I 

realize that for you [to the Irish informants] it has a strong meaning because when 

I was using this, just to include it in my conversation, people are just looking at 

me, like... oh!..., like really astonished, so...then you realize that it is a strong 

word, but not because you understand really the meaning that this word has, 

because it is a foreign word...” [S022].

Another example of this type are the words ‘leche’ [lit.; milk; fig.; semen], 

and 'joder’ [‘fuck’], mentioned by the Irish female informant [1053]; which, as she 

puts it; ”to me ‘joder’ or ‘leche’, or whatever, means ‘funny’, because it’s foreign... 

it’s not strong, but I would still be careful... But to me ‘fuck’ is very strong”. When 

asked to explain the meaning of ‘leche’, this Irish informant answered evasively 

as follows; “Well... you explain it because Irish people have asked me what 

‘leche’ is, I had to explain what ‘leche’ is; [pretending to be the listener after 

having heard the explanation] Oh! You can’t say that, my God!!!”.

Some grammatical differences were pointed out by the Spanish 

informants [S021, S022], for what refers to the expression ‘joder’ as an infinitive, 

which can be used literally in its ‘sexual intercourse’ sense, or as an interjection; 

and other verb forms like the negative imperative ‘no jodas’, which meaning can 

range from ‘Are you serious?’ to ‘Don’t be bothering me’; and the perfect ‘me has 

jodido’, which means ‘You have said or done something very negative towards 

me’; and the exhorting expression in imperative form ‘que te jodan’, meaning 

‘May you be ...’, used to tell somebody that they got what they deserved; or the 

past participle in the expression of concern ‘estas jodido’, when somebody is 

looking out of shape.

To these comments, the Irish informants [1053; 1053] expressed their 

difficulty in understanding the different connotations of these expressions, and 

their tendency to deal with them from a literal translation point of view; “1 

remember... here you hear... sometimes, if you are tired, ‘Gosh, I’m fucked’ ()” 

[1054]; “Yes, but only people that you know very well” [1053]; “But in Spain () ‘Oh,
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estas jodida’... and I was looking at iiim going.... [informants laughed at this 

point]... How do you know?... [laughter]... I’d never say ‘estoy jodida’, I’d say 

‘fuck’, but 1 wouldn’t say ‘estoy jodida’... and they were people that were good 

friends...” [1054], Further comments were made about the difficulty of 

understanding different degrees of taboo, in the case, for example, of 

euphemisms such as ‘jobar’ and ‘jolines’, often used in the presence of elders 

and parents by children, in Spain: “1 worked with kids in the Summer, and, 1 

mean, lots of times they would say ‘jolines’, ‘jobar’, and 1 used to give out to them, 

until one of the Spanish people would say, ‘no, no, they can say that..!’ ” [1054].

6.2.4. Question 4. ‘A Spanish girl who was living in Ireland called 

her Irish flat-mate a ‘drunk-man’, jokingly, one day that he 

came back from the pub after having a few good pints. He got 

very angry with her. Have you ever made a mistake of this 

type while living in a foreign country, or with a foreign 

person?’

The answers to this question where very interesting from a cultural value 

point of view. The Spanish informants, in both Talks, agreed that the reaction of 

the person insulted would depend on the truth of the statement, that is, it would 

depend on whether this person had in fact a drinking problem or not, on the one 

hand, and also on the tone of voice used by the addressor, but that this was not a 

very strong insult otherwise. The Irish informants, on the other hand, explained 

that this is a very strong insult and that, even when Irish people have been 

drinking a lot, in a pub, for example, if somebody accuses them of being drunk, 

they always deny it; “But even if you are out with your friends and you are 

drinking, you are drinking away, and you are having fun, [if somebody says] ‘Jee, 

you’re pissed, you’re plastered’, you just go -  Hang on a second!! I’m not, like!! - 

You don’t like it...” [1054]; “Well, it’s very funny to see people drunk... you see 

people drunk and saying -  I am completely sober -  You know [informants laugh],
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-  I’m grand, I’m fine [1014],

A grammatical difference whicln informants [A-S022; B-1014] are aware of 

is the verbal double equivalence of ‘to be’ in Spanish, as ‘ser/estar’, since you 

can say that somebody ‘es un borracho’, which means that he has a drinking 

problem; or you can say ‘esta borracho’, which means that he is drunk. However, 

as Irish informants in Talk A explain having noticed there are different ways of 

drinking in these two countries; being drunk in public is a strongly tabooed 

behaviour in Spain, although there are some regional differences, as the 

informants point out.

To my question about other mistakes of this type observed by the 

informants, the Irish informant [1014] in Talk B recalled: “I remember last year, I 

was in Malaga, and there was this friend of mine who had only been there for a 

couple of weeks, and she hadn’t... she had learnt a bit of Spanish at school but 

she was not good, and she had heard the word ‘una cana’3 in a bar, a couple of 

times, and, obviously she just forgot, and she went up to the bar and ordered ‘un 

‘cono” [slg. ‘vulva’], [the Spanish informant laughs] and the barman just 

collapsed laughing at her, and she didn’t know what was going on [] .... ‘un ‘cofio’ 

por favor’“.

After this anecdote, informants in Talk B discussed the uses of ‘coiio’ as 

an interjection equivalent to ‘fuck’, and its literal translation as ‘cunt’, and the 

tabooed connotations that accompany it. Irish informant [1014] explains that he 

would never use the expression cunt to insult somebody. Spanish informant, to 

my question about a Spanish equivalent, in terms of taboo strength, says that the 

worse thing you can call somebody in Spanish is junkie [as in English; ‘drug- 

addict’], because: “they steal their family, they rob their family and friends. You 

can never trust a junkie () It’s a real bad word to say to somebody... They lie (), 

they loose respect for themselves” [S030]. The Irish informant compares the 

taboo strength of this expression in Ireland and in Spain, explaining that drugs 

are a more widespread social problem in Spain than in Ireland, to which the

3 A glass of beer
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Spanish informant agrees; “It has started in Dublin, but you don’t see ‘them’ 

[drug-addicts] in the streets” [8030].

6.2.5. Question 5. ‘Do you think tliat insults are different in different 

cultures? Why? Think of the following pairs of expressions: 

son of a bitch /  hijo de puta; perra /  bitch; bastard /  bastardo; 

capullo /  dicli-head; puta /  whore; conazo /  cunt; gilipollas /  

wanker.

Informants in Talk A point out that there is a difference between the literal 

meaning and the intended effect of insults. They explain that, although some 

insulting words have the same referent or literal meaning in different cultures, the 

insulting intent is not the same, and therefore one has to be careful [S021], 

Informant [1054] gives the examples hijo de perra, ‘fuck off’ and ‘jodete’, and 

points out that the first expression is very strong in Spanish, but not the literal 

translation in English son of a bitch] whereas the second expression seems 

stronger in Spanish. Informants [S022, S021] explain that the strength of the 

insult still depends on if it is said ‘like a joke’ and also on the age of the 

interactants, although, in any case, the intention has to be clarified; “Young 

people use a word the same... for example, I don’t mind if they use the word, 

even if it is a very bad one, and after they say ‘I’m joking’... you must say ‘es 

broma’ [I’m joking]” [S021].

In relation to age differences, the informants in Talk B also point out a 

generation gap in the use of insults; “I think that...well I don’t know because 1 

didn’t live fifty years ago, but I would imagine that... the only way you can tell 

now, whether somebody has been really insulting is through their tone of voice 

or the situation... whereas maybe years ago, just to use the word alone was 

enough to imply an insult, you know?” [1014]. Informant [SOSO] agrees to this 

comment saying that people “were more polite fifteen years ago”. This informant 

explains that this is due to a change in the distance kept in relationships; “
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People had less ‘confidence’ [translation error from ‘confianza’, ‘closeness’] to 

say any insult to a friend. Now, everyone is... like joking, now it’s common in a 

conversation”.

About the pairs of insulting words given as an example, informants 

commented extensively on the different cultural meanings of these expressions. 

The English word bastard, as informant [A-1054] remarks, has its Spanish 

insulting equivalent in words like capullo, cabron, hijo de puta\ whereas the 

Spanish translation bastardo means “the illegitimate son of somebody” [A-S022]. 

Interesting also, are the comments on the expressions cunf and conazo/ cono. 

While the Irish informants in Talk A define this insult as ‘the worst of all 

swearwords’, and express their difficulty in even pronouncing the word, as it has 

very rough and crude connotations, the Spanish informants seem surprised by 

these comments and conclude that “Then, it’s really different from Spain... we 

use cono (a lot); even if 1 said it with my mother there, she wouldn’t...[S021]. Irish 

informants explained their shock when they heard the word cono being used 

even on Spanish TV. Informants in Talk A explain to each other the different 

nuances of other expressions, such as wanker and gilipollas, and capullo and 

dick-head, and they agree that there are some mismatches in strength between 

these literally translated insult pairs.

Informants in Talk B also discuss the different uses of these pairs of 

insults, concentrating on the expressions son of a bitch and hijo de puta. They 

explain how, when hearing these expressions in their non-native language, they 

thought they were literal translations with the same meaning and referent, until 

they realized that, while the Spanish expression refers to the mother as a whore\ 

the English expression refers to the mother as a female dog. However, their 

interpretation of how these insults work, is based on their own cultural value 

judgments, such as family, legitimacy, etc. That is, on the one hand, the Spanish 

participant explains th a t; “it’s bound to mean more or less the same... calling 

your mum a prostitute or a perra ‘bitch’... It’s culture and 1 suppose it’s the same 

everywhere... it’s your mum... if they can not hurt you, they go for your family...”
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[S030]; the Irish informant, on the other hand, puts more emphasis on the fact 

that, an insult of this type, where you are insulted through the past behaviour of 

your mother, leaves you without resource to contest it: “It’s something you can not 

really do anything about [he laughs]. () If you say ‘eres un hijo de puta, 

theoretically, you can’t do anything about being an hijo de puta, you know? Can’t 

change anything about it... so...” [1014]. While the Spanish informant refers to ‘the 

painful’ connotations of such an insult, the Irish informant seems to have a more 

passive, amused reaction ([1014] laughs during his explanation).

6.2.6. Question 6. ‘Are you familiar with the expression Slapper?

What does it mean? IHow is it used?

This question gave way to very interesting definitions and comparisons 

of meaning between the Spanish and the Irish informants. In both Talks, A and B, 

the Irish informants defined this word as an expression which is directed to “a 

kind of a girl that sleeps around” [B-1014], “somebody who sleeps with a lot of 

men, ... or chases men” [A-1054], In both Talks the Irish informants also explained 

that this term can be used jokingly and in a friendly manner, with close friends, 

and that, otherwise, it has strong connotations. The term is also, according to this 

group, comparable with the word bimbo: although different opinions were 

expressed in terms of these words’ connotations.

While informant [A-1053] believes in the equivalence of these two terms 

{bimbo and slappei), informant [A-1054] explains that slapper is rather equivalent 

to tart, which has connotations of looseness and stupidity, but also connotations 

of rough looks. As these informants explain to the Spanish interlocutors: “como 

puta [like ‘whore’]” [A-1053], whereas “ a b/mbo doesn’t necessarily look.... 

doesn’t always have to look ‘tarty’ ” [B-1054], A further difference between the 

word bimbo and the word s/apper was pointed out by the Irish informants in Talk 

A, based on social class differentiation: “when 1 lived in Dublin..., slapper \s very 

common there, it started in Dublin, I think, and it has connotations of being lower
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class. People from a certain area that spoke with a certain accent and wore 

certain clothes were slappers, the connotations [weren’t] sexual, [they were of ] 

class, they were common, vulgar, it’s a snob term” [1053], “Sure, and people then 

from, say, a higher class [or] whatever, would be called a bimbo.” [1054]

The Irish informant in Talk B believes that the term bimbo “originated in 

USA, so slapper is kind of more our own word”; he also adds that “it’s quite 

common in Cork”. During this Talk B a Spanish informant expresses his 

misunderstanding of the word bimbo: “1 thought that bimbo was only used for 

blond girls... it’s famous for the ‘blond-a-bit-silly-girl’... so it’s nothing to do with 

sleeping...” [S030]. Similar confusion is shown in Talk A by both groups, when 

one of the Spanish informants tries to translate the term tart as zorra, [‘fox, 

vixen’]in order to verify its meaning. Irish informant [1053] explains how, during 

her stay in Spain, her friends used to call some girls zorras: “in these parties we 

used to go ... these two girls used to turn up, and they used to be on to all the 

guys inside in the party, like, every single one of the them... and they were like... 

‘las zorras.'.. and (they) would go, ‘Oh! Las zorras vienen hoy!’ [The ‘zorras’ are 

coming today!]... you know. .. “. However, both Spanish informants in this Talk 

agree that this term is ‘harder’ than tart, but one of them [S021] suggests an 

English translation of tart as ‘foxy lady’, to which the Irish informants disagree 

explaining that this is an old-fashioned expression.

A new equivalent for slapper was attempted by the Spanish informant 

[S022] ; “In Spain, for something like slapper, we have puton 4, when a person, 

or a woman especially, wears a very short skirt. ...’jMira que put6n\' [look at that 

‘puton’]”. However, the informants discussed the taboo strength of these two 

expressions and agreed that, whereas the word slapper can be used among 

close friends, the word puton would not be acceptable, except in its diminutive 

form putilla: “ [When] Using a bad word, if you use the... diminutive... I don’t know 

if it’s that, but, when you are using a diminutive with a word, that word is softer.” 

[S021]; “As well because, in Spanish, puta has a very strong meaning.” [S022].

4 Augmentative of ‘puta’
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6.2.7., 6.2.8. Question 7. and Question 8.

Which other expressions would you use with your friends?

In friendly situations, are there different expressions,

depending on the gender of the speaker and the receiver?

The above two questions were answered simultaneously by the 

informants in Talk B, and some of the comments produced for Question 7 are 

also applicable to Question 8.

During friendly interactions, the expressions that could be used, 

according to these informants, depend very much on the gender of the speaker 

and the receiver, as well as the degree of friendliness between both. The male 

Irish informant [1014] in Talk B, for example, mentioned the expressions asshole, 

dick-head, and prick, as expressions that could be used in a conversation with a 

male friend, whereas the Irish female [1053] in Talk A gives also prick and fucker 

as insults which would be exchanged among men, in a friendly manner.

Both Spanish informants [S021; S022] in Talk A agree that expressions 

such as mamon, maricon, and mariconazo [‘sucker’, ‘fag’, augmentative of ‘fag’] 

are used among friends, that is, they can be used by men and women to refer to 

men. It is interesting to point out that the Irish informants in this Talk show 

surprise towards these comments since, as they explain, they thought this 

expression to mean ‘homosexual’, and also that it was used exclusively to refer 

to somebody of this sexual tendency, but not as a joke or a friendly name. 

Informant [S022] explains that there is a difference between these words and the 

term [marica], which, according to her, is used rather in that teasing sense. The 

Irish informants explain that English-equivalent terms such as Queer and fag 

would never be used, or have never heard them to be used jokingly.

When asked about terms which are acceptable or unacceptable if they 

are used by a man towards a woman, both the Irish [1014], and the Spanish 

[SOSO] male informants, in Talk B, agree that the expressions cunf and whore are
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totally unacceptable in English, whereas the terms desgraciada [‘disgraced’] 

and zorra, according to the Spanish male informant, are unacceptable in 

Spanish, especially since the last one, zorra, has animal as well as promiscuous 

connotations which, according to this informant, doubles the taboo meaning. 

However, he also makes a remark on the degree of anger which is expressed, 

with the expression puta being a milder expression equivalent to zorra. The Irish 

informant explains how, the literal translation of zorra as ‘fox’, is a compliment in 

English; “It’s a compliment because, if you’ve seen Waine’s World, ‘she’s a fox’ is 

a compliment, whereas it means the opposite in Spanish” [1014],

The female Irish informants [1053; 1054] in Talk A, on the other hand, 

claim that they would never tolerate insults from a man, except for something 

mild like stupid, although, if the man is a sibling, insults such as cow can be 

accepted as a joke. The Spanish female informant [S022] in Talk A would 

consider cow as a common epithet, used only to refer to women.

As for insults directed from women to men, the Spanish female informant 

[S022] in Talk A confesses using a lot of insults when joking among friends, such 

as the words cabron and maricdn. Irish female informants [1053; 1054] in this Talk 

say they would use the expression ‘you lucky bastard, but they insist that this 

would only be acceptable between ‘good friends’. Interesting here is the remark 

that Irish informant [1053] makes about the interactants’ background and mutual 

adaptability; “But it depends on the friends (and) the background... some of my 

best friends don’t ever swear, and 1 would never swear back and they are good 

friends. (But) I’ve got a friend in Belfast and he swears all the time, people in 

there (), then yes, but other than that...”

6.2.9. Question 9. Apart from gender, are there other factors that 

restrict the use of insults? What about age, status, class, 

religion, geography...?

The use or lack of use of insults depends, according to the informants, on
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many factors. Informants in Talk B, for example, considered the factors of age. 

and level of formality, to be important determinants in the use of insulting 

expressions. The Spanish informant [S030] points out that insults are not 

allowed between parents and children, although “kids learn so much insults in 

the street...” For what refers to status at work, the use of insults between boss and 

employee depends on their relationship. The Irish informant [1014], explains that; 

“it has to do with the level of formality. I don’t think it matters whether it’s between 

boss and employee or between men and women... the formality of the situation 

will always dictate whether an insult would be tolerated or not.” He adds that, 

even between parents and children, certain formalities have disappeared with 

time, like the formal treatment, but “the formality which dictates that 1 don’t use 

bad language with them has stayed. I wouldn’t even use bad language with my 

friends, if my parents were there.”

In Talk A, issues of status and age are also discussed, together with 

other factors, such as gender, background, class, and situation. While Irish 

informant [1054] explains that, among siblings, insults are used and forgiven, and 

also, in her own experience, her mother and grandmother would occasionally 

use insults “when in trouble”, such as little bitch, but her father would never insult 

her, Irish informant [1053] says that there is no swearing allowed in her house at 

all. Spanish informant [S022] explains that her mother is very strict about this 

subject although, due to the fact that she uses “lots of swearwords” with her 

friends, sometimes she forgets.

During this Talk A, informants discuss how age differences influence the 

use of insult. The Irish informants, for example, explain that especial care must 

be taken with children and older people, even though they believe that older 

people might use these expressions among themselves. However, these 

informants contradict themselves when the researcher asks them about their own 

experiences, like in the case of a ‘mature’ class mate. The following is the 

transcription of the dialogue between the two Irish informants in Talk A. Informant 

[1053] has been called ‘S ’ and informant [1054] has been called ‘L’ for easy
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reading of the dialogue:

L: But that is different because that’s more., like a class mate... un colega, un 

companero^ ...

S:->Yeah... although I have a friend who Is a mature student and she is in 

her fifties, and 1 wouldn’t say a word<- 

L; .. .That age difference, yes

S; She doesn’t swear, which is probably why I wouldn’t swear either 

L: I wasn’t thinking that old [laughing]

S; How old exactly?? [teasing L, as S is older than L ]

[laughing]

L: Yeah... actually, it’s true, because... just say (), in our class, I wouldn’t necessarily speak 

to Kirk the same way that I’d speak to you and Ed

S;->that’s because you don’t know him that w e lk - 

L . . .or, I wouldn’t speak to Marga that way

S »  You don’t know her that well either ()<- 

L: Yes, but the fact that they are so much older as well 

S:->Huh.. 1 wouldn’t say they are..

L:Not that I want{)

S:->That wouldn’ t affect me, 1 just don’t feel like <- 

L Yea, b u t, Q you know what 1 mean like?

S;->yes, I know...<-

From this discussion, the Spanish informant [S022] concludes that “it 

depends on the relation, if you are closer, if you don’t know if it would be 

welcome or not...”

Another issue discussed is the type of insult used by older people. All 

three informants in Talk A agree that there is a difference; “we tend to use more 

‘fuck’ than the next generation upwards. My father’s generation never used ‘fuck’ 

(like that)” [1053]. Spanish informant [S022] looks for an explanation in the way 

her grandfather uses blasphemy as a source of insult, which she relates to 

politico-historical reasonse . On the other hand, she explains that her 

grandmother would never use this type of language. This opens a discussion on 

gender differences, related to age differences as well. Informants [S022; 1053; 

1054] believe that young people swear, no matter what gender they belong to, but

5 a  mate
6 Reference to the Spanish Civil War and the anti-religious feeling of people who fought against the Dictator.
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older generations swear less than young ones, and that women, in older 

generations, swear less than men, of the same age group.

To the question ‘Do you think women use softer or stronger words than 

men?’ Informant [1053] mentions ‘class’ and then self-corrects herself with the 

notion of ‘background’; “I think a lot of this has to do with class... Not class, 

background, because I know some women who swear unbelievably, and I’m 

shocked, but then, I don’t swear that much... So, I think that it depends of where 

you come from, [...]”.

All three informants in Talk A [S022; 1053; 1054] comment on the 

differences between upper class and lower class use of insult, and explain their 

belief that upper classes are more subtle and more careful not to use bad 

language, whereas for lower classes is a means of expression.

One Irish informant answers by saying; “Yes, because when I worked in 

Dublin, in a hospital in the city centre, some of the people were really poor, 

really, really poor, bottom of the ladder, and they would come in and they would 

swear continuously, and normally, from a patient, 1 wouldn’t accept it but, for 

these people it’s just their way of talking, you can’t () because is just the way 

they talk. And then, with other patients, if they swear, you know they want to insult 

you, you don’ t accept it, so you know., you know, some people just use it... but 

other people use it deliberately to upset you... so 1 think it depends. You have to 

take into account (the situation)" [1053]

After asking the participants to expand on what they mean by ‘situation’, 

informant [1054] gives an example to explain that the context in which an insult is 

produced will determine the choice of insult; “But, you see, even the same 

people though, in different situations, they are completely different, it’s like say. I 

mean, I see my father now, and he is like, with his job, he is used to dealing with 

an awful lot of people from like, Q a complete spectrum of people, he’s to be 

speaking to some people... and the language 7 that’d be coming out of them! Out 

of them...because it’s coming out of them, and that’s the way to communicate with

7 Italics for emphasis expressed by informant
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those people, and get what you want () And then, he’s dealing with other people, 

and you wouldn't hear a swear word coming out of his mouth in the 

conversation., you know., it depends... and you can tell, when he comes home, 

who he’s been with today. He comes in and goes; “Ah, he’s an awful bollocksr 

It is important to point out here that, among the opinions of these 

interactants on what influences the use of insults, there were also comments 

about other features such as ’personality’: “an insult is something that you don’t 

think about, it just comes out to express yourself, if you are a person 

‘temperamental’ “[S022].

6.2.10. Question 10. ‘Are there geographical or regional differences 

in the use of insults?’

This question rose of the comment that a Spanish informant made when 

the researcher handed out the questionnaire to him: “But we are Andalusian” 

[S027], This informant further explained that in Andalusia, the use of ‘strong’ 

insults is very common. Some participants in Talk A and B explain geographical 

differences as they have observed them. In these observations, however, there 

seems to be a mixture of references to insult together with cursing and swearing 

in general.

The Irish informants in Talk A, for example, explain that, during their stay 

in Spain, they observed that people in the South of Spain “curse much more 

than in the North" [1054]: “ every year I spend a few weeks in the North and a few 

weeks in the South and the difference! When I’m up the North of Spain I’m just 

speaking regular terms() of speak whether Castellano, or whatever, and then I 

go down the South and it’s all like curse-curse-curse-curse.. so 1 mean, you just 

get into it like [the other informants laugh]. Then 1 go back the North, and my 

friends are just looking at me going : ‘Where did you learnt that?”’ [laughing]

This comment is confirmed by informants [1053 ] and [S022]; who agree 

that people in Valladolid and Pamplona (North of Spain), and in Castilla, tend to
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be more ‘pijos’8; “even working class people in Valladolid are ‘pijos’, because 1 

have friends, say, from different... “ [1054]; “It’s the way to be of people in Castilla” 

[S022]; “even in Pamplona, people in Pamplona, they don’t swear at all, not even 

the working class... “ [1053].

Informant [1054] confirms than in the South, “the wealthiest people, you 

would presume they would have better education, they swore nearly as much as 

the people that ()”.

The Irish informant in Talk B explains how, during his stay in Malaga 

(South of Spain) he noticed the over use of words like ‘cono’ and ‘puto’, the 

second word serving as an adjective preceding any noun, in the same way that 

‘fucking’ is used in sentences like ‘the fucking bus’/  ‘el puto autobus’. However, 

he also noticed that a Basque friend continuously used some swear words of the 

type of ‘joder’ (‘fuck’), as ‘crotches’ in normal conversations, without any 

implications of taboo, and this was later confirmed by another friend of his from 

the South, who explained that “they talk like ’that’ in the Basque Country”.

The Spanish informant [S030] makes another distinction of use of 

swearwords between North and South of Spain. He explains that, in the South, 

expressions with a combination of religious, blasphemous, excretory 

connotations, such as ‘me cago en Dios’ [‘I defecate in God’], and ‘me cago en la 

hostia’ [‘1 defecate in the Sacred Host’], would never be used because of their 

strong religious beliefs.

Irish informants in Talk A compare these Spanish North/South variables 

to the Northern Ireland/Republic of Ireland differences. According to informant 

[1053], for example; “people in the North use definitely way more [taboo 

language].... It’s much more acceptable there, very much... an I have friends in 

Belfast, two or three degrees in their name, and every second word is ‘fuck’.” This 

informant explains, however, that religious background, that is, Catholic or 

Protestant, does not matter in this case. Informant [1054] agrees to this comment.

Another distinction is made by the Irish informants in Talk A, in terms of

8 Slang word to refer to people with upper-class notions of ‘refinement’ and ‘snobbishness’, but not 
necessarily economically upper class.
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‘city’ and ‘country’. Informant [1054] clarifies that tiiis distinction is not based on 

the amount of swearing, but rather in “different ways of doing it”: “ 1 don’t know, it 

is hard to explain, but if you hear a country person...It’s different! If you take a city 

person and a country person from the same class, I think a country person is 

more likely to be going : ‘Oh, ‘fuck it’, () and ‘fuck this’, and ‘fuck that’,., [putting on 

a male-deep voice] Informant [1053] also agrees: “ I grew up in the country, and 

I used to swear more there”.

The discussion in Talk A takes a different approach at this point, focusing 

on vocabulary differences in different parts of the country. Informant [1054] 

explains how in Mallow (this informant’s home-town), people use the word bioor, 

which is exclusive of this town, and which is used to refer to a woman 

derogatorily. Irish informant [1053] also mentions the word mot as being a similar 

term. The Irish informant in Talk B also makes a claim on the word langersXo be 

exclusive of Cork.

It is interesting to notice that, in each case, the Spanish participants show 

some confusion and misunderstanding of these terms. The Spanish informant 

[S022] in Talk A, for example, asks the Irish participant to spell the words bioor 

and mot, but the Irish informants are unable to spell the first terms jh e  Spanish 

informant [3030] in Talk B realises he has been using the word /anger instead of 

the expression langers, to refer to somebody who is drunk, to which the Irish 

informant [1014] clarifies that the word ‘/anger* has a couple of meanings, one 

being equivalent of the insult dick-head, and the other which refers to the organ 

‘penis’, while langers “with an -s-”, means that somebody is drunk.

6.3. Comments outside the ‘Guidelines’.

After the questions had ended, the informants kept commenting on their 

opinions about insults for quite a while, especially the informants in Talk A. The 

following comments are worth transcribing here, since they are informative of the

9 I have spelled this term as b-i-o-r, but I haven’t been able to confirm this spelling, except for the 
Irish word which means ‘point’, spit’, ‘spike’ (Focloir P6ca1986)
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ways in which insults are perceived when they belong to a foreign language, or, 

more exactly, to a non-native language. These comments focus on three very 

different subjects. The first set of comments refers to the different character of 

insults in Ireland and in Spain; the second is based on the psychological theory 

of Gilles de la Touret on the distribution of language and emotion in the brain; 

and the third refers to national stereotypes and, somehow, contradicts some of 

the opinions expressed in previous questions, and links the use of language with 

cultural values.

6.3.1. Comments about the Spanish /  Irish differences:

[1054]: “1 think, though, that there is nothing like the Spanish insults”

[1053]; “Yeah I love them”

[1054]: “They are so passionate, like., you know what 1 mean?... If you 

compare them to English... I don’t know, they just seem more... they’ve got more 

vitality, more energy, stronger, more passionate,... [] Yes, they are more 

expressive, a lot more expressive. Because, I think, in English, especially the 

words that I would use, are very subjective, they can be used mildly, they can be 

used strongly, it depends on my tone, it depends on the situation, but, in 

Spanish, even though you can do that... 1 think they are much more expressive... 1 

used to go to football matches ... [] the whole crowd would go hijo de puta 

[singing]; even the kids, every body...”

6.3. 2. Comments on the psychological aspects of insult:

[S022]: “ I don’t know, for me... 1 can not recognize them when they are 

talking about,... so I can only recognize ‘fuck’, 1 hear a lot of ‘fuck’, but, 1 think 1 

wouldn’t be able to swear in English. ... And I think there is a biological reason as 

well because the swearwords., you know this theory of Gilles de la Touret about 

that they are in the basic areas of the brain, (some people) are not able to speak
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but they can swear”.

[1053]; “ Stroke patients... “

[Researcher]: Is it as if the swearwords were registered in a different part 

of the brain???

[S022]; “Yes, at the level of emotions, and you have another area in your 

cerebellum that tells you if something is polite or impolite... so when you loose 

this part of the brain you swear without getting a lot of context...”.

6.3.3. Comments on the ‘language /  cultural values’ relationship:

[1053]; “ I don’t know if you’ve heard of the court case that is going on in 

England at the moment? A child of Irish parents who was expelled from school, 

or suspended, for swearing, ‘fuck’ () And he’s suing the school arguing that, as 

an Irish person, as an Irish immigrant, that swearing is a natural fact of his 

background, that Irish people swear much more, so therefore he is being 

discriminated against () A lot of people in Ireland are very angry about that, 

because of the stereotype that they want to use ()”.

[Researcher]; “Do you think that it’s true that Irish people swear more 

than English people?”

[1053]; “No, it’s a stereotype, 1 lived in England for four years and people 

swear just as much".

[Informant [1054] agrees].

6.4. Summary - Discussion of Recorded Data.

The data collected from these “Informal Talks” further supports our 

hypothesis put forward in Ch 4 about the role that cultural values play in insult 

exchanges, by influencing the interactant’s evaluation of weightiness of a given 

tabooed expression in a given social and contextual setting. From the comments 

produced by the Spanish and the Irish informants, the following agreements and
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disagreements indicate possible reasons for intercultural misunderstanding in 

interactional exchanges between the two groups.

First of all, both groups agree that insults are representative of negative 

concepts in a given society, and that their use and purpose much depends on 

the intention of, and the relationship between, the interactants. The informants 

remark that ‘it depends on the way you say it’, and point out to prosodic features 

such as ‘tone of voice’. They also make an important distinction between insults 

directed at ‘friends’, ‘unknown people’, and ‘an absentee’. Concepts such as 

‘closeness / distance’, ‘situation / context’, and ‘formality’, are seen by both 

groups of informants as determinants of the degree of offense of an insult, which 

might vary from a ‘joke’ to a ‘grievous transgression’.

On discussing the meaning of insults in both languages and, in terms of 

our theory, their degree of imposition or transgression, some interesting 

differences seem to be obvious in terms of cultural value concepts. The Spanish 

informants, for example, explain that insults which make reference to one’s 

mother like hijo de puta, for example, are an attack to one’s honour, and one’s 

family honour, whereas the Irish informants explain that making a reference to 

the mother, with the equivalent insult in English of son of a bitch , is a way to 

leave the insulted defenseless, since, ‘what is done is done’, and cannot be 

changed. For the Irish group, references to the female sexual organ, with the 

expression cunt, are highly tabooed.

Other interesting differences in terms of tabooed behaviour are ‘drinking 

heavily’, and ‘using drugs,’ referred to in the expressions drunk and junkie. While 

accusing somebody of being drunk in Spain is not a very strong offence, if joking, 

the same accusation in Ireland is not welcome. The informants explain that 

‘drinking heavily in public’ is a very tabooed behaviour in Spain, and an 

uncommon sight, whereas in Ireland it is accepted as a social activity. The 

degree of taboo of these expressions in Spain and Ireland seems to correlate to 

the degree of possibility of truthfulness of the statement. Syntactical differences 

are also pointed out by the informants, who explain the different connotations of
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‘to be drunk / estar bebido’, and ‘to be a drunk/ser un borracho’. On the other 

hand, junkie -a s  one informant puts it-, is seen as the worst insult in Spain, 

where drugs have become a public sight, since this term is associated with ‘drug- 

addict behaviour,’ such as ‘untrustworthiness’ and ‘lack of self-respect’.

While both groups agree in the gender-specificity of insults, that is, 

certain insults are ‘female-addressed’ or ‘male-addressed’ exclusively, the 

degree of taboo of these insults varies, with a greater acceptance of usage in 

friendly or joking interactions among the Spanish informants. This is reflected in 

the surprised reaction of the Spanish informants towards the comments of non- 

acceptance of the term bitch by the Irish female informants; and also in the 

expression of surprise, by the Irish informants, towards the Spanish acceptance 

of ‘male-addressed’ insults based on ‘homosexuality’, such as maricon.

In terms of ‘distance’ relationships, both groups agree that different 

criteria apply to the usage of insults by the youngest and among the oldest 

generations. While of the opinion that usage of insults should be restricted or 

forbidden among children, the informants are not clear about what the difference 

among older generations consists in. Gender is mentioned as a determinant of 

usage differences in some cases, with older women being described as less 

prone to use taboo language than older men. However, both groups seem to 

believe that older generations used less ‘bad language’ in their youth, and that 

males and females ‘swear’ equally and more freely in our times. Irish informants 

point out their shock when hearing Spanish children using tabooed language.

In terms of ‘status’ or ‘power’ relationships, two types of comments are 

relevant here. On the one hand, ‘class differences’ or ‘background’, are 

mentioned as a determinant of insult usage by the Irish informants, with ‘poverty’ 

and ‘lower classes’ being synonymous of ‘bad language’. This is clearly reflected 

in the comments about the terms slapper, tart and bimbo. These class-based 

differences in the usage of insult are not as obvious from the Spanish comments, 

which point to differences in terms of ‘place’ or ‘region’. According to both groups 

of informants, there are some remarkable differences of insult usage among
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different regions in Spain. Two regions were mentioned by these groups as 

being highly accepting of taboo language; Andalusia and the Basque country.

On the other hand, the Castillian area of Valladolid is described as pija, or 

‘snobbish’, with a low usage of taboo language. Irish informants agree that in 

Northern Ireland people use much more taboo language than in the Republic of 

Ireland. They also distinguish between ‘city’ and ‘country’ with the latter being 

described as much more permissive. However, this contradicts some of the 

examples given by the same informants.

For what refers to features which influence the usage of insults, 

informants point out the feature of ‘personality’ and ‘context’, but their conceptual 

understanding of these two features seems to fluctuate between ‘background’, 

‘upbringing’, and the other interactant's influence in the exchange. This is 

reflected in the comments by one of the Irish informants, who explains her 

adapting to the regional usage when she was in Spain, and also her father’s 

different usage of taboo language, depending on his interlocutor.

Finally, it is interesting to emphasize the informants’ opinions about the 

exchange of insults in intercultural situations, that is, the use of insults in a 

foreign language. Both groups express awareness of the cultural differences and 

the possible misunderstanding that the use of foreign insults might cause. 

However, both groups declare using these insults even in cases where they are 

unsure of the meaning (see comments on bimbo, langer, etc.) and, in many 

cases, they use these insults convinced that they are equivalent to the insults in 

their own language. Some of the following examples are very revealing. One of 

the Spanish informants shows surprise at the description of cunt by an Irish 

informant as ‘rough’ and ‘crude’. The same reversed reaction is obtained by the 

Irish informants for the connotative description of the expression hijo de perra. 

This group also expressed their shock when hearing the expression ‘cono’ being 

used so often by Spanish people, even on TV. The informants’ opinion on using 

foreign taboo language is, somehow, controversial since, according to both 

groups of informants, foreign insults sound ‘funny’ and are ‘fun to use’, but
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foreign people using them cause ‘a bad effect’. On the other hand. Irish 

informants compare the Spanish and the Irish insults, saying that the former are 

‘more passionate’, ‘more expressive’, ‘more vital’, ‘more energetic’, and that 

‘there is nothing like the Spanish insults’.

From these remarks we can conclude that there exist definitive cultural 

differences in the attitudes that these two groups of informants have towards the 

usage of insulting expressions, and in the values and taboos that these insults 

portray. These differences, it would seem, could easily result in intercultural 

misunderstanding.
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CHAPTER SEVEN:

Conclusions and Further Research

This dissertation has investigated the importance that the subject of insult 

has in the field of discourse and intercultural communication.

Departing from the notion of taboo, and following different fields’ 

approaches to this subject by anthropologists, sociologists, psychologists, 

philosophers, and ethnographers, such as the studies of Frazer (1890), Freud 

(1913), Malinowski (1926; [1948] 1984), Radcliffe-Brown (1939), Steiner (1956), 

and Douglas (1975), amongst others, a relationship has been established 

between language interdiction, and metaphysical, psychological, social, and 

cultural transgression.

Following Mary Douglas’ definition of insults as the carriers of “the 

strongest implications of contempt which the symbolism of the culture is capable 

of concentrating into a word or phrase” (1975:12), this study has explored the 

extent to which insults can lead to intercultural misunderstanding resulting from 

different interpretations of the cultural values portrayed by them. The hypothesis 

put forward can be also represented in the following terms;

The way in which two interactants of different cultural 

backgrounds may assess the level of transgression of an 

insulting expression will directly depend on the cultural 

values implied by the insulting term.

In order to test the above hypothesis, a model of discourse and insult has 

been devised following two theoretical backgrounds. On the one hand, Austin’s
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postulate that language is equivalent to action, and the Speech Act Theory, 

constitute the ground for the definition of insult as an action that can ‘misfire’, and, 

therefore, be misunderstood by the addressee, due to differences between the 

pragmatic knowledge of speaker and addressee. On the other hand, the new 

model of discourse and insult proposed, has been devised following Brown and 

Levinson’s Theory of Politeness.

In order to apply Brown and Levinson’s Theory of Politeness to the other 

end of the politeness spectrum, that is, to linguistic impoliteness in interactional 

exchanges, I have argued that certain assumptions and postulates stated in this 

theory must be readdressed.

The Theory of Politeness is based on two assumptions of the universal 

type with respect to the notions of ‘positive and negative face’, and ‘rationality’. 

Brown and Levinson claim that the ‘pan-cultural’ interpretability of politeness in 

different cultures derives from universal mutual-knowledge of interacting 

individuals about these assumptions on face and rationality. According to this 

theory, face can be threatened by what they call ‘FaceThreatening Acts’ (FTAs). 

The extent to which these acts are threatening is measured in terms of the 

weightiness (W) of the face threatening a c t. This calculation by the interactants 

involves three social variables; distance (D) between the interactants (S, H); 

power (P) of the interactants; and ranking of imposition (R) in the particular 

culture. Following this calculation, the speaker makes an assessment of the level 

of politeness required in a given situation;

Wx = D(S,H) + P(S,H) + Rx 

First of all, 1 have drawn attention to the fact that, from an intercultural 

interaction perspective, the concepts of positivity and negativity are conflictive, 

(Scollon and Scollon 1983; Wierzbicka 1985 a; Meyer 1995; Chodorowska-Pilch 

1998; and others), since, as I have discussed in Ch 3, these concepts could be 

defined and redefined by cultural paradigms, and cannot be taken as absolutes if 

one wants to avoid stereotyping.
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Secondly, I have also drawn attention to a shared criticism to this theory in 

terms of its limited applicability to intra-cultural settings ( Hymes 1986; Brown and 

Levinson 1987; Coupland et al.1988). In fact, Brown and Levinson assume that 

“the way in which the seriousness of a particular FTA is weighed seems to be 

neutral as to whether it is S’s or H’s face that is threatened ([1978] 1987:76)”. 1 

have challenged this assumption by suggesting that, in order to account for 

misunderstanding resulting from the production of a speech act, it will be 

necessary to take into account both the Speaker’s and the Addressee’s 

evaluations of this speech act as performed and acted upon each one of the 

interactants. The revised politeness formula, representative of this Speaker / 

Addressee difference in the assessment of weightiness, resulting in 

misunderstanding (Ws^^Wh), would be along the lines of;

D(S,H)s + P(S,H)s + Rs ^ D (S,H)h + P (S,H)h + Rh 

Thirdly, 1 have looked into Brown and Levinson's notion of ‘context ’ as 

included in their following statement;

“...we shall assume that situational factors enter into the values for P, D, 

and R, so that the values assessed hold only for S and H in a particular 

context...” ([1978] 1987.79). 

and 1 have subsequently argued, by means of hypothetical examples, its 

importance in the theory of language, culture, and communication, following Dell 

Hymes ethnographic approach (1962; 1972). Here I have followed Saville- 

Troike’s ([1982] 1989) definition of context or ‘scene’ of a communicative event 

and 1 have redefined it as

the total sum of cues withdrawn from the type of event, the 

reference, the purpose, and the temporal, spatial and 

physical settings, and their mutual relationships.

The following simplified formula, 1 have suggested, would result from
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integrating this variable of context (C) into the new theory;

W = D + P + R + C

where, taking into account, as argued before, both interactants (Speaker (s) and 

Addressee (h)’s evaluations of the weightiness of the FTA, the formula would 

result in;

Ws = Ds + Ps + Rs + Cs; and

Wh = Dh + Ph + Rh + Ch

I have simplified this formulation by representing the speaker and the 

addressee’s individual evaluations (Es, Eh) as new variables;

Ws = Es (D+P+R+C); and

Wh = Eh(D+P+R+C)

In fourth place, I have argued that, in order to explain situations where a 

speech act is intended and interpreted differently by each of the interactants, such 

as when polite expressions are understood as impolite intentions, the theory of 

politeness could benefit from looking at each of the interactant’s evaluation of the 

speech act, in terms of the meanings that he/she attaches to the parameters of 

distance and power, for a particular context, in which he/she finds him/herself. 1 

have further suggested that this interrelationship, rather than being represented 

as a simple summative function, as Brown and Levinson propose, would benefit 

from a product equation which allows for every factor to be influential of every 

other. That is,

Es (D + P + C) ■ R ^  Eh (D + P + C) • R

This relation can also be reorganized in the following manner so that the 

role of Evaluation (E), as assigned by each interactant (Es. Eh), with respect to 

ranking of imposition (R), is clearly emphasized;

R • Es (D + P + C) *  R ■ Eh (D + P + C)

Finally, and having argued the importance of looking at the 

interrelationship between Brown and Levinson’s parameters for the measuring of 

the weightiness of an FTA, and the parameter of context, as assessed or
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evaluated by each interactant, I have indicated the need to integrate the notion of 

‘cultural values’ (Vc) into the theory of insult, following the hypothesis that;

The misunderstanding of an insult, intended or unintended, 

wHI result from the different assessments of the weightiness of 

the expression from each of the interactants’ own cultural 

values’ perspective which, in turn, will influence the 

assessment of socio-contextual variables.

As I have explained in Ch 4 (Part Two) the new parameter ‘Cultural Value 

(Vc)’ has been included in the model of politeness to account for 

misunderstanding and impoliteness in intercultural interaction, and should not be 

understood in this study as a variable restricted or limited to a set of possibilities 

or strategies, but rather as representative of cultural variation and, with it, the way 

in which interactants with different cultural and linguistic backgrounds, may 

interpret or evaluate an utterance in a given interaction, according to their 

knowledge of the world, including motives and intentions, as well as the 

understanding of processes as means to an end. In the case of insult, the lexical 

item employed will be denotatively and / or connotatively understood, according 

to this cultural knowledge.

The variable of ‘cultural values’ (Vc), as we have included it in the model, 

does not only have an effect on the ranking of imposition of the linguistic 

expression, but also on the entire body of the formula, thus, influencing every one 

of its parts. In order to achieve this effect, our formula has been modified into a

product function (■) which results in the equation;

W = Vc- E (D + C + C) • R

The above hypothesis has been tested empirically by means of two data 

collection methods; distribution of questionnaires, and recorded informal talks. 

The format of the questionnaire has been inspired by Blum-Kulka’s (1982)
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adaptation of the ‘Discourse-Completition Test (DTC)’, and has been designed to 

elicit the production of insulting speech acts for a set of given situations, to be 

evaluated from a native and non-native point of view, by two groups of informants 

of two different cultural and linguistic backgrounds (Spanish/Castillian or 

Irish/Hiberno-English). Informants were selected in terms of their second 

language (English or Castillian) studies, and their length of stay in the country of 

this second language.

In the questionnaire, eight different situations were described to the 

informants. These eight situations were presented twice to the informants, first set 

in a native context, with a choice of five insults in the native language; and, 

secondly, set in a non-native context, with a choice of five insults in the non-native 

or second language, to be rated according to their suitability to the particular 

situation.

In order to test the hypothesis that

cultural values influence the way in which interactants from 

different cultural backgrounds evaluate the weightiness of a 

given FTA;

the variable of context (C) was equally defined for every cultural situation, and the 

variables of distance (D), and power (P) were made constant in terms of the 

interactants’ closeness and status relationship. To this purpose, and in order to 

avoid or reduce possible reactions of self consciousness, the informants were 

given the role of one of the characters interacting in each of the situations in 

which their friend -other interactant- and not the informant, would produce an 

insulting expression, either directed at him/her (the informant), or at a third person. 

The situations described were of an informal character, such as those of college, 

pub, concert, etc..

Of the 76 informants that completed the questionnaire, 6 informants were
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asked to further participate in an informal talk about the subject of insult. Two 

different groups were formed with representants of both cultures/languages (Irish- 

Hiberno English / Spanish-Castillian), in two separate recordings of 30 and 60 

minutes, during which the researcher encouraged an informal discussion about 

insults and culture, in order to assess the informant’s opinions and points of view 

about their own and the other culture’s usage of insult, with a view to eliciting 

information on cultural values assessments which could be related to, and 

compared with, the questionnaires’ results.

The data obtained in the questionnaires seems to be consistent with our 

hypothesis. That is, given one and the same interacting situation in which the 

socio-contextual parameters of distance, power and setting are constant, the 

calculation of the weightiness of an insult expression, by two interactants of 

different cultural and linguistic backgrounds, with an intermediate-to-high-level of 

linguistic competence of the other interactant’s language, might differ, and, thus, 

cause intercultural misunderstandings. This is due, it would appear, to the 

interactants’ different evaluations (E) of the ranking of imposition of such an insult 

(R), based on their different appreciation of cultural values (Vc).

This is illustrated in the data obtained from the questionnaires where, for 

example, different English insult choices have been rated as ‘suitable’ by Irish 

and Spanish informants for the same situation, especially in situations 1, 2, 6, and 

8. The choices of the most suitable Spanish insults are also different according to 

each of these groups, for situations 1, 2, 3, and 7. Situations 1, and 2. are 

interesting in the sense that they were both intended to represent the use of insult 

as a joke, and they were understood by both groups as such. However, different 

English and Spanish expressions were chosen by both groups of informants.

These different responses in the choice of insult, for situations where the 

socio-contextual variables have been held constant, can only be explained in 

terms of our revised formula, that is, by understanding these insult choices as 

indicators of different cultural values. In other words, if cultural value differences
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were not taken into account the calculation of the weightiness of an FTA in 

intercultural exchange situations, where the variables of distance, power and 

context hold constant for both interactants, different interpretations of the ranking 

of imposition of an expression of the insulting type, for example, would not be 

possible and, therefore, there would not be any room for misunderstanding.

The data collected provides many interesting examples of cultural value 

disagreement between these two groups. Two main observations can be made in 

this sense. On the one hand, the evidence seems to indicate that the Spanish 

informants are, in general, more willing, or more able, to produce insulting 

expressions for the ‘non-native’ situations, and this, despite the risk that literal 

translation might entail. Irish informants seem to be, in general, more cautious 

about the use of insults, and/or more conscientious about the risk involved in 

literal translation of insults. While some of the Spanish comments point to an 

overall sense of prestige attached to the production of highly tabooed expressions 

and, by association, a higher sense of ‘in-group-belonging’ and ‘friendship’, some 

of the Irish remarks seem to indicate the need to make a clear distinction between 

the derogative/offensive, and the joking/friendly usage of insulting expressions, by 

the use of stronger / weaker terms, successively.

In terms of the cultural values, portrayed in the choices of insult by one 

and the other group, different value considerations appear to be given to the 

notions of sexual orientation, gender, physical appearance, and psychical 

characteristics. One of the most illustrative examples is perhaps the use of the 

term ‘maricon’ (Situation 5) and its derivatives by Spanish informants. This is a 

derogative term synonymous of ‘homosexuality’ which is also employed very 

frequently as a joking term of address between friends. Ihsh informants pointed 

out the restricted use of equivalent terms, in English, to derogate.

The data also points to a difference between the two cultures in terms of 

the values attached to gender, especially in Situation 3, 6 and 8. While sexual 

promiscuity does often constitute the connotative meaning of a Spanish insult
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directed to a female (‘puta’, ‘putilla’, ‘perra’, ‘cerda’); and honour and courage- 

related insults are used to derogate male subjects (‘cabron’, ‘hijo de puta’); Irish 

insults seem to rely more often on connotations of ignorance, stupidity, and 

selfishness, for both genders (‘bimbo’, ‘lazy bastard’,). Physical values also seem 

to be differently evaluated by both groups of informants in situation 6, where 

Spanish informants explain that it is justifiable to attack ‘fatness’ with strong 

derogation, while Irish informants choose to attack ‘clumsiness’.

The way in which both groups of informants view the insulting terms 

differs not only linguistically but, in cases where the denoting meaning of the 

terms would seem to be equivalent, the cultural value connoted appears to be 

distant. Denotatively equivalent pairs of words such as ‘bitch’ /  ‘perra’, ‘whore’ /  

■puta’, ‘pig’ /cerdo’, etc. seem to be understood differently from a cultural value 

point of view, according to our data. This may indicate differences, between these 

two cultures, in the way they rate different values attached to different kinds of 

behaviour. Values such as honour, selfishness, honesty, and promiscuity may 

also be rated unequally in situations of friendly, or unfriendly, public, or private, 

interaction.

The comments recorded during the Informal Talks about insults and 

culture also point to different cultural appreciations of what constitute acceptable 

or unacceptable insults, in terms of insult form and usage. Although the form in 

which an insult is delivered, in terms of its emphasis and structure, is recognized 

as important by both groups, restrictions, in terms of the linguistic structure, for 

example, seem to apply differently to each language. While Spanish informants 

tend to produce complicated long structures to strengthen the taboo value of an 

expression, Irish informants focus on the relationship existent between the brevity 

of an expression and the effectiveness of the insult in question (see comments in 

Situation 4).

With reference to insult usage, intra-cultural differences have been 

mentioned by both groups as well. However, these intra-cultural differences have
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been pointed out by the Irish informants as ‘city/country’ usage of insults, and also 

in terms of the ‘Republic of Ireland / Northern Ireland’ distinction. Spanish 

informants, on the other hand, have shown awareness of regional differences in 

terms of ‘Andalusian’, ‘Basque’, and ‘Castillian’ usage.

Recognition of intercultural differences in the use of insult are also 

obvious from comments produced by both groups of informants during the 

recordings. Comments declaring the ‘fun’ of using foreign insults, on the one 

hand, and comments condemning the use of insults by non-native speakers as 

causing a ‘bad effect’, seem to indicate that insulting language is understood as a 

marker of ‘in-group’ and ‘out-group’ boundaries. These findings may be related to 

Douglas(1968), Parkin (1980), and Berman’s (1990) hypothesis that insults may 

serve to challenge and change the existing cultural meanings. Furthermore, they 

support the idea that insults, in intercultural communication, are risked as a 

means of defining the new rules of interaction that apply to the new cultural 

situation.

The empirical evidence collected in this research project supports our 

claim regarding the importance of revising Brown and Levinson’s Theory of 

Politeness, in order to include in the model the notion of Cultural Value (Vc) as an 

important variable without which the understanding of the functioning of real 

interactional situations, in intercultural communication, would not be possible.

The model of impoliteness in intercultural communication proposed in this 

study needs to be be further explored in the fields of discourse and pragmatics in 

order to solve existing problems of intercultural misunderstanding. The role that 

the other parameters in this model have in intercultural exchanges could also be 

tested individually, by isolating them and making the other parameters constant, 

following the method used to test the parameter of cultural values (Vc) in this 

research. Many areas of study should benefit from looking at the the proposed 

model, in terms of its general mechanism of individual and sociocultural and 

contextual relations, in the analysis of meaning and competence in intercultural
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communication.

From a foreign language teaching perspective, the need to face tabooed 

areas of conversation, and possible undesired effects and ‘misfires’ in 

communication, rather than concentrating on structural linguistic differences, is an 

imminent problem that has not yet been properly addressed. Cultural approaches 

to language teaching are on the increase but certain areas are still regarded as 

restricted. Taboo language, because of its controversial nature, is perhaps one 

the most disregarded areas. This study, however, has challenged this controversy 

by pointing out the inevitable relation existent between cultural values and taboo 

language. It supports the idea that taboo language could and should play a very 

important role in the study of foreign languages in order to facilitate the 

understanding and awareness of its cultural usages.

Furthermore, following the high level of interest that all the informants 

showed in the subject of this research, and the willingness of their participation. It 

would be interesting to investigate the advantages that this interest would offer to 

the teaching environment. On the one hand, discussions on different types of 

insults used in different languages might contribute to the development of cultural 

awareness among the students and thus, prepare them for interaction in the 

foreign culture. On a practical and methodological note, my experience has 

shown that the use of humour in teaching is an element that should not be 

overlooked in terms of maintaining levels of interest. In this sense, tabooed 

subjects are often related to humour and can be exploited from a humour-related 

perspective.

Business and communication-related research has perhaps been the 

pioneer, quantitatively if not qualitatively speaking, in the study of intercultural 

misunderstanding and taboos, from a ‘do’s and don’ts’ perspective, resulting from 

international trade interests. These approaches have been, traditionally, of an 

intuitive nature, that is, they have focused on studies of what, from one’s cultural 

perspective, would appear to be ‘allowed’ or ‘not allowed’ to be said, or done, in
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interaction with another culture. This is also the case of many language related 

fields of study. In order to establish a relation between the taboos in the 

researcher’s culture and the taboos held by the foreign culture of study, the 

researcher would rely on his/her intuitions of what ‘taboo’ consisted of, in his/her 

own terms.Then, he/she would compare these intuitions with the observed foreign 

taboos and draw some conclusions. Intuitions on ‘rationality’, and the’ positivity’ 

and ‘negativity’ of face are some examples of this approach. The model that 1 

have proposed, rather than relying on intuitions, is based on an empirical 

approach to the assessment of the force of insults, by taking both interactants’ 

points of view into consideration, in terms of their own assessments of the 

situation, to include all the parameters that play a role in the evaluation of the 

communication act.

In the field of translation theory, translation of literary, and media-related 

texts -  such as film subtitling, etc .- could also benefit from applying the 

interactional mechanism suggested in the new model, in terms of assessing the 

‘discourse force’ of a translated insult in, for example, a film scene, according to 

the values attached to this insult in both the original version’s culture and the 

audience’s culture. Cinematographic examples such as ‘Women on the Verge of 

a Nervous Break-down’ and ‘The Commitments’ spring to mind. In literary 

translation, the use of speech is often used as an indicator of the character’s 

personality and background, etc. This is a problem that could also be dealt with, 

from an interactional model perspective, by assessing the parameters related to 

the character’s portrayal in each of the cultures involved.

Further research on the subject of intercultural communication and insult 

should also give consideration to other methods of research not employed in this 

study. On the one hand, and in order to complement the results obtained in this 

research project, further research could focus on practical tasks of evaluation 

based on video-recorded staged situations, where insults were exchanged -  and 

reacted to -  differently. Informants could be asked, for example, to evaluate and
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explain the interactants’ reactions. Role-play could also be used in a similar 

fashion to the use of the discourse completion test used in the questionnaires, to 

promote spontaneity.

Direct naturalistic observation of insult in interactional exchanges, 

although problematic by its tabooed nature, should also be very rewarding, if the 

necessary conditions of time, researchers’ numbers and financial support were 

available. This type of research would be especially interesting in order to 

investigate an area of insult that this study has reviewed but not expanded. 1 am 

referring to the subject of ‘ritual insult’. The link between rituals and values is a 

very promising subject of study, in terms of intercultural interaction. 1 am 

personally interested in investigating, on a further postdoctoral research, to what 

extent insults are a universal integral part of rituals. Some information collected 

during the development of this doctoral thesis seems to point to a link between 

tradition, ritual, and insult, in many cultures.

The possibility of establishing a connection between the use of ritual 

insults, by the Black-American, in their ‘dozens’, by the Irish (Gaelic), in their 

‘Agallamh Beirte’, by the Catalan (Balearic) ‘Glosadors’"*; and by other cultural 

groups such as the Basque ‘Bersolaris’, the Galician ‘Fistores’2, etc. , opens a 

door to ritual structure comparison in terms of the degree to which elements such 

as participant and audience close-net, setting boundaries, creativity rules, 

spontaneity rules, structural rules, and value judgments appear to play an 

important role in these oral insult exchanges. An approach to the universality of 

ritual insult may have interesting implications in the study of intercultural 

communication, from a cultural access point of view, that is, from an in-group / out

group point of view, since, it would appear, the participation in, and understanding 

of, highly ritualized insult exchanges would imply a high or, perhaps, ‘master’ 

degree of cultural value competence.

1 I am indebted to my students of Catalan language Maire Ruiseal and Maebh Ni Chionnaith for 
pointing out the similarities between the Mallorcan and the Irish verbal tradition.
2 Janer Manila (1994), has compared the 'Glosadors' of Mallorca to the Bersolaris’ of the Basque 
Country, the ‘Fistores’ of Galicia, the ‘Payadores’ of Rio de la Plata and the ‘Repentistas’ of Brazil.
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As a final note I would like to express my hope that this research has been 

able to encourage more interdisciplinary approaches to language and 

intercultural understanding. The contribution of this study to the field of language 

and communication between cultures will only be measured in terms of its future 

development, and its applications, in the human pursuit of a better understanding 

of itself.
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Appendix A

1

QUESTIONNAIRE ON INSULTS 

(English version)

Standard Ethics Protocol

This interview is part of my PhD research study on insults in different languages. 
Your help is very important to this study because, as a native speaker of English 
and as a student of the Spanish language, your experience and observations of 
the use of language are unique and will be helpful to other students of language 
in the future.

Before starting 1 want you to know that 1 will keep this questionnaire strictly 
confidential; excerpts of this interview may be made part of the final study but 
under no circumstances will your name or personal details be included in this 
study.

Your participation in this study is entirely voluntary, it is totally unrelated to your 
college work in UCC and, therefore, you are free to refuse to answer any 
question, and to end your participation at any time.

Please sign this form to show that you have read and understood it.

Roser Perez 
PhD researcher
School of Clinical Speech and Language Studies 
TCD

Date;

Signature of participant;
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QUESTIONNAIRE ON INSULTS 

Personal Details (Strictly confidential

Ref. Number

name in my study) 

Date___________

Name

LocalAddress

(A Ref. Nr. will be used instead of your

Place

Tel.

HomeAddress Tel.

Gender Age

Birth Date Birthplace

Time you have spent in Spain

Mother’s nationality Father’snationality

First language Second language

Other languages (+ to - fluent)

Number of years you have studied Spanish

Would you consider your level of Spanish to be high, intermediate, low? 

How would you define or explain what an “INSULT" is?

Are you familiar with Spanish insults? (explain):
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Ref.

QUESTIONNAIRE ON INSULTS

PART A

Please, read the following eight situations. Each situation has a blank space and 
is followed by a list of insults. You have to decide which of the insults provided is 
more likely or less likely to happen, that is, more suitable or less suitable to that 
particular situation, according to your personal experience. There aren’t any right 
or wrong answers, what is important is to be natural. Where possible choose an 
insult that you have heard being used in similar real-live situations. You can also 
decide to write insults different from those provided in the list, if you think they 
would be more real. If you have any comments about a particular situation, or 
about the insults, please write them in the space provided below.
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Ref

SITUATION 1/A

You are in class. During the lesson the teacher asks you a question and you give 
the correct answer. The teacher congratulates you. Your class-mate who is sitting 
next to you calls you a name jokingly in a low voice;

Class-mate; -  You are a ______________________________

You (laughing); -  Big deal! -  the answer is right here, in page 22!

Insults; DONKEY, CUTE WHORE, BIG HEAD, SWOT, SMART ASS

According to your personal observation and experience, which of the above 
expressions is ;

more suitable / likely to happen ____________________

less suitable / unlikely to happen_____________________

Comments on situation and / or other insults;
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SITUATION 2/A

You are in a pub. Your are having a drink with your best friend. You are talking 
about your weekend. You tell him/her about your meeting with somebody you 
have been fancying for a long time.

You: -  Last Saturday I met ‘X’ in Gino’s and she/he asked

me for my telephone number. 1 think he/she likes me...

Your best friend. -  You lucky_______________________ I

(You laugh at your friend’s expression with satisfaction.)

Insults; SOD, BASTARD. IDIOT, BITCH, SOW

According to your personal observation and experience, which of the above 
expressions is ;

more suitable / likely to happen ____________________

less suitable / unlikely to happen____________________

Comments on situation and / or other insults;
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SITUATION 3/A

It is a summer day and you and a friend are sunbathing in West Cork. A good- 
looking person walks by in a bathing suit and you cannot help commenting on 
the good looks. Your friend, who is obviously envious, tries to undermine the 
passer-by commenting on the way this person walks:

You. -  That’s a fine body for you!

Your friend; -Y e a  but a ________________________as well!

Insults; WITCH. DING-DONG. BIMBO, DICK-HEAD, TURTLE

According to your personal observation and experience, which of the above 
expressions is ;

more suitable /  likely to happen _____________________

less suitable / unlikely to happen_____________________

Comments on situation and / or other insults;
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SITUATION 4/A

You are walking on the street, it is raining heavily and the road is flooded. A car 
drives by speeding and, although you manage to avoid the splash, the guy 
walking in front of you gets soaked and shouts at the driver angrily:

The ‘wet’ person: - ________________________ !

(You think it’s a well deserved insult, drivers should be more aware of 
pedestrians.)

Insults: IDIOT, SON OF A PROSTITUTE. PIG, WANKER. ASSHOLE

According to your personal observation and experience, which of the above 
expressions is :

more suitable / likely to happen ____________________

less suitable / unlikely to happen____________________

Comments on situation and / or other insults:
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SITUATION 5/A

You are travelling in a very crowded bus with a friend. You are both standing 
near the front door. An elderly woman enters the bus and a young fellow, sitting 
in the reserved seats, pretends not to see her, turning his head towards the 
window. Your friend expresses his indignation;

Your friend; -Look at tha t____________________ !

You; -1 know! The poor woman!!!

Insults; MONKEY, MORON. LAZY BASTARD, USELESS wimp, SISSY

According to your personal observation and experience, which of the above 
expressions is ;

more suitable / likely to happen __________________

less suitable / unlikely to happen__________________

Comments on situation and / or other insults;
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SITUATION 6/A

You go to a rock concert with a group of friends. You get a place standing near 
the stage. Towards the end of the performance the crowds are very excited and 
start pushing from the back rows. One of your female friends ‘A’ loses balance 
and falls on top of a teenage girl who, in return, insults her. You help your friend 
‘A’ to get up while you defend her;

The teenage girl: -G e t off me , y o u __________

You; -Shut up! It was not her fault!

Insults; WHORE, CUNT, BITCH, SLUT. BIG HEIFER

According to your personal observation and experience, which of the above 
expressions is ;

more suitable / likely to happen ____________________

less suitable / unlikely to happen____________________

Comments on situation and / or other insults;
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SITUATION 7/A

You are supposed to go to a college party to which you have been invited by a 
friend (of same sex as you). Your friend comes to collect you at your house and, 
as he/she comes in, you tell him/her that you have changed your mind and that 
you are going to stay at home because you have heard that your ‘ex’ is going to 
be at the party as well and you want to avoid a scene. Your friend, who now has 
nobody to go to the party with and has come a long way to collect you lets his/her 
temper take over and expresses his/her disapproval

Your friend: -You are a ________________________ !

You; -  Maybe I am but I will not change my mind.

Insults; THICK BASTARD / THICK BITCH, HEN, CHICKEN, COWARD, 

PUSSY

According to your personal observation and experience, which of the above 
expressions is ;

more suitable / likely to happen ____________________

less suitable / unlikely to happen____________________

Comments on situation and / or other insults;
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SITUATION 8/A

This morning you have been talking to your girlfriend / boyfriend over the phone. 
He / she has put an end to your relationship because he / she wants some time 
to think about his / her studies and future. You are feeling very fed up and 
confused when another friend arrives. She insists that you explain what is 
bothering you. When you tell her what has happened she reacts very angrily and 
tells you that your girlfriend / boyfriend has lied to you because she has just seen 
her/him kissing another person in the park;

Your friend; -  What is wrong with you?

You; -  It is all over with ‘X’, he/she wants time off to think...

Your friend; -  The___________________! 1 have just seen her / him

with ‘Y’ in a bench in the park, and they were kissing!!

You; -1 should have guessed it! The__________________(same
insult)!

Insults; SLUT, FOX, BITCH, PIG, IDIOT

According to your personal observation and experience, which of the above 
expressions is ;

more suitable / likely to happen __________________

less suitable / unlikely to happen__________________

Comments on situation and / or other insults;
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QUESTIONNAIRE ON INSULTS

PARTB

In this part of the questionnaire 1 ask you to think again of eight situations like 
those given in PART A, but this time these situations are located in Spain. In 
each case you have to decide which insult is the most likely or less likely to 
happen in Spanish, according to your personal experiences and observation. If 
you can think of another insult which is not listed and which you think would be 
more suitable to the situation, feel free to write it and explain why it would be 
more suitable. You can do this in the space provided for “Comments on situation 
and / or other insults”.
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SITUATION 1/B

You are in Spain studying in a Spanish college. One day, during the lesson the 
teacher asks you a question and you give the correct answer. The teacher 
congratulates you. Your Spanish class-mate sitting next to you calls you a name 
(in Spanish) jokingly in a low voice;

Class-mate; -jEres un/a________________ !

You (Laughing) -jQue va! jLa respuesta esta en la pagina 22!

Insults; BURRO/a, GATO/a LISTO/a, PELOTERO/a, CABEZ6N/a, 

EMPOLLbN/a

According to your personal observation and experience, which of the above 
expressions is ;

more suitable / likely to happen __________________

less suitable / unlikely to happen__________________

Comments on situation and / or other insults;
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SITUATION 2/B

You are in a Spanish bar and your best friend is Spanish. Your are having a 
drink with your best friend, talking about your weekend. You tell him/her about 
your meeting with somebody you have been fancying for a long time:

You; -  El sabado me encontre con ‘X ’ y me pidio mi
telefono. Me parece que le gusto....

Your best friend jEres u n /a ___________________ con suerte!

Insults: TONTO/a, BASTARDO, PERRO/a, ENANO/a, CERDO/a

According to your personal observation and experience, which of the above 
expressions is :

more suitable / likely to happen ____________________

less suitable / unlikely to happen____________________

Comments on situation and / or other insults:
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SITUATION 3/B

You are in Spain. It is a Summer day and you and a Spanish friend are 
sunbathing in a Spanish beach. A good-looking person walks by in a bathing 
suit and you cannot help commenting on the good looks (in Spanish). Your 
friend, who is obviously envious, tries to undermine the passer-by commenting 
on the way this person walks;

You. -  jQue tipazo!

Your friend; -  jSi... pero q u e _______________________ !

Insults; TORTUGA, CREIDO/a, CAPULLO, PUTILLA. MARRANO/a

According to your personal observation and experience, which of the above 
expressions is ;

more suitable / likely to happen ___________________

less suitable / unlikely to happen____________________

Comments on situation and / or other insults;
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SITUATION 4/B

You are in Spain, where you live, walking on the street during a big Summer 
storm. It is raining heavily and the road is flooded. A car drives by speeding and, 
although you manage to avoid the splash, the guy walking in front of you gets 
soaked and shouts at the driver angrily;

The wet person: - ____________________________ j

(You think it’s a well deserved insult, drivers should be more aware of 
pedestrians)

Insults; CAPULLO, IDIOTA, CERDO, HIJO DE PUTA, CULO

According to your personal observation and experience, which of the above 
expressions is ;

more suitable / likely to happen ____________________

less suitable / unlikely to happen____________________

Comments on situation and /  or other insults;
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SITUATION 5/B

You are travelling in a very crowded bus in Spain with a Spanish friend of yours. 
You are both standing near the front door. An elderly woman enters the bus and 
a young fellow, sitting in the reserved seats, pretends not to see her, turning his 
head towards the window. Your friend expresses his indignation;

Your friend, -jM ira  e l ______________________ esel

You. -Y a  ya lo veo....iPobre mujer!

Insults; CALZONAZOS, GANDUL-BASTARDO, DESGRACIADO, MONO, 

MARICON

According to your personal observation and experience, which of the above 
expressions is ;

more suitable / likely to happen ____________________

less suitable / unlikely to happen_____________________

Comments on situation and / or other insults;
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Ref.;______

SITUATION 6/B

You are in Spain and go to a rock concert with a group of Spanish friends. You 
get a place standing near the stage. Towards the end of the performance the 
crowds are very excited and start pushing from the back rows. One of your 
female friends ‘A’ loses balance and falls on top of a teenage girl who, in return, 
insults her. You help your friend ‘A’ to get up while you defend her:

The teenage girl; -  jO u ita ______________________ j

You; -jCallate que no ha sido culpa suya!

Insults; PROSTITUTA, CONO, VACA GORDA, PERRA, CERDA

According to your personal observation and experience, which of the above 
expressions Is ;

more suitable / likely to happen ____________________

less suitable / unlikely to happen____________________

Comments on situation and / or other insults;
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SITUATION 7/B

You are studying in college in Spain. You are supposed to go to a college party 
to which you have been invited by a Spanish friend (of same sex as you). Your 
Spanish friend comes to collect you at your house and as, he/she comes in, you 
tell him/her that you have changed you mind and that you are going to stay at 
home because you have heard that your ‘ex’ is going to be at the party as well 
and you want to avoid a scene. Your friend, who now has nobody to go to the 
party with and has come a long way to collect you lets his/her temper take over 
and expresses his/her disapproval;

Your friend; -jEres u n /a _____________________ !

You; -  A lo mejor... pero no me vas a convencer.

Insults; MULO/a, GALLINA, GALLO, COBARDE, MARICA

According to your personal observation and experience, which of the above 
expressions is ;

more suitable / likely to happen ___________________

less suitable / unlikely to happen___________________

Comments on situation and / or other insults:
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SITUATION 8/B

You have been living in Spain for a few years and have a Spanish girlfriend / 
boyfriend. This morning you have been talking to your girlfriend / boyfriend over 
the phone. He / she has put an end to your relationship because he /  she wants 
some time to think about his / her studies and future. You are feeling very fed up 
and confused when another Spanish friend arrives. She insists that you explain 
what is bothering you. When you tell her what has happened she reacts very 
angrily and tells you that your girlfriend / boyfriend has lied to you because she 
has just see her/him kissing another person in the park:

Your friend: -6Q ue te pasa?

You: -  Que he cortado con X, dice que necesita tiempo para
pensar...

Your friend: -jE l / la muy_______________________! Lo/la he visto hace
un momento con Y en un banco del parque...jY se estaban 
besando!

You: -  jMe lo tendria que haber imaginado! jEl / la muy

__________________ ! (same insult)

Insults: PUTA, ZORRO/a, PERRO/a, HIJO/a DE PUTA, VACA

According to your personal observation and experience, which of the above 
expressions is :

more suitable / likely to happen ___________________

less suitable / unlikely to happen___________________

Comments on situation and / or other insults:
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Appendix A

2

CUESTIONARIO SOBRE INSULTOS 

(Spanish version)

Protocolo Etico Estandar

Este cuestionario forma parte de mi investigacion de doctorado sobre insultos en 
varias lenguas. Tu ayuda es muy importante para este estudio porque, como 
hablante nativo de la lengua espanola y estudiante de la lengua inglesa, tus 
experiencias y observaciones sobre el uso de la lengua son unicas, y tu 
contribucion al estudio de la lengua servira a otros estudiantes en el futuro.

Antes de empezar quiero que sepas que este cuestionario es totalmente 
confidencial; algunos fragmentos del mismo podran ser utilizados en el informe 
final, pero en ningun caso se daran a conocer ni tu nombre, ni tus senas 
personales, o ningun otro detalle que pueda identificarte.

Tu participacion en esta entrevista es totalmente voluntaria y no esta 
relacionada en absolute con tus estudios en este centro. No estas obligado/a a 
contestar ninguna de las preguntas y puedes dejar de participar en este estudio 
cuando lo desees.

Te agradecere que firmes este protocolo como comprobante de que lo has leido 
y comprendido.

Roser Perez
Investigacion de doctorado
School of Clinical Speech and Language Studies
TCD

Fecha:

Firma del participante:
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CUESTIONARIO SOBRE INSULTOS 

Detalles Personales (Confidencian

Numero de Ref.:________________ (Esta referencia se utilizara en lugar de tu

nombre en el estudio)

Fecha de hoy____________________ Lugar______________________________

Nombre v apellidos___________________________________________________

Direccion en Irlanda__________________________________________________

Direccion permanents________________________________________________

Sexo_________________________________ Edad__________________________

Fecha de nacimiento_____________________ Lugar_______________________

Tiempo gue has vivido en Irlanda______________________________________

Nacionalidad de los padres___________________________________________

Lengua materna_______________________ Lengua secundaria____________

Otras lenguas (Ordenalas de mas a menos fluidez)______________________

Numero de anos gue has estudiado ingles______________________________

/.Consideras gue tu nivel de ingles es alto, medio, o baio?________________

/.Como definirias el concepto de ‘INSULTO’?___________________________

/.Te son familiares algunos insultos en ingles? (explica):
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Ref.

CUESTIONARIO SOBRE INSULTOS

PARTE A

Te agradecere que leas las ocho situaciones siguientes. Cada situacion tiene un 
espacio en bianco y, a continuacion una lista de insultos. Tienes que decidir 
cual de los insultos de la lista es mas adecuado, y cual es menos adecuado 
para esa situacion en concreto, segun tu experiencia personal. Lo que importa 
es que tu respuesta sea real, y que el insulto sea uno que tu hayas oido en una 
situacion real parecida. Tambien puedes escribir insultos que no esten en la 
lista si crees que son mas reales. Si quieres hacer algun comentario sobre una 
situacion o sobre los insultos, puedes escribir en el espacio dedicado a 
comentarios, despues de cada situacion.
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Ref

SITUACION 1/A

Imaginate que estas en clase y que, durante la leccion, el profesor te hace una 
pregunta y tu contestas correctamente. El profesor te felicita. Entonces uno/a de 
tus compaheros/as te hace una broma llamandote algo en voz baja.

Companero/a; -E res u n /u n a_______________________________

Tu (riendote): - jY a  ves! -  \ la respuesta esta en la pag. 22!

Insultos. BURRO/a, GATO/a LlSTO/a, PELOTERO/a, CABEZ6N/a, 
EMPOLL6N/a

Segun tu opinion y tu experiencia personal, di cual de estos insultos es

mas adecuado o probable________________________

menos adecuado o im probable_______________________

Comentarios sobre esta situacion y sobre otros insultos;
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SITUACION 2/A

Estas en un bar tomando unas copas con tu mejor amigo/a y hablando de lo que 
habeis hecho durante el fin de semana. Le cuentas a tu amigo/a que te 
encontraste con alguien que hace tiempo que te gusta;

Tu; -El sabado me encontre con ‘X’ en ‘Pepes’ y me pidio

mi numero de telefono. jMe parece que le gusto !

Tu mejor amigo/a: -  jEres un/a___________________ con suertel

Insultos; TONTO/a, BASTARDO, PERRO/a, ENANO/a, CERDO/a

Segun tu opinion y tu experiencia personal, di cual de estos insultos es

mas adecuado o probable_____________________

menos adecuado o improbable____________________

Comentarios sobre esta situacion y sobre otros insultos:
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SITUACION 3/A

Es un dia de verano y estas tomando el sol en la playa con un/a amigo/a. Una 
persona joven y guapa pasa por delante vuestro en banador y tu no puedes 
evitar hacer un comentario sobre su tipo. Tu amigo/a, sintiendo envidia, intenta 
rebajar al / a la paseante haciendo un comentario sobre su forma de andar;

Tu; -jVaya tipazo!

Tu amigo/a: -Bueno, si, pero v a y a___________________

Insultos; TORTUGA. CRElDO/a, CAPULLO, PUTILLA, MARRANO/a

Segun tu opinion y tu experiencia personal, df cual de estos insultos es

mas adecuado o probable_______________________

menos adecuado o improbable______________________

Comentarios sobre esta situacion y sobre otros insultos:
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SITUACION 4/A

Vas andando por la calle. Esta lloviendo a cantaros y la carretera esta inundada. 
Un coche pasa a alta velocidad y, aunque tu logras evitar que te moje, el chico 
que tienes delante tuyo queda hecho una sopa y le grita al conductor;

El chico ‘mojado’: - ________________________

(Tu piensas que el conductor se lo merece. Los conductores deberian 
tener mas consideracion)

Insultos: CAPULLO, IDIOTA, CERDO, HIJO DE PUTA, CULO

Segun tu opinion y tu experiencia personal, di cual de estos insultos es

mas adecuado o probable_______________________

menos adecuado o improbable______________________

Comentarios sobre esta situacion y sobre otros insultos;
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Ref.:______

SITUACION 5/A

Vas en un autobus, que va muy lleno, con un amigo. Estais de pie cerca de la 
puerta de entrada. Una anciana entra en el autobus y un joven, que esta 
sentado en uno de los asientos reservados para gente mayor, embarazadas, 
etc., hace ver que no la ve y se pone a mirar por la ventana. Tu amigo, 
indignado, dice:

Tu amigo: -jM ira e l ____________________________esel

Tu: -Ya, ya lo veo ... jPobre mujer!

Insultos: CALZONAZOS, GANDUL-BASTARDO, DESGRACIADO, MONO,

MARICON

Segun tu opinion y tu experiencia personal, di cual de estos insultos es

mas adecuado o probable_______________________

menos adecuado o improbable______________________

Comentarios sobre esta situacion y sobre otros insultos:
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SITUACION 6/A

Vas a un concierto de rock con un grupo de amigos. Habeis encontrado un sitio 
de pie delante mismo del escenario. Hacia el final del concierto la gente esta 
muy alborotada y empiezan a empujar desde las filas de atras. Una de tus 
amigas pierde el equilibrio y se cae encima de una quinceanera que reacciona 
insultando a tu amiga. Tu ayudas a tu amiga a levantarse y la defiendes;

La quinceanera; - jQ u ita ______________________ !

Tu: -jCallate que no ha sido culpa suya!

Insultos; PROSTITUTA, CONO, VACA GORDA, PERRA, CERDA

Segun tu opinion y tu experiencia personal, di cual de estos insultos es

mas adecuado o probable____________________

menos adecuado o improbable___________________

Comentarios sobre esta situacion y sobre otros insultos;
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SITUACION 7/A

Tienes que ir a una fiesta de la universidad a la que un companero (de tu mismo 
sexo) te ha invitado. Tu compahero/a viene a recogerte a tu casa y, cuando 
entra, le dices que has cambiado de opinion y que te vas a quedar en casa 
porque te has enterado que tu ‘ex’ va a estar en la fiesta y quieres evitar una 
escena. Tu compafiero/a, que ahora no tiene con quien ir a la fiesta, y que ha 
venido desde lejos a recogerte, se enoja y expresa su desacuerdo:

Tu compahero/a; -jEres un/a___________________ !

Tu; -A  lo mejor ... pero no me vas a convencer.

Insultos; MULO/a, GALLINA. GALLO. COBARDE. MARICA

Segun tu opinion y tu experiencia personal, df cual de estos insultos es

mas adecuado o probable_____________________

menos adecuado o improbable____________________

Comentarios sobre esta situacion y sobre otros insultos;
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SITUACION 8/A

Esta manana has estado hablando por telefono con tu novio/a. Te ha dicho que 
no quiere continuar vuestra relacion porque quiere tiempo para pensar en sus 
estudios y su future. Ahora estas harto/a de todo y te sientes confundido/a. Una 
amiga tuya llega y te encuentra asi, e insiste en que le cuentes lo que te pasa. 
Cuando le explicas lo que te ha ocurrido se enoja mucho y te dice que tu 
novio/a te ha mentido, que acaba de verlo/la besandose con otro/a en un banco 
del parque.

Tu amiga: -  ^Que te pasa?

Tu; -  Que he cortado con “X”, dice que necesita tiempo para
pensar...

Tu amiga. -jE l/la m uy_________________________ 1 Lo/la he visto
hace un momento con “Y” en un banco del parque... jY se 
estaban besando!

Tu; -jMe lo tendria que haber imaginado! j El/la muy______________ !
(el mismo insulto que tu amiga)

Insultos; PUTA, ZORRO/a, PERRO/a, HlJO/a DE PUTA, VACA

Segun tu opinion y tu experiencia personal, di cual de estos insultos es

mas adecuado o probable_____________________

menos adecuado o improbable____________________

Comentarios sobre esta situacion y sobre otros insultos;
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CUESTIONARIO SOBRE INSULTOS

PARTE B

En esta parte del cuestionario vuelvo a pedirte que consideres ocho situaciones 
parecidas a las situaciones en PARTE A, pero esta vez ocurren en Irlanda. En 
cada caso tienes que decidir otra vez cual de los insultos de la lista es el mas 
adecuado, y cual es el menos adecuado para esa situacion en concreto, segun 
tu experiencia personal. Lo que importa es que tu respuesta sea real, y que el 
insulto sea uno que tu hayas oido en una situacion real parecida. Tambien 
puedes escribir insultos que no esten en la lista si crees que son mas reales. Si 
quieres hacer algun comentario sobre una situacion o sobre los insultos, puedes 
escribir en el espacio dedicado a comentarios, despues de cada situacion.
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SITUACION 1/B

Estas estudiando en Irlanda. Imaginate que estas en clase y que, durante la 
leccion, el profesor te hace una pregunta y tu contestas correctamente. El 
profesor te felicita. Entonces uno/a de tus compatieros/as, que es irlandes/a, te 
hace una broma llam^ndote algo en voz baja en ingles;

Companero/a irlandes;- You are a _________________________

Tu (riendote); -Big deal! -The answer is right here, in page 22!

Insultos: DONKEY, CUTE WHORE. BIG HEAD. SWOT. SMART ASS

Segun tu opinion y tu experiencia personal, di cual de estos insultos es

mas adecuado o probable_______________________

menos adecuado o improbable______________________

Comentarios sobre esta situacion y sobre otros insultos.
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SITUACION 2/B

Estas en un pub en Cork con tu mejor amigo/a, que es irIandes/a, tomando una 
pintas y hablando de lo que habeis hecho el fin de semana. Tu le cuentas que te 
encontraste con alguien que hace tiempo que te gusta:

Tu; -Last Saturday I met ‘X’ in Gino’s and she/he
asked me for my telephone number. I think 
she/he likes me...

Tu mejor amigo/amiga; -  You lucky__________________ !

(Tu te ries con satisfaccion al oir a tu amigo/a)

Insultos: SOD. BASTARD, IDIOT, BITCH, SOW

Segun tu opinion y tu experiencia personal, di cual de estos insultos es

mas adecuado o probable_____________________

menos adecuado o improbable____________________

Comentarios sobre esta situacion y sobre otros insultos;
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SITUACION 3/B

Es un dia de verano y hace bastante calor. Tu y tu amigo/a irlandes/a vais a 
tomar el sol a una playa al Oeste de CorK. Mientras estais tomando el sol, una 
persona joven y guapa pasa por delante vuestro en banador y tu no puedes 
evitar hacer un comentario sobre su tipo. Tu amigo/a, sintiendo envidia, intenta 
rebajar al / a la paseante haciendo un comentario sobre su forma de andar:

Tu; -jThat’s a fine body for you!

Tu amigo/a; -Yea... but a __________________as well!

Unsults; WITCH, DING-DONG. BIMBO, DICK-HEAD, TURTLE

Segun tu opinion y tu experiencia personal, di cual de estos insultos es

mas adecuado o probable_____________________

menos adecuado o improbable____________________

Comentarios sobre esta situacion y sobre otros insultos;
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SITUACION 4/B

Vas andando por la calle. Esta lloviendo a cantaros en Cork y la carretera esta 
inundada. Un coche pasa a alta velocidad y, aunque tu logras evitar que te 
moje, el chlco iriandes que tienes delante tuyo queda hecho una sopa y le grita 
al conductor;

El chico ‘mojado’: - ______________________ !

(Tu piensas que el conductor se lo merece. Los conductores deben'an 
tener mas consideracion)

Insultos; IDIOT, SON OF A PROSTITUTE. PIG, WANKER, ASSHOLE

Segun tu opinion y tu experiencia personal, di cual de estos insultos es

mas adecuado o probable_____________________

menos adecuado o improbable____________________

Comentarios sobre esta situacion y sobre otros insultos:
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SITUACION 5/B

Estas en Irlanda. Vas en un autobus, que va muy lleno, con un amigo iriandes. 
Estais de pie cerca de la puerta de entrada. Una anciana entra en el autobus y 
un joven, que esta sentado en uno de los asientos reservados para gente 
mayor, embarazadas, etc., hace ver que no la ve y se pone a mirar por la 
ventana. Tu amigo, indignado, dice;

Tu amigo: -  Look at th at___________________________ !

Tu: - I  know! The poor woman!!!

Insultos; MONKEY, IVIORON, LAZY BASTARD, USELESS wimp, SISSY

Segun tu opinion y tu experiencia personal, df cual de estos insultos es

mas adecuado o probable_______________________

menos adecuado o improbable______________________

Comentarios sobre esta situacion y sobre otros insultos:
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SITUACION 6/B

Durante tu estancia en Irlanda vas a un concierto de rock con un grupo de 
amigos irlandeses. Habeis encontrado un sitio de pie delante mismo del 
escenario. Hacia el final del concierto la gente esta muy alborotada y empiezan 
a empujar desde las filas de atras. Una de tus amigas pierde el equilibrio y se 
cae encima de una quinceanera que reacciona insultando a tu amiga. Tu 
ayudas a tu amiga a levantarse y la defiendes;

La quinceanera; -  Get off me. you_________

Tu; -Shut up! It was not her fault!

Insultos; WHORE, CUNT. BITCH, SLUT, BIG HEIFER

Segun tu opinion y tu experiencia personal, di cual de estos insultos es

mas adecuado o probable_____________________

menos adecuado o improbable____________________

Comentarios sobre esta situacion y sobre otros insultos;
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SITUACION 7/B

Estas estudiando en Irlanda. Tienes que ir a una fiesta de la universidad a la 
que un/a companero/a iriandes/a (de tu mismo sexo) te ha invitado. Tu 
compahero/a viene a recogerte a tu casa y, cuando entra, le dices que has 
cambiado de opinion y que te vas a quedar en casa porque te has enterado que 
tu ‘ex’ iriandesa va a estar en la fiesta y quieres evitar una escena. Tu 
companero/a, que ahora no tiene con quien ir a la fiesta, y que ha venido desde 
lejos a recogerte, se enoja y expresa su desacuerdo;

Tu compahero/a; -You are a ___________________ !

Tu: -Maybe I am, but I will not change my mind.

Insultos; THICK BASTARD/THICK BITCH, HEN, CHICKEN, COWARD, 

PUSSY

Segun tu opinion y tu experiencia personal, di cual de estos insultos es

mas adecuado o probable_____________________

menos adecuado o improbable____________________

Comentarios sobre esta situacion y sobre otros insultos;
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Ref.;

SITUACION 8/B

Estas viviendo en Irlanda. Esta mafiana has estado hablando por telefono con tu 
novio/a iriandes/a. Te ha dicho que no quiere continuar vuestra relacion porque 
quiere tiempo para pensar en sus estudios y su futuro. Ahora estas harto/a de 
todo y te sientes confundido/a. Una amiga tuya iriandesa llega y te encuentra 
asi, e insiste en que le cuentes lo que te pasa. Cuando le explicas lo que te ha 
ocurrido se enoja mucho y te dice que tu novio/a te ha mentido, que acaba de 
verlo/la besandose con otro/a en un banco del parque:

Tu amiga: -  What is wrong with you?

Tu; -  It is all over with ‘X’, he/she wants time off to think...

Tu amiga; -  T h e ____________________ ! I have just seen her / him
with ‘Y’ in a bench in the park, and they were kissing!!

Tu; - I  should have guessed it! T h e ____________________!
(el mismo insuito)

Insultos; SLUT, FOX, BITCH, PIG, IDIOT

Segun tu opinion y tu experiencia personal, di cual de estos insultos es

mas adecuado o probable_______________________

menos adecuado o improbable______________________

Comentarios sobre esta situacion y sobre otros insultos;
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Appendix B

INFORMAL TALK ABOUT INSULTS

Standard Ethics Protocol

This talk is part of my PhD research study on insults in different 

languages. Your opinions on this subject are very valuable to me.

Your participation in this study is confidential and entirely voluntary, it is 

totally unrelated to your college work in UCC and, therefore, you are free 

to refuse to answer any question, and to end your participation at any 

time.

To facilitate the collection of data during the talk, I need to record it. 

Please tick here if you do not mind being recorded ( )

Please sign this form to show that you have read and understood it.

Date;__________________

Signature of participant;_____________________

Thank you very much for your help.

Roser Perez 

PhD researcher

School of Clinical Speech and Language Studies 

Trinity College Dublin

349



CHARLA INFORMAL SOBRE INSULTOS

Protocolo Etico Estandar

Esta charla es parte de mi proyecto de doctorado sobre insultos en 
varias lenguas. Tu opinion sobre este asunto es muy importante para mi. 
Tu participacion en esta charla es confidencial y enteramente voluntaria, 
y no esta relacionada en absolute con tus estudios o trabajo en UCC y. 
por lo tanto, puedes negarte a contestar cualquier pregunta, y puedes 
abandonar la charla cuando lo desees.
Para facilitar la recogida de datos necesito grabar la conversacion.
Marca con una cruz si no te importa que te grabe ( )
Te agradecere que firmes este protocolo como comprobante de que lo 
has leido y comprendido.

Fecha.

Firma del participante;

Muchas gracias por tu ayuda.

Roser Perez 
Proyecto de doctorado
School of Clinical Speech and Language Studies 
Trinity College Dublin
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GUIDELINES

INFORMAL TALK ABOUT INSULTS 

CHARLA SOBRE INSULTOS

Referencias de los participantes;

Participants’ reference numbers.

1. What is an insult? According to your answers in the questionnaires, 

an insult is an expression, action, which hurts, belittles, abuses, 

derogates, offends, undermines, degrades... Think of the 

expression “son of a bitch”. Why is it an insult? What does really 

mean?

1. 6Que es un insulto? Segun vuestras respuestas en los 

cuestionarios, un insulto es una palabra o accion que hiere, 

ofende, degrada, humilla, ridiculiza, ... Piensa en la expresion “hijo 

de puta”. ^Porque es un insulto? 60ue significa realmente?

2. Do we use or understand insults in the literal sense? If not, how do 

we use them and how do we know that somebody does not mean 

an insult literally? Are insults always used to abuse, offend, hurt? 

How do you know the difference?

2. (i,Siempre se usan y se entienden los insultos de forma literal? Si 

no, ^Como se usan y como sabemos que alguien no quiere decir 

literalmente lo que esta diciendo?<i,Crees que siempre se insulta 

para abusar, ofender o herir? i,En que consiste la diferencia?
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3. The first time an Irish guy insulted me in Spanish (‘puta’, etc) 1 was 

really shocked. I thought he was an idiot. Have you had an 

experience of this type where a non-native speaker of your 

language insulted you in your language?

3. La primera vez que alguien iriandes me insulto inesperadamete en 

espahol (‘puta’, etc.), me choco muchisimo, pense que era un 

idiota. <i,Te has encontrado en una situacion parecida en la que 

un hablante extranjero te haya insultado en tu propia lengua?

4. A Spanish girl told me that she called a flat-mate a “drunk-man” 

jokingly, when he was really drunk, and he went mad. Have you 

made a mistake of this type when living in a foreign country, or with 

a foreign person?

4. Una chica espahola me conto que llamo a un compahero de piso 

‘drunk-man’, estando el bebido, y se puso como loco.

6Has cometido alguna vez un error de este tipo durante tu 

estancia en un pais extranjero, o con una persona extranjera?

5. Do you think that insults are different in different cultures? Why? 

Think of the following pairs of expressions;

^Crees diferentes culturas tienen insultos diferentes? ^Porque? 

Piensa en los siguientes pares de expresiones.

SON OF A BITCH / HIJO DE PUTA PUTA / WHORE

PERRA/BITCH CONAZO/CUNT

BASTARD / BASTARDO GILIPOLLAS / WANKER

CAPULLO / DICK-HEAD
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Are you familiar with the expression ‘SLAPPER’ ? What does it 

mean? How is it used? (I tell them about the friendly use by girls 

living together: “Good morning slapperl”) (Here the Irish informants 

can explain the use to the Spanish informants)

<i,Conoceis la expression ‘SLAPPER’? 6Que significa? iCom o se 

usa? (After the Irish informants have explained the meaning of this 

expression, 1 ask the Spanish informants if there are equivalent 

expressions in Spanish which are used between friends) i,Existen 

expresiones en espahol equivalentes a ‘Slapper’ que se usen 

entre amigas?

Which other expressions would you use with your friends?

(i,Que otras expresiones utilizarias con tus amigos/amigas?

In friendly situations, are there different expressions depending on 

the gender of the speaker and the receiver? In a friendly situation, 

can you think of

-an insult that a man would never call another man;

-an insult that a man would never call a woman;

-an insult that a woman would never call another woman;

-an insult that a woman would never call a man;

Entre amigos, ^Existen diferentes expresiones segun el genero del 

hablante o del oyente? Entre amigos, 6Que insulto o insultos;

-un hombre nunca utilizaria con otro hombre

-un hombre nunca utilizaria con una mujer

-una mujer nunca utilizaria con otra mujer

-una mujer nunca utilizaria con un hombre
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9. Apart from gender, are there other factors that restnct the use of 

insults? What about AGE (young people vs. old people); STATUS 

(parents vs. children; employers vs. employees, teachers vs. 

students, etc.); CLASS (working vs. upper classes); RELIGION 

(Catholic vs. Protestant, atheist, etc.); GEOGRAPHY (city vs. 

country; north vs. south, etc.)?

9. Aparte del genero, <i,Existen otros factores que limiten el uso de 

insultos como la ED AD (jovenes vs. mayores); ESTATUS (padres 

vs. hijos; empleados vs. jefes; maestros vs. estudiantes; etc.); 

CLASE (clase baja vs. clase alta, etc.); RELIGION (catolicos vs. 

protestantes, etc.); GEOGRAFIA (ciudad vs. campo; norte vs. sur, 

etc.)?

10. One Spanish informant, when he was given the questionnaire to fill 

in, said; “But we are Andalusian!".

Why do you think he said that?

10. Uno de los chicos espahoies encuestados, al ver el questionario, me 

miro y me dijo; jEs que nosotros somos andaluces!

<i,Porque os parece que dijo esto?
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