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Pragmatics of the Insult
• Functional Pragmatics: Insults as speech acts are 

embedded in a complex action pattern which
§ forms an underlying structure in communication/language
§ is shaped by the purpose it is to achieve
§ considers speech (inter-)action and mental actions of speaker (S) 

and hearer (H)
§ can be revealed via discourse analysis (speech acts and typical 

procedures)

*„Hereby, I 
am insulting 

you all!“

à Research objective: Revelation/description of the 
insult’s action pattern



Data Collection and Analysis
• Interview design: Partially narrative, in-depth interviews

• elicitation of insult narratives
• questioning about insult-relevant elements (e.g. feelings, reaction, constellation of 

actants...) 

• Corpus 
• ‘insultee’ perspective: 11 narratives
• ‘insulter’ perspective: 7 narratives
• transcription according to HIAT

• Method: Functional-pragmatic discourse analysis
• Empirically inductive method
• Theorizing and testing on the material/data as a spiral, hermeneutic process



„The Insult“ – A Definition
An utterance can be considered an insult if its purpose is to attack another person

directly or indirectly, either verbally or non-verbally, in such a way that his/her

personal integrity and identity are affected and disparaged in terms of self-perception

and in the perception of others. The prerequisite is a constellation with conflict

potential. The sincerity must not be constellatively suspended.
(Hoffmann/Frank 2022, 120 f.; Translation A.F.)



Stephanie Kastner & her sister – an example*
(1) My sister and I have always argued a lot, especially as grown-ups.
(2) I do remember a situation, for example, when I chatted with my sister on ICQ. It was about her break-up with 

her girlfriend. And I wanted to be a nice sister and asked her if she’d like to talk to me about it. 
(3) And she then replied very awkwardly, said things like: “You do not break up with a Kastner. She’ll see what she 

gets out of it!”
(4) As a side note I should mention that my sister has been in the army. So I replied: “What do you mean by ‘You 

do not break up with a Kastner?’ Are you planning on visiting her with your gun loaded to force her to get back 
together with you?”

(5) And then my sister pretty much lost it ((giggles)) and wrote that I shouldn't portray her as a psychopath, that I 
was the psychopath in the family and that it was an absurdity anyway that no one else in the family but her 
would see that. And one day it would all come crashing down and then everyone would finally see me for who I 
really am. 

(6) Our relationship is flawed ever since. ((laughs))
(7) […]

*translation from German, adjusted, adapted, and segmented.



Possible recursion of the action pattern

pre-story
(initiation)

core 
(insult)

post-story
(reaction)

cooperative 
distortion

cooperative 
breach + 

devaluation 
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Reflexion

Sprechen Sie mit Ihrem 
Sitznachbarn:
• Hätte Saussure diese Brötchentüte 

untersucht, wie hätte er daran 
seine Ebenen der 
Sprachbetrachtung erklärt?
• Wie hätte er die Tüte als 

Gegenstand linguistischer 
Forschung genutzt? 



Zwei „Zwiebelmodelle“ der linguistischen Forschungslandschaft

Bubenhofer et al. 2025: 6 Nübling 2017: 14



Sprecherwechsel

Glatter Wechsel

Wechsel mit 
Überlappung

Wechsel nach 
Pause

Konkurrierende 
Gesprächsbeiträge



Sprecherwechsel multimodal





§ Beraten ist schon lange linguistisch untersucht, es gibt verschiedene Vorschläge, das Beraten zu beschreiben 
und seine Teilschritte zu benennen

Was ist Beraten?

Wunderlich 1981 Rehbein 1977
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Beispiel – analoge und digitale Traueranzeige

https://trauer.nzz.ch/traueranzeigen-
suche/iris-konzelmann

Eingesehen am 28.3.25
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Dr. Heike Knerich – “Prefabrica3on, Improvisa3on, and Crea3vity in Communica3on”  
Master Module Interac3onal Linguis3cs 

Teamwork Phase: Tasks and Schedule 
 
Session 11: Gathering/selec3ng own data in groups (Teamwork) 
- Gather and GAT2-transcribe at least one stretch of talk / one sequence for your own work 

=> acceptable is all talk-in-interac>on (that is not based on scripts or screenplays) 
- Target phenomena are prefabrica>ons and crea>vity in broad terms, as discussed so far  

o Prefabrica>ons  
§ on a con>nuum between individually pre-paFerned and socially shared in the 

whole speech community 
§ broad scope: proverbs and idioms, sayings and bywords, colloca>ons and 

composita 
o Crea>vity may be lexical, seman>cal or gramma>cal in nature, as discussed 

- Languages may be all languages you speak with sufficient proficiency 
- Sources may be the discussed ones (Bri>sh English “the people speak”, informal beginnings 

of podcasts, data from databases like dgd for German) 
- If you take a sequence from the middle of an interac>on, please cut generously (some turns 

before the beginning as you define it, some aSer) 
- Groups do not have to be language-centred: One group of all of you working with 2 or 3 

sequences, or two groups…  
- Workload: approx. 5-6 hours 
Session 12: Presen3ng and analysing own data 1 (Discussion and teamwork) 
- Bring your data to the session and explain it  
- Start the analysis with specific emphasis on linguis>c intricacies, interac>on and temporality 

o Describe broader context and macrostructure of the sequence 
o Iden>fy all target phenomena; if you want to work at home, allot sub-sequences to 

group members at this or a later >me 
o Refine the GAT2-transcip>on to capture the relevant observable aFributes if 

necessary 
o Describe in detail how the target phenomenon is ini>ated and processed 

sequen>ally (please consult the texts and your notes in order to use the CA and 
linguis>c terminology according to our reading and discussions). 

§ What comes before? Is there a kind of ‘interac>ve pressure’ like an 
unexpected ques>on or a sensi>ve topic? Or is there a playful atmosphere?  

§ Target turns: Is there formula>on effort? Or rather an apparent effortlessness 
/ smoothness of formula>ng? Do you no>ce subtle markers such as 
micropauses, smile voice (video: and/or embodied markers such as 
shrugging, relevant changes in posture, air quotes, …)  

§ Processing: What do the interlocutors do?  
• While the speaker is talking (if applicable): co-construc>on, laughter 

(video: nodding, changing body posture, ….) 
• In the next turn? 
• What does the speaker do in the following turn? 
• Is there further processing  

§ Or – alterna>vely – note if there is so observable interac>ve processing. 
o Refine the GAT2-transcip>on to capture the relevant observable aFributes if 

necessary  
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o Can you iden>fy a local ac>on / aim of the sequence (i.e. opening the interac>on, 
introducing a topic, explaining or narra>ng, conversa>onal repair…) 

o Workload: approx. 5-6 hours 
Session 13: Analysing own data 2 (Teamwork) 

Please note: During the seminar session, I’m available for ques9ons and support in my office 
(UHG-U5-228), via E-Mail, telephone (0521/106-3511) or you can invite me to your Zoom 
room 

- Con>nue your analysis according to the tasks above 
- Refine your analysis 

o If you have a lot of targets phenomena, chose some sequences for a more fine-
grained analysis concerning form, func>on, linguis>c proper>es and interac>ve 
processing (last point: see above).  

o Reflect on your reasons for this choice and record these in your minutes (e.g. 
comparable due to difference/similarity, recurring phenomenon, scope of 
phenomena, …)  

o Refine the GAT2-transcip>on (and your transla>on) to capture the relevant 
observable aFributes if necessary 

o Consider reference corpora, if necessary, e.g. for German hFps://www.redensarten-
index.de/suche.php  

- Do you need a specific text for addi>onal reading? 
- Workload: approx. 5-6 hours 
Session 14: Analysing own data and preparing presenta3on (Teamwork) 

Please note: During the seminar session, I’m available for ques9ons and support in my office 
(UHG-U5-228), via E-Mail, telephone (0521/106-3511) or you can invite me to your Zoom 
room 

- Refine your analysis by comparing your data to already analysed sequences in the seminar so 
far 

o Can you pinpoint differences or similari>es?  
o Can you, at this – compara>vely early stage of a project – discern paFerns with 

respect to form, func>on, linguis>c proper>es, interac>ve processing?  
- Find or request addi>onal reading when necessary. 
- Prepare a presenta>on of your work: 

o 20 to 25 minutes + approx. 10 minutes discussion 
o in form of an annotated transcript, slides, or a visualisa>on 
o Your presenta>on 

…should contain the technical terms learned in the seminary (and addi>onal  
   linguis>c terms where necessary) 
…should be designed so that the other par>cipants and I can easily understand your 
findings and follow your process.  

o You are very welcome to reflect on methods, terms, transla>ons, your process, …  
- Workload: approx. 5-6 hours 
Session 15: Presenta3ons of Analyses (Presta5on) 
- May be in form of an annotated transcript, slides, or a visualisa>on 
- 20 to 25 minutes + approx. 10 minutes discussion 
 


