From Disagreement to Disrespect:
Theories Behind Personal Attacks
in Discussions

3 June 2024
THIS ARTICLE CONTAIN MATERIAL THAT SOME READERS MAY FIND
OFFENSIVE.

How many times have you been called one of these on social media?

“Thick as mince”, “Idiot”, “Moron”, “Dumb”, “Stupid”, “Ignorant”, “Clueless”,
“Loser”, “Fool”, “Airhead”, “Half-wit”, “Blockhead”, “Numbskull”, “Dunce”,
“Dimwit”, “Simpleton”, “Nitwit”, “Buffoon”, “Bonehead”, “Birdbrain”

It gets worse, although these are universally recognized as offensive,
inappropriate, derogatory and racist and generally contravene the rules of social
media platforms:

Click here to view sensitive content.
“Gammon” (used derogatorily in the UK to describe red-faced, middle-aged white

men, typically perceived as being conservative)

“Karen” (used to describe a white woman perceived as entitled or demanding
beyond what is normal)

“White” (a derogatory term for white people, particularly used in some regions to
denote ignorance or lack of culture)

“Chink” (a derogatory term for people of Chinese descent)

“Nigger” (a highly offensive racial slur against Black people, believed to have
originated from the Spanish and Portuguese word “negro,” which simply means
“black” or “dark”.)

“Spic” (a derogatory term for people of Hispanic descent)

“Kraut” (a derogatory term for Germans)

“Paki” (a derogatory term for people of Pakistani or South Asian descent)

“Gypsy” (used pejoratively against Roma or Romani people or more widely the
travelling community)

“Wog” (a derogatory term used in some English-speaking countries for people
from the Mediterranean, Middle Eastern, or Indian subcontinent where “WOGS”
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was an acronym for “Western Oriental Gentleman” or “Westernized Oriental
Gentleman,”)

“Gook” (a derogatory term for people of East Asian descent, especially
Vietnamese)

“Jew” (used pejoratively, even though it is a term of identity, it can be used as an
insult in certain contexts)

“Redskin” (a derogatory term for Native Americans)

“Towelhead” (a derogatory term for people of Middle Eastern descent,
particularly those who wear head coverings)

“Frog” (a derogatory term for French people)

There are several theories that explain why people resort to personal insults
rather than engaging in reasoned arguments when they disagree with someone’s
view. Here are a few key psychological and sociological theories:

Emotional Response and Cognitive Dissonance: When people encounter
views that contradict their own beliefs, it can create cognitive dissonance, a state
of mental discomfort. To alleviate this discomfort, some people may react
emotionally rather than rationally. Personal insults can be a way to defend their
self-concept and reduce the dissonance.

Social Identity Theory: According to this theory, individuals derive a significant
portion of their identity and self-esteem from the groups to which they belong.
When someone challenges a group’s beliefs, it can be perceived as a threat to
one’s identity. In such cases, individuals may use personal insults as a means of
defending their group and reinforcing group cohesion.

Lack of Argumentative Skills: Some people may not have the necessary skills
to engage in logical and reasoned debate. When they feel they cannot adequately
defend their position with reasoned arguments, they might resort to personal
attacks as a means of expressing their disagreement.

Online Disinhibition Effect: In online environments, people are more likely to
engage in behaviour they would normally avoid in face-to-face interactions.
Anonymity, invisibility, and the lack of immediate consequences can lead to more
aggressive and hostile interactions, including personal insults.

Threat to Self-Esteem: When someone perceives a threat to their self-esteem or



self-worth, they might respond with personal insults to undermine the other
person and regain a sense of superiority or control.

Evolutionary Psychology: Some theories suggest that humans have evolved to
engage in aggressive behaviour when faced with threats. Insults can be seen as a
form of verbal aggression aimed at protecting oneself or one’s social standing.

Emotional Regulation: People may use personal insults as a means of emotional
regulation. Insulting someone can provide a temporary emotional release or
outlet for frustration, anger, or other negative emotions.

Understanding these theories can provide insight into the dynamics of human
interaction and help in developing strategies to promote more constructive and
respectful discourse.

Dealing with the Offenders

Presenting individuals who issue personal insults with theories explaining why
people resort to such behavior in psychology may not necessarily worsen their
attitude, but it could potentially evoke defensive reactions or resistance to
change.

Here are a few considerations:

Defensive Reactions: Individuals who engage in personal insults may feel
attacked or criticized when presented with psychological theories explaining the
behaviour. They might perceive it as an attempt to label them or undermine their
autonomy. This defensive reaction could lead them to reject the theories outright
and become more entrenched in their attitudes and behaviours.

Cognitive Dissonance: If presented with psychological theories that contradict
their self-image or beliefs about their behavior, individuals may experience
cognitive dissonance. This discomfort arises from holding conflicting beliefs or
attitudes. To alleviate this discomfort, they might reject the theories or engage in
further justification of their behaviour, potentially worsening their attitude.

Perceived Threat to Identity: Some individuals may perceive the presentation
of psychological theories as a threat to their identity or self-concept. If they
identify strongly with their behaviour or beliefs, they may interpret the



presentation of theories as an attack on their character. In response, they may
become defensive and resist any suggestions for change.

Selective Interpretation: Individuals may selectively interpret or dismiss
psychological theories that challenge their worldview. They may focus on aspects
of the theories that confirm their existing beliefs while disregarding evidence that
contradicts them. This selective interpretation can reinforce their attitude and
resistance to change.

Need for Autonomy: People have a fundamental need for autonomy and self-
determination. If they feel that their behaviour is being pathologized or explained
in a way that undermines their autonomy, they may react negatively. Presenting
psychological theories without acknowledging individuals’ autonomy and agency
may lead to resistance rather than acceptance.

Overall, the effectiveness of presenting psychological theories to individuals who
engage in personal insults depends on various factors, including how the
information is presented, the individual’s level of openness to change, and the
context of the interaction. It’s essential to approach such discussions with
empathy, understanding, and a focus on fostering constructive dialogue rather
than exacerbating conflict.

A better Approach

A more effective approach to addressing personal insults might involve strategies
aimed at promoting empathy, understanding, and constructive dialogue. Here are
some recommended responses:

Model Respectful Behaviour: Lead by example by maintaining a respectful and
calm demeanour, even in the face of insults. Show that you are committed to
constructive dialogue and that personal attacks will not derail the conversation.

Acknowledge Emotions: Acknowledge the emotions underlying the insults
without condoning the behaviour. For example, you could say, “I understand you
feel strongly about this, but let’s try to focus on the issues rather than resorting to
personal attacks.”

Redirect the Conversation: Steer the conversation back to the substance of the



discussion. You can politely remind the person of the topic at hand and express a
desire to address the underlying issues rather than getting side-tracked by
insults.

Set Boundaries: Firmly but respectfully communicate that personal insults are
not acceptable in the conversation. You can assert your boundaries by saying
something like, “I'm open to discussing differing opinions, but I won’t engage in
personal attacks. Let’s keep the conversation respectful.”

Encourage Empathy: Encourage the person to consider the impact of their
words on others. You can ask questions that prompt reflection, such as, “How do
you think your words make others feel?” Encouraging empathy can help foster
understanding and reduce the likelihood of further insults.

Offer a Graceful Exit: If the conversation becomes too heated or unproductive,
gracefully exit the discussion. You can express a willingness to revisit the topic at
a later time when emotions have cooled down.

Educate Without Condemnation: If appropriate, provide information about the
impact of personal insults on communication and relationships. Educate without
condemning, and offer resources or suggestions for improving communication
skills.

Focus on Solutions: Shift the focus from blame and criticism to finding solutions
or common ground. Emphasize collaboration and problem-solving rather than
dwelling on past insults or disagreements.

By employing these strategies, you can help create an environment conducive to
respectful dialogue and constructive problem-solving, even in the face of personal
insults.

Alternatively.... Here are some examples
of British sarcastic put-downs you could
use:

“Well, aren’t you just a ray of sunshine?”

“I"d agree with you, but then we’d both be wrong.”



“Oh, how original. Did you come up with that all by yourself?”

“You must be a mind reader because you certainly can’t be basing your opinion on
facts.”

“I'm sorry, I didn’t realize I was speaking to the Oracle of Delphi.”
“Congratulations, you’'ve managed to articulate the most banal thought possible.”
“If ignorance is bliss, you must be the happiest person on earth.”

“Oh, look, it’s the font of all wisdom gracing us with their presence.”

“I'm impressed by your ability to string together words without saying anything of
substance.”

“Well, that was informative. I think my houseplant could have contributed more to
the conversation.”

Remember to use sarcasm sparingly and in appropriate situations, as it can
sometimes escalate tension rather than diffuse it.



