
1	

Pejorative Tone 
Ernie Lepore and Matthew Stone 

Rutgers University 
 

1. Introduction	
 
Our utterances say how things are, but they can also display who we are, show how we 
think, and hint at how we feel.  No catalogue of mechanisms can account for all the 
insights that utterances can prompt; speakers exploit whatever means they can invent. 
Cognitive scientists often celebrate the creativity at play in these diverse effects, but this 
creativity has its dark side, too. Speakers are no less flexible with utterances that prompt 
ways of thinking others find reprehensible.  
 
In this chapter, we consider slur terms as an illustration of the diversity and complexity of 
such interpretive effects. Our view is that such effects can reflect expansive, open-ended 
engagement with an utterance and its linguistic meaning, through a host of distinctive 
kinds of reasoning.  This reasoning may include inferences about the speaker’s 
psychology and her intentions—in light of the full social and historical context—but it 
may involve approaching the utterance through strategies for imaginative elaboration and 
emotional attunement, as required, for example,

strategies  

For Frege, 
‘dog’ and ‘cur’ agree in meaning but each “puts us...in mind” of different associations. 
For example, anyone who uses ‘cur’ “speaks pejoratively, but this is not part of the 
thought expressed” (Frege 1897, 140; cf. also, Picardi 2007). Here, Frege offers a famous 
statement of the view that we will elaborate, that interpretive differences need not be due 
to differences in meaning. However, this view must be developed and amplified to give a 
satisfying account of the interpretation of slur terms.  For, as Hom (2008) emphasizes, 
Frege’s remarks on tone offer no explanation of the difference between pejoratives and 
their neutral counterparts; and, as Anderson and Lepore (2013b) argue, differences in 
tone cannot be the whole story. 
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Our view is that t
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made this case, but here we take it
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grammatical role the term fulfills.  Prototypically, the Biblical commandment “Thou shalt 
not take the name of the LORD thy God in vain” (Exodus 20:7 KJV) is understood to 
rule out use and mention alike. The same goes for the taboo against profanity, as we see 
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fact escapes us.2 To postulate a semantic origin for the prohibition against profanity 
comports with the limits of the prohibition. A group of well-acquainted adults can 
generally opt out of the prohibition against profanity, as an indication of their honesty 
and authenticity.  (Or, as, Camp 2013 p. 347 admits, “there are occasions on which I 
myself token them, because I take it that conditions are such as to warrant their use”.) In 
the same circumstances, comedians—famously George Carlin—can feel comfortable 
ridiculing the prohibition as prudish and 
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In this connection, we think it is instructive to consider prohibitions against other kinds of 
expressive actions that are associated with histories of violence and oppression. For 
example, consider the German law against the display of the Swastika and other Nazi 
iconography, or laws against the display of burning crosses and other activities of the Ku 
Klux Klan in the United States. The German penal 
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the first instance, they are the ones under threat. Accordingly, powerful people must be 
very skeptical about their intuitions about the tone of slurs that target
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not a different in content, we will argue, and thus cannot be explained even in terms of 
the nuanced articulation of linguistic content of contemporary semantic theory. 
 
3.1 At-issue content:  The most direct way to explain 
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how we react
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conditions for the use of the word ‘Ouch!’ 
 
By contrast, the tonality 
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4. Slurs and Tone 
 
Let’s drop this talk of “near” synonymy. Difference in tone is synonymy, pure and 
simple. Slurs in particular are identical in meaning to their neutral counterparts. As far as 
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associations, or social practices. 
 
Another source of tone is the metaphor that grounds so many of the literal meanings of 
words.  Normally, speakers and hearers appreciate the imaginative force lurking in dead 
metaphors only haphazardly, if at all. But sympathetic speakers—and sympathetic 
listeners—often provoke insights by taking such metaphors seriously. Here is Cathleen 
Schine’s masterful (but somewhat tongue-in-cheek) illustration: 
 

I am often accused of “flying off the handle.” What does that mean? It used to mean, to me, that 
some member of my family was insensitive, unsympathetic, uncooperative and unsupportive. 
Now, I see myself flying through the air, flung from the handle of an ax like a loose blade, 
sparkling steel cutting through the blue of the bright sky, soaring, noble and alone, toward the 
heavens! My life has been considerably enriched. (Schine 1993) 

 
As Schine shows us, metaphor involves its own kind of perspective taking: we use 
imagery of one thing (“the vehicle”, here the ax) to draw attention to analogous attributes 
of another (“the tenor”, the speaker herself). This makes metaphor another open-ended, 
non-propositional psychological construct (Camp 2004), and not a semantic or pragmatic 
one (Lepore and Stone 2015).  
 
But the imagery associated with metaphor—especially that of stock metaphors long 
elaborated in popular culture—often frustrates the listener’s creative and accurate 
understanding of the vehicle or the tenor; the imagery trades merely in familiar 
stereotypes. Take ‘Sandy is a gorilla.’  As Max Black puts it in his influential critique of 
metaphor (1955), to understand this utterance isn’t so much a matter of applying one’s 
factual knowledge of the great apes (they are highly emotional and intelligent vegetarians 
living in
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evoke and perpetuate offensive imagery in such ways? 
 
Our examples thus far have focused on imagery in language. We hope they have 
convinced you of the richness and 
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both participants of the exchange and they are both aware of this. However, when we 
need 
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are many reasons terms are prohibited (Lepore and Anderson 2013a). We need not 
always justify prohibitions 
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