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A new style of semantics for (some) slurs

Slurs are natural language expressions which are often used to
denigrate individuals based on some aspects of their identity.

Controversies
1. How to solve the intricate puzzles that slurs raise for
current formal semantic theories.
2. How slurs harm their target both directly and indirectly,
through the role that they play in supporting and inciting
discrimination and violence (see Tirrell (2012)).

A case study: Dyke vs lesbian

Figure: Preface to The Essential Dykes to Watch Out For (Bechdel,
2008)
See also Queen (1997); Crémieux (2013) for studies of the language
of DTWOF.

Proposal
Slur meaning is defined by personae (Agha, 2003; Zhang,
2005; Eckert, 2008, a.o.).
I

Dyke is associated with an anti-mainstream persona,
which the majority of speakers views negatively.

I

For many speakers, lesbian is associated with at least one
mainstream persona, which many speakers view
favourably.

The mainstream
The property of engaging with and being supported by the main
social institutions such as the education system, the family, the
immigration and legal systems etc.

Internalist (ideological spaces) semantics

Personae are modelled as points in an ideological space
(Gärdenfors, 2000, 2014).
I

When a speaker uses a slur/identity term describing an
individual, it pushes the individual’s location in the listener’s
ideological space closer to the persona(e) associated with
the term.

1. Dyke encourages the listener to view the referent as being
located outside the mainstream in their ideology.
2. Lesbian encourages the listener to locate the referent
inside the mainstream in their ideology.

Externalist (materialist) semantics

An individual’s location in our ideologies affects how we expect
them to behave and how we behave towards them.
I

Agents in mainstream institutions are more likely to protect
and promote mainstream individuals (Bourdieu and
Passeron, 1970; Bourdieu, 1979).

I

Locating someone outside the mainstream leaves them
vulnerable to oppression and violence from actors
outside/inside mainstream institutions (see also Manne,
2017).

I

This is why dyke is particularly useful to a speaker wishing
to harm a female referent.

A materialist semantics for social meaning

We can give an externalist semantics for slurs/identity terms by
looking at the material (social, economic) conditions the term
contributes to creating/reproducing for its referent.
I

Burnett (forthcoming) gives a unified materialist semantics
for socio-phonetic variation and slur/identity terms,
extending Burnett (2017, 2019).

Plan

Semantic and pragmatic puzzles about slurs

Personae for dykes and lesbians

A persona-based semantics for ‘dyke’ and ‘lesbian’
Predictions

Conclusion

Puzzle 1: Derogatory attitude

The use of (1-a) is (usually) taken to indicate that the speaker
holds some derogatory attitude, while the use of (1-b) is
(usually) not (Kaplan, 1999; Potts, 2007; McCready, 2010;
Hedger, 2012, a.o.).
(1)

a.
b.

Sarah is a dyke.
Sarah is a lesbian.

Test for the presence of a derogatory attitude

On analogy with the Hey, wait a minute test (von Fintel,
2004). . .

The Dude, not cool! test
An utterance communicates a derogatory attitude to a listener
just in case the listener feels like saying Dude, not cool! after
hearing the utterance.
(In American English, dude is a gender neutral expression (see Kiesling,
2004))

(2)

a.
b.

Sarah is a dyke.
Sarah is a lesbian.

Dude, not cool!
That’s nice. . .

Puzzle 2: Offensive autonymy

Slurs are offensive even when the speaker does not intend the
use to be derogatory (Hom, 2008; Anderson and Lepore, 2013;
Bolinger, 2017, a.o.).
At a dinner party in the South of France in 2014. . .
(3)

Well-meaning gay man visiting from San Francisco:
Aren’t there any dyke bars in Toulouse?

(4)

Heather: I beg your pardon?

Dude, not cool!

Puzzle 3: Projection properties (unpuggability)

When uttered (at least) by non-lesbians, the derogatory attitude
appears to project out of all semantic environments (Kaplan,
1999; Kratzer, 1999; Potts, 2007; Schlenker, 2007; Sauerland,
2007; Camp, 2013, a.o.).
(5)

a.
b.

Sarah is a dyke.
Sarah is not a dyke.

(6)

a.

If Sarah is a dyke, then she’ll know when the Pride
parade is.
Dude, not cool!
Is Sarah a dyke?
Dude, not cool!

b.

Dude, not cool!
Dude, not cool!

Expressivism

The derogatory attitude is encoded as part of the lexical
meaning of the slur.
(7)

“For a group slurring term S with a neutral counterpart
NC that references a group G, S is used to express
contempt for members of G on account of their being in
G or on account of their possessing a G-defining
property g.” (Jeshion, 2013, 308)

Encoding contempt into the meaning of dyke accounts for both
derogatory attitude and offensive autonymy.

Expressivist approaches account for projection properties by
the way in which the attitude is encoded.
I

(8)

I

(9)

Either as separate expressive content (Potts, 2007;
Richard, 2008; McCready, 2010; Gutzmann, 2015, a.o.).
JkrautK = λ x. German(x)  bad(∩ German): he, tia × t s
2010, 21)

(McCready,

Or as an indexical presupposition (Schlenker, 2007;
Sauerland, 2007).
JhonkeyK(c)(w) 6= # iff the agent of c believes in the world of c that
white people are despicable. If 6= #,
JhonkeyK(c)(w) = JwhiteK(c)(w).
(Schlenker, 2007, 237)

Puzzle 4: Appropriation
In the mouths of members of the target group, the derogatory
attitude can disappear (Anderson and Lepore, 2013; Anderson,
2018; Ritchie, 2017; Bianchi, 2014, a.o.).

Echoic uses
“In-groups echo derogatory uses in ways and contexts that
make manifest the dissociation from the offensive contents"
(Bianchi, 2014, 36)

Figure: Dykes to watch out for #31 (1988) (Bechdel, 2008, 27)

Non-echoic admiration, not contempt

Figure: Dykes to Watch Out For #197 (1994) (Bechdel, 2008, 129)

Not just another predicate. . .

(Jeshion, 2013, 326) on appropriated queer:
“it is plausible that the term acquired a new meaning
via the process of appropriation. On this analysis,
“queer" became semantically ambiguous upon
appropriation. Initially, it was non-ambiguous, its only
linguistic standing as a slur, one whose derogating
capacity can be accounted for semantically. Later, it
came to have another conventional use, one that is
non-pejorative.

Puzzle 5: Appropriation worry
If there exists a separate non-derogatory predicate dykeND ,
then why can’t out group members use it? (Anderson and
Lepore, 2013; Ritchie, 2017)
Said by a non-lesbian:
(10)

Have you noticed, suddenly there’s all these young
dykes everywhere?
Dude, not cool!

Conclusion
We would like a single analysis of dyke for both ‘in group’ and
‘out group’ speakers.

Puzzle 6: Gradability (adjs. dykey, dykish)
Speakers from Jones (2012)’s lesbian hiking group (UK)
discussing Shane from the L word:
S: Well yeah.
She’s the only one who looks
vaguely like a dyke actually.
L: But you see everyone
fancies her which suggestsS: That she’s the only dykey one.
(11)

Dykey, dykish appear in the full
range of degree constructions.

Examples from anthropological/ethnographic
interviews

40 year old participant in Taub (1999)’s study on sexuality and
appearance (p.31):
I have a dyke look that I assume when I want to fit in
more with lesbian social settings, and I think I’ve been
more careful about keeping my haircut very crisp and
clean so I can look more dykey when I want to instead
of letting it go longer and shaggier.

Ross (2009)’s study of the Burlesque scene in Vancouver:
She remembers being ostracized by club owners for
being too dykey at the same time that she was
shunned, as was Roxanne, by the women’s
community for not being dykey enough.
I

We associate a scale with dyke based on how close the
object or person we’re describing is to an abstract ideal
(stereotype/persona).

Personae for dykes and lesbians

Caution: Personae (and therefore the meaning of dyke) vary
depending on the community of practice (see also
McConnell-Ginet, 2002).
I

Speakers and listeners may have different personae in
their ideologies.

I

Personae may be more detailed for some speakers than
for others.

Dyke persona(e): Variation is not random or
unbounded

Common themes emerging from (non)scholarly works on the
topic across communities in the US and UK:
1. Engagement in stereotypically masculine practices.
I

Appearance (short hair, boots), (working class) masculine
activities/professions, etc.

2. Overt and exclusive sexual desire for women.
3. Radical/anti-social/‘counter culture’ stance.
(Davis and Kennedy, 1993; Halberstam, 1998a; Jones, 2012; Wiedlack,
2015; Ainley, 2016, among many others)

Dykecore music/zines

Lynn Breedlove (Tribe 8) and Montréal Dykecore zine

Variation across spatio-temporal contexts
Participants in Burgess (2011)’s study on Dyke March
mentioned only two properties: anti-mainstreamness and
masculinity.
I

“the tension in the name was highlighted by the fact that
groups of women who did not identify as dykes but as
lesbian or gay were not participating in the March because
of a perception that the March was “too radical" for them".

I

“it wasn’t a space for them because they’re sort of like, you
know, middle-class people who are professionals and have
a dog and a condo and they don’t feel like that space is for
them."

I

Burgess reports (p.167) that masculinity plays a large role
in determining who is a dyke, but only for older women.

Stereotype approaches to slurs (Hom, 2008, 2010)

A slur means (Hom, 2008, 431): “Ought be subject to
p1 + ... + pn , because of being d1 + ... + dn , all because of being
NPC*,
where p1 + ... + pn are deontic prescriptions derived from the
set of racist practices, d1 + ... + dn are the negative properties
derived from the racist ideology, and NPC* is the semantic
value of the appropriate nonpejorative correlate of the epithet."

Applied to dyke
Dyke means: “Ought to be subject to [insert various
oppressions here] because of having a masculine appearance,
being working class, having sexual desire for women, being
anti-mainstream etc., all because of being a lesbian."
Very common approach to defining dyke in terms of lesbian (Hom, 2008;
Camp, 2013; Jeshion, 2013, among many others)

What is the semantics of lesbian?

(McConnell-Ginet, 2002, 246):
I

“Although the choice between gay and homosexual
certainly has political overtones, neither of those words
has been the site of as much ideological struggle as
lesbian, with its connections not only to antihomophobic
but also to antisexist politics."

I

“There have been many disputes on just what being
lesbian might amount to."

Ideological conflicts in lesbian communities
Very many communities of (for lack of a better word)
non-heterosexual women are deeply divided along three
(related) main lines (Davis and Kennedy, 1993; Halberstam,
1998a; Cameron and Kulick, 2003; McConnell-Ginet, 2002;
Wiedlack, 2015):
1. How they feel about female masculinity.
2. The role that sexual desire plays in non-heterosexual
identity.
3. How well integrated into the mainstream “neoliberal
consumer and heteronormative cultures” (Wiedlack, 2015,
17) non-heterosexual people should be.

Development of a middle class lesbian persona
The lesbian feminism movement was very influential in the
US/UK in the 1980s.

Lesbian feminists. . .
I

De-emphasized the importance of sexual desire for lesbian
identity (Rich, 1980; Faderman, 1981; Wittig, 1992).

I

Saw lesbian identity as the continuation of (upper) middle
class relationships such as “passionate friendships” and
“Boston marriages” (Faderman, 1981).

I

Was extremely critical of female masculinity (butch
identities, drag kings) (Davis and Kennedy, 1993;
Halberstam, 1998b; Wiedlack, 2015, a.o.)

I

Politically active for the integration of non-heterosexual
women into mainstream institutions (marriage, family,
legacy etc.).

Two personae for non-heterosexual women

Anti-mainstream persona
Masculine appearance/practice
Same sex desire
Working class
Anti-mainstream

Mainstream persona
Feminine appearance/practice
Ambiguous w.r.t. desire
(Upper) middle class
Mainstream

Connection between meaning of dyke and the anti-mainstream persona.

Ideologies in conceptual spaces
Speaker/listener ideologies correspond to an n-dimensional
vector space with the usual topology.
I

Personae are distinguished sets of points in the conceptual
space (Gärdenfors’ prototypes).

I

Dimensions can be experimentally determined (see
Douven, 2016), but we can take the relevant dimensions
from the discourses on non-heterosexual women in the
relevant speech community.

(12)

a.
b.
c.

Masculinity (masculine ↔ feminine)
Same gender sexual desire (more desire ↔ less
desire)
Mainstream (mainstream ↔ anti-mainstream)

Valence

In addition to their properties, many theories of stereotypes
involve reference to their valence: whether the speaker/listener
is positively (o) or negatively (x) disposed towards them
(Greenwald et al., 2002).
I

The derogatory/admirative attitude comes from the
ideological structure in the model.

(One kind of) lesbian feminist ideology

Queer feminist punk ideology

Traditional ‘bigot’ ideology

Voronoi tessalations

There is a natural way of partitioning such an n-dimensional
space into discrete regions: voronoi polygons.
I

(13)

The voronoi polygon associated with a persona pi , v (pi ), is
the set of points that lie closer to pi than to any other
persona in the domain.
Let pi ∈ PERS be a persona.
a. v (pi ) := {x|∀j(sim(x, pi ) ≤ sim(x, pj ))}
b. V (PERS) := {v (pi )|pi ∈ PERS}

Interpretations of ‘dyke’ and ‘lesbian’

(14)

(15)

(16)

Mainstream lesbian
a. J dyke K = {v(x(0.7,0.7,0.9) )}
b. J lesbian K = { v(o(0.3,0.5,0.1) ) ∪ v (x(0.7,0.7,0.9) ) }

Punk lesbian
a. J dyke K = {v(o(0.7,0.7,0.9) )}
b. J lesbian K = { v(x(0.3,0.5,0.1) ∪ o(0.7,0.7,0.9) )}
Bigot
a. J dyke K = {v(x(0.7,0.7,0.9) )}
b. J lesbian K = {v(x(0.7,0.7,0.9) ) }

Communication in Conceptual Spaces
The speaker wants to communicate the location of a particular
individual in conceptual space to the listener.
I

S picks a message to send to L to signal x’s location.

I

L interprets S’s message by picking a location that is
closest to a/the prototype associated with the message.

I

If speaker/listener have the same ideological structures
and their interests are aligned, success for both players
decreases as the distance between x’s location in the
speaker’s ideology and x’s location in the listener’s
ideology increases.

(Jäger, 2007; Jäger and Van Rooij, 2007; Warglien and Gärdenfors, 2013;
Gärdenfors, 2014)

I

In order to pick the optimal word to say to communicate x’s
location, the speaker must make hypotheses concerning
what their interlocutor’s ideological structure looks like.

I

In order to interpret the speaker’s message, the listener
must make a hypothesis about their interlocutor’s
ideological structure.

I

Upon hearing the message, the listener calculates a new
location for x in their own ideology, by taking into account
the closest personae associated with the message, their
prior beliefs and considerations such as Gricean
informativity.
I

Using a slur/identity term usually “pushes" x closer to the
persona(e) associated with the term in the mind of the
listener.

This process is formalized using the Rational Speech Act model (Frank and
Goodman, 2012), in Burnett and Bonami (2019).

Prediction 1: Non-truth conditional equivalence

Although there is variation across lesbian communities of
practice (see Jones, 2012), for many speakers, lesbian and
dyke are not truth conditionally equivalent (pick out the same
people).

Lesbian personal ads (Livia, 2002; Crémieux, 2013)

DTWF #82 (1990), from Crémieux (2013)

Gradable lesbian vs gradable dyke

In 2012, Autostraddle (mainstream lesbian/queer blog)
published their list of the “21 most lesbianish cities in the US”,
based on a combination of lesbian population, resources,
political climate etc. (Amherst/Northampton is #1).
(17)

a.
b.

(18)

Los Angeles (#3) is more lesbianish than San
Francisco (#4).
True
Los Angeles is more dykeish/y than San
Francisco.
False

San Francisco is more dykeish/y than Los Angeles.

Prediction 2: Topic conditioned variation
‘In group’ speakers should use more dyke when presenting the
referent closer to the anti-mainstream persona.

DTWOF #144 (1992)

Conflict 1: Female masculinity

Figure: Dykes to Watch Out For #325 (1999)

Conflict 2: Same gender sexual desire

Figure: Dykes to Watch Out For #323 (1999)

Conflict 3: Mainstream

Figure: Dykes to Watch Out For #87 (1990)

Predictions for language use

Discourse context
Political
Domestic
Other
Sex
Anti-mainstream
Total

dyke
2
2
2
9
4
19

lesbian
37
21
11
13
3
85

% dyke
5%
9%
15%
40%
57%
18%

Table: Lesbian vs dyke by context in DTWF (1987-2000).

Predicton 3: Lesbian is a slur in degenerate ideologies

Internalist semantics solves formal semantic puzzles
I

Both slurs and ‘neutral’ terms name denote personae, and one
can construct a scale based on proximity to the persona(e).
gradability

I

Slurs name anti-mainstream personae, which are assigned
negative valence by most members of society in most contexts.
derogatory attitude

I

Valence is part of ideology not semantics, so inferences about it
should not be pluggable.
projection properties

I

If (and only if) there is common knowledge of positive valence
assigned to the anti-mainstream persona, the listener have zero
chance of drawing an insulting inference.
appropriation

I

But this condition is very rarely met, so using a slur will most
likely be offensive.
offensive autonymy

Externalist semantics links language and oppression

Whether people categorize someone as (close to) one persona
over another may influence the moves they make in interaction
with them.

A materialist semantics for social meaning
Meaning of slurs and identity terms is characterized through the
material (including social and economic) conditions they create
for individuals, not truth conditions.
I

This style of analysis can be applied to the social meaning
of French grammatical gender (Burnett and Bonami, 2019)
and socio-phonetic variation (Burnett, forthcoming).

Papers, please
It is well documented that French immigration administration
sets delays for processing visas and permits that it cannot keep.
I

It is very common
for immigrants to spend months living
illegally when their documents expire.

I

Since it is not
feasible to expel all illegal immigrants,
immigration officials must decide
which illegals to give permits to.

https://www.nouvelobs.com/rue89/rue89-nos-vies-connectees/20120423.RUE8647/
chercheurs-etrangers-en-france-carnets-de-galeres-administratives.html

Non-linguistic game
Immigration agent
I

Preferences: Attribute a permit to exactly the “right" illegal
immigrants.

I

Actions: Attribute a residence permit, or not.

I

Strategy: Use ideological spaces to decide whether
Heather is the “right" kind of illegal immigrant (prioritize
mainstream individuals).

Heather
I

Preferences: Receive a residence permit.

I

Actions: Try to influence my location in the agent’s
ideological space through my behaviour (dressing, talking).

I

Strategy: Try to construct mainstream personae (especially
good woman (Eckert, 2004) or la femme française).

Effects of language on material conditions

Language (being called a dyke/lesbian/nice young woman, using a
standard/vernacular pronunciation, etc.) affects where agents situate
an individual in their ideological space.
I

The further one is into the (anti-)mainstream area of the space,
the more likely agents in mainstream institutions will act in ways
beneficial/detrimental to the individual.

I

Take patterns of behaviour (social conditions) as the ‘extensions’
of socially meaningful expressions.

This provides a straightforward framework for studying the
relationship between socially meaningful expressions and the
political, economic and health-related conditions that they help create.

Thank you!

Olivier Bonami
Sally McConnell-Ginet

Igor Douven
Eliot Michaelson

I

Audiences at the SOPHA Leuven, ZAS Berlin, University of
Potsdam and LSA 2019.

I

This work is partially supported by public grants overseen by the
French National Research Agency (ANR) as part of the program
“Investissements d’Avenir" (reference: ANR-10-LABX-0083 and
ANR-14-CE30-0010).

Projection even out of more complicated constructions

The following examples are still not cool to say. . .
(19)

My father screamed that he would never allow me to
marry that dyke Sarah. (modified from Kratzer (1999))
Dude, not cool!

(20)

I am not prejudiced against lesbians. But John, who is,
thinks/claims that you are the biggest dyke he knows.
(modified from Schlenker (2007))
Dude, careful. . .

Out group use

We find gradable dyke even used by ‘out group’ members.
I

From a romantic novel written by two guys (James &
Edwards 2006: 69):
She had really nice brown hair and that annoying East
Coast accent, and had the body of a track star: very
hard and toned, but not bulky or dyke-ish.
Dude, not cool!
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