
Experiments 3 & 4: Addressing RQ2
PARTICIPANTS
E1: 50 undergraduates
E2: 45 undergraduates

SAMPLE TRIAL
Background: ‘Mudblood’ is a derogatory term that frequently refers to Muggleborns.
Person A is talking to Person B about Person A's coworker.
Person A: That Mudblood mowed her lawn yesterday.
If you were Person B, what would you say to disagree with Person A?
[I would say/I would not say]

METHOD
Stimuli presented for rejection in online surveys
E1: slurs (3 target groups, 12 stimuli) and insults (1 target group, 4 stimuli)
E2: presuppositions, appositives, and at-issue content (4 target groups, 8 stimuli)

POSSIBLE RESPONSES

MEANING OF ‘FOCUS’
Use-focus: You can’t use that word, that’s a slur.
Application-focus: Hermione specifically isn’t a Mudblood, but my neighbor is.
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Experiments 1 & 2: Addressing RQ1
PARTICIPANTS
E1: 57 undergraduates
E2: 67 undergraduates

SAMPLE TRIAL
Background: ‘Mudblood’ is a derogatory term that frequently refers to Muggleborns.
Person A is not a Muggleborn. Person A’s neighbor is not a Muggleborn.
Person A: My friend said that my neighbor is a Mudblood.
Evaluate this statement: [Agree/Disagree]
Person A is committed to a belief that certain people are despicable because they are 
Muggleborns.

METHOD
Stimuli embedded under scopal operators in online surveys
E1: slurs (4 target groups, 16 stimuli) and insults (2 target groups, 8 stimuli)
E2: presuppositions and appositives (3 target groups, 7 stimuli)

SCOPAL OPERATORS
(9) My friend said that my neighbor is a Mudblood.

say (presupposition plug, conventional implicature hole)
(10) My friend knows that my neighbor is a Mudblood.

know (factive, hole)
(11) My neighbor is not a Mudblood. My neighbor is a Pureblood.

propositional negation
(12) My neighbor is not a ‘Mudblood.’ My neighbor is a Muggleborn.

metalinguistic negation

Research Questions
1. Is slurs’ expressive content projective (speaker-oriented)?

Do slurs pattern like insults? Do slurs pattern 
homogeneously?
2. Do slurs resist direct rejection (are slurs not-at-issue)?

Are slurs ineffable?

Future Direction
Slurs are underrepresented in experimental work,

so any question goes!
 How does this fit in with appropriation?
 Are slurs of different demographics, different linguistically?
 Are spoken rejections different than written rejections?
 How is propositional negation understood?
 What is presuppositions’ within-category variability?

Selected Results
1. Slurs are speaker-oriented but more offensive than insults, thus eliciting direct, use-focus, repetition rejections
2. Slurs were not comparably projective to control items
3. Slurs that are more appropriated or more unfamiliar elicit different responses than expected
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Sentence 1: Direct or Indirect
That’s not appropriate.   or  Hey, wait a minute.

Sentence 2
No repetition, use-focus Repetition, application-focus Repetition, use-focus

She’s a Muggleborn. She’s not a Mudblood. She’s not a ‘Mudblood’, 
she’s a Muggleborn.
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Background
Slurs
• Derogatory terms that refer to a target group [1]

(1) Mudblood (slur) = Muggleborns (target group)
• Appropriation – can be reclaimed by target group positively 

[2]
(2) Hermione: I’m a proud Mudblood!

• Have descriptive, truth-conditional content, unlike insults 
[1]

(3) #Hermione is a Mudblood, but I deny saying she is 
Muggleborn.

(4) Hermione is a moron, but I deny saying anything else 
about her.
• Have expressive, speaker-oriented, projective content, like 

insults [3]
In (5) and (6), the speaker is insulting Hermione, her 

mother is not doing so – these are speaker-oriented:
(5) Hermione’s mom said that Mudblood Hermione is a 

good witch.
(6) Hermione’s mom said that moron Hermione is a good 

witch.

Why are slurs derogatory?
THREE COMPETING THEORIES [4]

(A) Non-content-based theories [5]: slurs are derogatory 
because of social taboo

Counterargument: doesn’t account for appropriation, insults 
also have a social taboo

(B) Narrow or semantic content-based theories [6, 7]: slurs are 
truth-conditionally derogatory, as in (7)

Counterargument: doesn’t account for appropriation, 
doesn’t account for negation as in (8) [8]

If (7) “Hermione is a Mudblood = Hermione is Muggleborn
and therefore despicable” is true

then (8) “Hermione is not a Mudblood = Hermione is not 
Muggleborn and therefore despicable” should be true

but (8a) “Hermione is not a Mudblood” is derogatory
while (8b) “Hermione is not Muggleborn and therefore 

despicable” is not derogatory

(C) Wide or pragmatic content-based theories [9, 10]: slurs 
trigger derogatory presupposition or conventional implicature
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