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Abstract: While prototypical uses of slurs express contempt for targets, some reclaimed uses are associated with positive evaluations.
This practice may raise concerns. I anticipate this criticism in what
I dub the Warrant Argument (WA) and then defend the legitimacy
of this kind of reclamation. For the WA, standard pejorative uses of
slurs are problematic for assuming unwarranted connections between
descriptive properties (e.g., being gay) and value judgements (e.g.,
being worthy of contempt). When reclaimed uses of slurs express a
positive evaluation of their targets – the WA goes – reclamation fails
to challenge the unwarranted link between descriptive properties and
value judgements, and merely reverses the evaluation polarity from
negative to positive. So, the WA concludes, reclaimed uses of slurs
evaluating targets positively for belonging to a certain group make a
similar moral error as derogatory uses of slurs (sections 2-3). The WA
could lead us to condemn reclamation. To resist this conclusion, I
draw a parallel with affirmative action, arguing that it can be morally
permissible to balance an existing form of injustice by temporarily
introducing a countervailing mechanism that prima facie seems to
violate the norm of equality: even if the WA were right, it wouldn’t
constitute an argument against the moral permissibility of reclamation in the case of most slurs (section 4). This line of argument in
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defense of pride reclamation may also serve to debunk the myths of
reverse racism and reverse sexism (section 5).
Keywords: Hate speech; polarity reversal; reclamation; reverse racism; reverse sexism; slurs.

1. Introduction
While prototypical uses of slurs often express contempt for targets, some
reclaimed uses of such epithets are associated with a positive evaluation of
the target class. This practice – let’s call it ‘pride reclamation’ – may raise
concerns under certain readings. In this paper, I anticipate this criticism –
summarized in what I dub the Warrant Argument (WA) – and defend the
legitimacy of this kind of reclamation. According to the WA, what is problematic with standard pejorative uses of slurs is that they assume an unwarranted connection between descriptive properties (such as being gay,
being Italian, being Jewish and so on) and value judgements (being bad,
being worthy of contempt and the like). When reclaimed uses of slurs express pride and/or a positive evaluation of their targets – the WA goes –
they fail to challenge such a wrong link between descriptive properties and
value judgements, and merely manage to reverse the polarity of the value
judgement from negative to positive, from contempt to pride. So, the WA
concludes, reclaimed uses of slurs expressing a positive evaluation of the
slur’s targets make a similar moral error as ordinary derogatory uses of slurs
(sections 2-3). The WA could lead us to condemn or even ban pride reclamation, just like we do with derogatory uses of slurs. To resist this conclusion, I draw a parallel with the mechanisms of affirmative action, to argue
that it can be morally permissible to balance an existing form of injustice
by temporarily introducing a countervailing mechanism that prima facie
seems a violation of the norm of equality: the analogy with affirmative action suggests that, even if the WA were right, it wouldn’t constitute an
argument against the moral permissibility of pride reclamation in the case
of most slurs (section 4). Finally, I show how this line of argument in defense
of pride reclamation may also serve to debunk the myths of reverse racism
and reverse sexism (section 5).
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2. The moral mistake of slurring
Slurring is to derogate people on the basis of their belonging to a certain
category that typically has to do with race, sexual orientation, gender, nationality, religion and so on (see i.e. Saka 2007; Hom 2008; Richard 2008).
What distinguishes slurs from other pejoratives such as ‘asshole’ or ‘jerk’ is
that only the former target people qua members of a social group. A slur
like ‘wop’ does not merely derogate an Italian person, but attacks her because she is Italian.
Scholars have developed different theories as to how to analyze slurs and
their pejorative content (see Hess forthcoming for a rich but concise survey).
In this paper, I stay neutral with respect to two central aspects: (i) how
slurs convey the derogatory content with which they are associated (i.e.,
whether the derogatory content is lexically encoded or not; and if it is, how),
and (ii) how such a derogatory content should be spelt out. With respect
to these issues, I will just adopt two general assumptions that are compatible with most existing accounts of slurs: (i) standard uses of epithets are
systematically associated with derogatory contents and (ii) the derogatory
content of slurs – however it is conveyed – amounts to something roughly
like ‘bad for being P’, where ‘P’ is a descriptive property such as being gay,
being Black, being Italian, etc. Let me briefly elaborate on both points.
Regarding (i), the use of slurs conveys pejorative contents across contexts, regardless of the intentions of the speaker; moreover, it conveys such
contents even when slurs are embedded under semantic operators. In fact,
the derogatory content of epithets displays a striking feature that has attracted a good deal of attention from linguists and philosophers of language
in the past years, namely projection (see i.a. Potts 2005; Schlenker 2007;
Anderson and Lepore 2013; Jeshion 2013a, 2013b; Bolinger 2015; Nunberg
2018; Camp 2018). ‘Projection’ refers to the fact that the derogatory content of slurs survives in the interaction with many semantic operators, i.e.,
projects out of semantic embedding. Take the sentence ‘Lucia is a wop’.
The derogatory content towards Italian people – however we prefer to spell
it out – survives when we embed the sentence under negation, in the antecedent of a conditional, in a question or a modal: ‘Lucia is not a wop’, ‘If
Lucia is a wop, her brother is too’, ‘Is Lucia a wop?’, ‘Lucia might be a
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wop’. As one can see, the derogatory content of slurs is very hard to suspend, at least in their non-reclaimed uses.
As for (ii), it suggests that what slurs do in general is to express a
negative evaluation (often characterized as contempt) based on some descriptive properties (e.g., being gay, being Black, being Italian, etc.) that
do not warrant per se a negative evaluation. Using slurs thus involves a
morally wrong connection between a descriptive property and a value judgement. Such a link between the descriptive property and the evaluation is
not merely correlational: from the perspective that the use of slurs encourages, targets do not just happen to be bad; they are bad because they satisfy
a certain descriptive property (e.g., being Italian, gay, Black and so on).
Suppose that research finds out that every single Italian person is bad in
some respects: if you know that someone is Italian, you automatically know
that s/he is bad in some way. This correlational claim that every Italian is
bad in some respect would still differ from the racist assumption conveyed
by uses of ‘wop’ that an Italian is bad for being Italian. In this paper I
assume that the idea that being from a certain country (as well as having
a certain sexual orientation, gender, religion, etc.) makes an individual worthy of a negative evaluation is morally wrong.
The morally problematic assumption that the use of slurs expresses and
promotes, together with the endurance and pervasiveness of their derogatory content, makes epithets particularly toxic and dangerous. It is not
surprising that slurs are typically banned from the public debate in liberal
democracies (see i.a. Stanley 2015) and some scholars advocated silentist
positions, according to which any occurrence of slurs – including mere mention – is offensive and should be therefore banned (Anderson and Lepore
2013). There are non-derogatory occurrences of slurs, though, that usually
survive most kinds of censorship: they are the so-called reclaimed uses of
epithets, to which we now turn.

3. Pride reclamation of slurs and the Warrant Argument criticism
Reclamation is the phenomenon for which speakers, typically members
of the target group, can use a slur in such a way that the pejorative is not
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offensive anymore in those contexts; in contrast, reclaimed slurs often convey positive contents and attitudes about the target class, they typically
express pride, intimacy, solidarity, and camaraderie (see Tirrell, 1999; Brontsema, 2004; Croom 2011, 2013, 2014; Bianchi 2014; Miščević and Perhat
2016; Ritchie 2017; Anderson 2018; cf. Burnett 2020 and Zeman 2021).
Even though it is unclear that all instances of reclamation do so, at least
some reclaimed uses of derogatory epithets seem to switch the standard
evaluative content of slurs from negative into positive, thus turning contempt into pride (i.a., Kennedy 2002; Ritchie 2017; Jeshion 2020, PopaWyatt 2020). Under a very general characterization, these reclaimed uses
of slurs convey something along the line of ‘good for being P’ (Ritchie 2017).
I dub these uses ‘pride reclamation’.
Many scholars got interested in reclamation because it constitutes an
instance of meaning change (a temporary or stable change, according to
different views) that challenges most existing accounts of slurs. Others, like
Bianchi (2014), underline further interesting aspects: reclamation has
proved so far one of the most effective tools to get rid of the toxic and
harmful powers of slurs. For Bianchi (2014), while reclamation weakens the
toxicity of slurs, silentism risks to worsen it: this is why reclamation should
be encouraged and reclaimed uses of slurs should not be banned nor censored. In this picture, reclamation is presented as a possible way to counteract racism, homophobia and discrimination, and scholars have pointed
out the benefits of reclamation with respect to empowerment (see i.a.
Croom 2014). This view is also supported by empirical studies (see for instance Galinsky et al. 2003; Galinsky et al. 2013), according to which selflabeling – applying a slur to oneself – has important empowering effects.
Not everyone agrees, however: scholars such as Bailey et al. (1998) have
illustrated a wide range of attitudes vis-à-vis the practice of reclamation,
from very positive to very negative. The detractors of reclamation have
various strings to their bow: they can argue that reclamation is self-defeating because it ultimately disguises self-contempt (Kennedy 2002). They may
worry that it ends up legitimizing the use of slurs in a dangerous way (Herbert 2015), for instance by suggesting that certain terms are harmless
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and can be used inconsiderately. It could be maintained that reclamation
contributes to the linguistic segregation of targets, thus worsening their
overall social segregation, and so on.
In this paper, I anticipate and reject a different worry, summarized in
what I call the Warrant Argument (WA). According to the WA, instances
of reclamation conveying a positive evaluation of the target class (‘good for
being P’) are morally problematic in that they end up making a similar
moral mistake to the one standard pejorative uses of slurs make. Recall
what we have observed in section 2, namely that slurs express negative
judgements of a subject on the basis of a descriptive property that does not
warrant a negative evaluation per se. Those who find this morally problematic might also agree that being from a certain country (as well as having
a certain sexual orientation, gender, religion, etc.) does not by itself make
anyone good, just as much as it doesn’t make one bad. If one acknowledges
that being Italian (or gay or Black, etc.) does not warrant a negative value
judgement – the WA goes – they should also acknowledge that it does not
warrant a positive evaluation either. The WA does not assume that because
a descriptive property P does not warrant a negative evaluation, then it
cannot warrant a positive one at the same time – this would be trivially
false. Rather, it takes it that the particular descriptive properties picked
out by prototypical slurs (in relation to race, sexual orientation, gender,
etc.) do not warrant per se any value judgement at all (neither positive nor
negative). Since, as we saw, standard uses of slurs convey a negative evaluation and the reclaimed uses (at least some of them) convey a positive
evaluation, the Warrant Argument – applied to ‘wop’ – goes as follows:
1. Standard uses of a slur like ‘wop’ convey the idea that being
Italian in itself warrants a negative evaluation, and this is wrong,
because being Italian never justifies any value judgement: there
is nothing bad or good per se in being Italian.
2. Certain reclaimed uses of ‘wop’ convey the idea that being
Italian is per se good, thus that it warrants a positive evaluation.
This is wrong, because being Italian never justifies any value
judgement: there is nothing bad or good in itself in being Italian.
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3. So, certain reclaimed uses of ‘wop’ that convey a positive evaluation of Italians qua Italians make a similar moral mistake to
the one made by standard negative uses of slurs.

The WA leads one to conclude that both derogatory and reclaimed slurs
encapsulate a moral mistake. This in turn may prompt the conclusion that
also reclaimed slurs should be banned. Indeed, most existing accounts of
reclamation suggest that what reclamation does to slurs (especially at its
early stages) is to reverse the polarity of the evaluation (or expressive content, depending on the account one favors) from negative to positive. On
these accounts, reclamation (at least at its earlier stages) does not challenge
the unwarranted link – associated with slurring – between a property such
as being Italian, being Black, being gay, etc. and a value judgement.
One could stop the WA right here by suggesting that there is an important difference between pride and contempt, between expressing positive
and negative evaluations. One could say that the WA shouldn’t lead to
conclude that reclamation has to be banned simply because while violence
and harm follow from hate speech, nothing similar is likely to follow from
reclamation. In fact, pride per se doesn’t need to involve a feeling of superiority over everyone else (cf. recognition vs. appraisal respect in Darwall
1977). This strategy to stop the WA is more problematic that it seems,
because it’s not so clear that positively connoted social terms are harmless:
think, for instance, of how ‘Aryan’ was used by Nazis. Think what it would
be like if slurs against white people were reclaimed (?). Invoking a deep
asymmetry between social terms associated with positive rather than negative contents may not be enough to stop the WA from banning reclamation.
In this paper, I signal a longer route to do so. The advantage of this longer
journey is that by granting more to the WA, its conclusion in favor of the
moral permissibility of reclamation should be appealing to a larger audience.
Finding answers to the WA that can be shared widely is especially important, given the connection with the myth of reverse racism or sexism to
which I’ll turn in section 5.
This said, if we accept, with the WA, that certain kinds of reclamation
encapsulate and endorse a faulty connection between descriptive properties
regarding social groups and unwarranted evaluations, could such a practice
of reclamation be nevertheless morally permissible? In the next session I
Organon F 2021: 1–17
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present a parallel with affirmative action, aimed at maintaining that reclamation is morally permissible, notwithstanding the criticism from the Warrant Argument.
Before moving to the next section, let me remark that not all accounts
of reclamation need to deal with the WA, as not all approaches grant that
reclaimed uses of slurs involve ‘polarity reversal’, as Jeshion (2020) calls it.
While many proposals (e.g., Ritchie 2017, Jeshion 2020, Popa-Wyatt 2020)
do suggest that (at least some) reclaimed uses of slurs involve the expression
of some positive content, other proposals don’t need to. Take for instance
Bianchi (2014), according to whom using a slur in a reclaimed way is (i) to
evoke the standard derogatory content that slurs typically convey while (ii)
expressing at the same time one’s dissociative attitude towards it. In this
framework, speakers need not express a positive attitude towards the target
class; all they need is to dissociate from the negative attitudes associated
with derogatory uses. Put differently, some accounts need not worry about
whether the moral permissibility of certain kinds of reclamation is challenged by the WA, because their proposals do not subscribe to the second
premise of the WA to begin with (i.e., the idea that at least some reclaimed
uses of slurs convey a positive evaluation of the target class).
What about all the other theories according to which reclamation consists in polarity reversal? In the next section, I propose a way to respond to
the challenge raised by the WA which is available to possibly any account
of reclamation that subscribes to the second premise of the WA.

4. In defense of pride reclamation: a parallel with affirmative
action
In this section I show that, despite appearances, the WA does not necessarily constitute an argument against the moral permissibility of reclamation, if we accept that it can be morally permissible to balance an existing
form of injustice by temporarily introducing a countervailing mechanism
that – taken out of context – may look like a violation of the norm of
equality. To this end, I propose a parallel with a very different phenomenon
in a very different domain: the debate on affirmative action. My proposal
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is to resist the conclusion that it is morally problematic for certain reclaimed
uses of slurs to convey unwarranted positive evaluation of the target class,
by understanding such uses of epithets as remedies meant to countervail
existing power imbalances. To illustrate this parallel, let us look at affirmative action, typically defined along these lines:
Affirmative action means positive steps taken to increase the representation of women and minorities in areas of employment, education, and culture from which they have been historically excluded. When those steps involve preferential selection – selection
on the basis of race, gender, or ethnicity – affirmative action generates intense controversy. (Fullinwider 2013)

Affirmative action gave rise to a lively debate concerning how to interpret
it and, above all, how to engage in it, if at all (for a survey on the debate
starting from the Seventies, see Fullinwider 2017). A possible way to understand affirmative action is the following: in order to balance an unjust
mechanism (negative discrimination), it is morally admissible to introduce
a countervailing kind of imbalance (positive discrimination) that is supposed to counteract the initial one over time. Consider the case of an unfair
society characterized by systematic gender imbalances where women face
undeserved barriers to employment. The employment practice in such a
society discriminates on the basis of gender (negative discrimination). One
measure that can help to fix this unfair situation is to resort to affirmative
action and, in particular, to gender quotas that increase the employment
rates of women and try to balance their exclusion (positive discrimination).
Such a procedure is meant not only to (partially) balance the past exclusion,
but also to start a virtuous circle where a gender-balanced work environment is more likely to avoid the exclusion of women in the future. In a sense
(and this point attracted much criticism since the Seventies), affirmative
action does not challenge the problem at its roots – i.e., it does not challenge
discrimination as a matter of principle, nor does it call into question the
fact that gender should not be crucial to whether one gets a job or not. It
assumes that the best way to eradicate gender imbalances in the job market
– rather than disavowing the very practice of taking the gender of the job
candidate into account – is to temporarily modify the valence of discrimination (from negative to positive), in order to achieve anti-discriminatory
Organon F 2021: 1–17
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results in the long run. One could thus say that affirmative action temporarily reproduces the problematic mechanisms it aims to fight, with an opposite valence: if a woman gets hired because of gender quotas (i.e., because
she’s a woman), one could say that the system keeps engaging in employment practices that “discriminate” on the basis of gender. Interestingly,
most of the arguments employed to defend affirmative action and quotas
are instrumental: they justify the introduction of certain mechanisms that
prima facie violate the rule of equality in order to fix a previous widespread
and systematic injustice. In the words of Goldman: “Thus short-run violations of the rule [of equality] are justified to create a more just distribution
of benefits by applying the rule itself in future years” (Goldman 1979: 164165). Affirmative action is morally justified in as much as it delivers positive
results in balancing past discrimination and preventing ongoing and future
discrimination. Indeed, a crucial point in the debate around affirmative action concerns the results it produces (for instance, concerning the effects of
gender quotas, see Matland 2006; Franceschet and Piscopo 2008; SchwindtBayer 2009; Alexander 2012; Kittilson and Schwindt-Bayer 2012; Barnes
and Burchard 2013; O’Brien and Rickne 2016).
Let’s now go back to the reclamation of slurs. The parallel with affirmative action is meant to suggest that even though certain uses of reclaimed
slurs convey the idea that merely belonging to a category makes a person
worthy of positive evaluation, such uses are morally permissible in as much
as they deliver beneficial results in taking the derogatory content off these
terms in the long run. Even if one goes as far as to consider certain kinds
of reclamation as short-run violations of the rule of equality (and they may
look as such in accounts like Ritchie’s), they would be interim solutions to
fight the kind of prejudice and discrimination that slurs both express and
spread. The question whether reclamation works as a measure to achieve
such goals (empowering the victims of discrimination and turning the slur
into a less powerful weapon in the long run) is to be investigated on empirical grounds. Experimental studies support the claim that reclamation delivers good results in terms of decreasing the perceived offensiveness of slurring terms and raising the subject’s sense of empowerment. According to
Galinsky et al. (2003) and Galinsky et al. (2013), the fact that people selfapply slurs has, on the one hand, important effects both on how powerful
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they feel and how powerful the observers perceive them; on the other hand,
the self-application of the slur diminishes the perceived offensiveness of the
term. Moreover, reclamation seems to have eventually succeeded in affecting the derogatory content in some cases: after a process of reclamation,
‘queer’ has today a new non-derogatory use that we can observe in expressions such as ‘Queer Tango’, ‘Queer Film Festival’, ‘Queer Culture’, ‘Queer
Studies’, etc. (see Brontsema 2004). What is interesting is that the reclamation of ‘queer’ did not finally turn it into something like a positive slur
– i.e., a term conveying a positive value judgement on the target class qua
category; rather, it simply made the term non-derogatory. The same might
happen for many other reclaimed slurs.
I don’t mean to put too much weight on the empirical claim that reclamation is beneficial; rather, I argue that if it is beneficial as it seems, then
accepting the WA does not automatically mean banning reclamation, because – as the case of affirmative action shows – it can be morally permissible to balance an existing form of injustice by temporarily introducing a
countervailing mechanism that may prima facie seem in violation of the
norm of equality, if this measure proves beneficial on empirical grounds. So,
if reclamation succeeds in securing beneficial empirical results, then it’s safe
from the censorship that could follow from the WA.

5. A digression: Black Lives Matter and the myth of reverse
racism
The observations made so far may have further interesting applications beyond the debate on slurs, as this little digression will suggest. On June 6,
2017, the Black commentator and producer Lisa Durden appeared on Fox
News’ Tucker Carlson Tonight to discuss the issue of why it was legitimate
for Black Lives Matter (BLM) to create a ‘Black only’ safe space for the
Memorial Day Celebration. Tucker Carlson, a white conservative commentator, accused BLM of being racist: the whole point of BLM is to fight
racism and nevertheless they were excluding people on the basis of race.
Lisa Durden remarked “you’ve been having ‘white day’ forever, you don’t
say the words anymore ‘cause you know it’s politically incorrect, but you’ve
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had an all-white Oscars, all these movies with all-white actors, movie after
movie after movie, (…) and over and over again”. Carlson asked, “I just
have a very simple question for you: if you don’t like people excluding others
on the basis of their race (…), why are you doing it?”. Then again “If you
don’t like it, why are you perpetuating it?”, “Do you think it’s racist to
exclude people on the basis of their skin color?”. Durden answered, “I think
it’s racist when you’ve been excluding people for hundreds and hundreds of
years and we are forced to come together collectively to celebrate ourselves
because you guys won’t; you are the largest society: let’s be real here”. After
another exchange, Durden claimed, “Unfortunately, when you have a racist
society like America, you force people to come together collectively to make
sure that they have a voice”. Durden was suspended and then fired from
her position of adjunct professor at Essex County College in Newark.
I suggest that the issue discussed in this brief dialogue – was BLM being
racist or not? – may be analyzed along the lines illustrated in the previous
sections. It may be true that, strictly speaking, excluding people from an
event on the basis of their race is something that in an ideal society
shouldn’t happen, as it would violate the norm of equality; however, in a
racist society like the North-American one, it can be morally permissible to
temporarily introduce a measure that prima facie violates the norm of equality that aims to balance a systemic form of injustice over time.
Similar observations apply more generally to the myth of reverse racism
or sexism, according to which members of privileged groups (white people,
men, etc.) are victims of the discrimination allegedly perpetuated by underprivileged groups (Black people, women). This kind of attitude suggests
that the pursuit of an antiracist and antisexist society may result in the
members of the privileged groups ending up being the victim of discrimination. One way to debunk this myth is by underlining how the rich and
heterogeneous family of empowering measures (from celebrations in safe
spaces to positive uses of slurs) are local and interim solutions to fight power
imbalance in the face of systematic and ingrained forms of injustice. There
may be a day when Black Lives Matter will not have reasons to exist, nor
gender quotas. However, such a day has yet to come and, to say it with a
slogan: to make things right, it may be not enough to just do things right.
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6. Conclusion
In this paper I argued that the moral permissibility of pride reclamation
is not automatically ruled out by the WA: as other domains – like political
representation and employment practices – show, it can be morally permissible to balance an existing form of negative discrimination by temporarily
introducing a countervailing mechanism that seems prima facie to violate a
norm of equality. This is not to suggest that reclamation and affirmative
action are the same thing, but the disanalogies between the two do not
seem to threaten my point. An interesting disanalogy worth mentioning is
that while reclamation is typically determined and pursued by the group
that is discriminated against (and, in some cases, their allies), affirmative
action, in contrast, is usually decided from above and it is not mainly pursued or implemented by the discriminated group. Some could thus say that
affirmative action involves a bit of paternalism that reclamation lacks. I
shall leave the task of defending affirmative action from the charge of paternalism to another occasion, as I do not need the parallel between reclamation and affirmative action to go too far. But it is nevertheless interesting
to note that, if one thinks that affirmative action could have non-beneficial
effects on the discriminated groups due to its character of a decision from
above, this difficulty does not arise for reclamation, that is typically ignited
and mainly carried out by the target class and its allies.
To conclude, in this paper I have anticipated and rejected a worry
against the moral permissibility of pride reclamation, i.e., reclamatory uses
of slurs conveying a positive evaluation of the target. I summarized this
criticism in what I dubbed the Warrant Argument. According to the WA,
standard and reclaimed uses of slurs make a similar moral error in that both
assume an unwarranted connection between descriptive properties (such as
being gay, being Italian, being Jewish and so on) and value judgements
(being bad/good, being worthy of contempt/pride). The WA could lead us
to condemn or ban pride reclamation, just like we do with derogatory uses
of slurs, but I have proposed a parallel with the mechanisms of affirmative
action that provides a way to resist this conclusion. The case of affirmative
action shows that it can be morally permissible to balance an existing form
of injustice by temporarily introducing a countervailing mechanism that
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prima facie seems to violate the norm of equality, if the measure proves
effective in fighting oppression. The analogy with affirmative action suggests that, even if the WA were right, it wouldn’t constitute an argument
against the moral permissibility of pride reclamation. This strategy to defend the moral permissibility of reclamation from the WA is not the most
direct one, as one could simply reject one of WA’s premises. The advantage
of this longer journey is that by granting more to the WA, its conclusion
should be appealing to a larger audience.
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