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Philosophers  and  linguists  have  recently  turned  their  attention  to  slurs:  derogatory
expressions that target groups on the basis of race, gender, sexual orientation, nationality
and so on (e. g "nigger", "kike" etc.). The problem of slurs has become important in formal
semantics, because slurs display number of peculiar linguistic features; and in philosophy,
because their  presence in  natural  languages raises foundational  questions about  non-
truth-conditional meanings. Despite these recent investigations about pejoratives, there is
no  widely  accepted  account  of  the  phenomenon.  In  the  present  talk,  we  discuss  the
different problems that slurring expressions raise, consider the different accounts defended
in  the  literature  and  assess  the  difficulties  they  encounter.  We  therefore  explore
successively two other possibilities. We first focus on a pragmatic theory calling on the
notion of presupposition. Under such a view, slurs are truth-conditionally equivalent to their
neutral  counterpart  (e.  g.  "black",  "Jew"  etc.),  and  carry  in  addition  a  negative
presupposition responsible for the additional pragmatic effects that slurs provoke when
uttered  (offense,  derogation  etc.).  We  discuss  the  advantages  of  the  presuppositional
account and respond to some objections (especially cancellability). Then, we remark that
pragmatic  theories  give  center  stage to  properties  that  slurs  inherit  from their  use for
communicative purposes, neglecting at the same time the possibility of a private use of
pejoratives in thought, at the mental level. In order to conciliate an essentially linguistic
account of slurs and the possibility of pejorative thoughts, we single out a concept class
that we think is relevant response-dependent concepts. More precisely, we defend the view
that slurring terms express response- dependent concepts, in virtue of which they apply to
the individuals who provoke certain (emotional) reactions in the concept’s users. Just as
you can’t think of an object as ‘that thing’ unless you stand in the right perceptual relation
to the thing in question, you can’t think of an object as an X (where ‘X’ is a slur) unless you
have the right kind of emotional relation to that kind of object. Under such a view, slurs are
indexical expressions.


