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Theoretical Background



Slur Reclamation

• Slur reclamation has attracted a lot of interest from philosophers 
(Anderson 2018; Cepollaro & López de Sa 2022; Jeshion 2020; Popa-
Wyatt 2020; Ritchie 2017; Zyglewicz in press). 

• There is agreement that some slurs have been reclaimed, to different 
degrees. How exactly do we know that they have, and to what degree? 

• Despite the level of interest in the topic, quantitative studies of slur 
reclamation are surprisingly rare (one exception is Edmonson 2021).



Slur Reclamation

• A characteristic feature of slur reclamation is the reduction of 
negative valence over time. (See Edmondson 2021, 212)

• Two plausible candidates of slurs that have been reclaimed are ‘queer’ 
(Brontsema 2004) and ‘slut’ (Herbert 2015).

• Results from two empirical studies (reported in Hansen and Liao in 
press) using an apparent time method show that these two terms, in 
their adjectival forms, exhibit this characteristic feature.



Language Change Over Time

• In an ideal world, we would conduct a real time longitudinal study 
that tracked the way a group of speakers over time, or different 
samples from a population at different times, use ‘queer’ and see if it 
shows signs of meaning change.



Language Change Over (Apparent) Time

• In an ideal world, we would conduct a real time longitudinal study 
that tracked the way a group of speakers over time, or different 
samples from a population at different times, use ‘queer’ and see if it 
shows signs of meaning change.

• In this non-ideal world, we conducted apparent time studies that 
assume “linguistic differences among different generations of a 
population (apparent-time differences) would mirror actual 
diachronic developments in the language (real-time linguistic 
changes)” (Bailey 2004: 313).
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Empirical Evidence





Study 2 (from Hansen & Liao in press)

• We intentionally recruited two age cohorts that are at least three 
decades apart, the under-30s and the over-60s, and did not attempt 
to achieve representativeness on other demographic dimensions.
• Under-30s — n = 194, 49.11%; Mage = 25.13, SDage = 3.45; 46.3% men, 

48.4% women, 5.3% non-binary; 54.5% white, 44.85% nonwhite; 
Mpolitical = 27.63, SDpolitical = 25.82; 15.5% some high school, 69.1% 
some undergraduate, 15.5% some postgraduate
• Over-60s — n = 193, 48.86%; Mage = 65.54, SDage = 4.86; 33.9% men, 

65.6% women, 0.5% non-binary; 89.6% white, 10.36% nonwhite; 
Mpolitical = 35.78, SDpolitical = 31.96; 9.3% some high school, 66.3% some 
undergraduate, 24.4% some postgraduate



Study 2 (from Hansen & Liao in press)

Two blocks in counterbalanced randomized order, on a scale of 0-100:
[intensity] How bad is it for a person to be called ‘____’?
[extension] What % of people can be reasonably called ‘____’?

In each block, in counterbalanced randomized order:
[target term] ‘racist’
[reclaimed(?) terms] ‘queer’, ‘slutty’, ‘neurodivergent’

Finally, demographic questions about age, gender, race, education level, 
and political orientation.





Reclaiming Slurs Over (Apparent) Time

• ‘Queer’ — The perceived valence difference between the two age 
cohorts (Munder-30s = 23.20, Mover-60s = 35.32) is negative, statistically 
significant, and small (difference = -12.12, 95% CI [-18.48, -5.75], 
t(371.76) = -3.74, p < .001; Cohen’s d = -0.38, 95% CI [-0.58, -0.18]).

• ‘Slutty’ — The perceived valence difference between the two age 
cohorts (Munder-30s = 54.20, Mover-60s = 65.62) is negative, statistically 
significant, and small (difference = -11.42, 95% CI [-17.67, -5.17], 
t(382.05) = -3.59, p < .001; Cohen’s d = -0.37, 95% CI [-0.57, -0.16]).



Study 3 (from Hansen & Liao in press)

• N = 398 (no exclusions)
• Demo (age, race, gender) representative US sample via Prolific

• Age — M = 45.50, SD = 15.49
• Race — 62.6% white, 27.4% nonwhite
• Gender — 48.5% men, 49.1% women, 2.4% nonbinary

• No experimental manipulation. Everyone was asked all questions



Study 3 (from Hansen & Liao in press)

Two blocks in counterbalanced randomized order, on a scale of 0-100:
[intensity] How bad is it for a person to be called ‘____’?
[extension] What % of people can be reasonably called ‘____’?

In each block, in counterbalanced randomized order:
[target term] ‘racist’
[reclaimed(?) terms] ‘queer’, ‘slutty’, ‘neurodivergent’

Finally, demographic questions about age, gender, race, education level, 
and political orientation.







Reclaiming Slurs Over (Apparent) Time

• ‘Queer’ — The correlation between perceived valence and 
respondent age is positive, statistically significant, and small (r = 0.10, 
95% CI [2.45e-03, 0.20], t(387) = 2.01, p = 0.045).

• ‘Slutty’ — The correlation between perceived valence and 
respondent age is positive, statistically significant, and small (r = 0.13, 
95% CI [0.03, 0.23], t(387) = 2.61, p = 0.009).



Study 3 (from Hansen & Liao in press)

• We can also (as in Study 2) examine two age cohorts that are at least 
three decades apart, the under-30s and the over-60s, to bring out any 
change over (apparent) time that exists.
• Under-30s — n = 85; Mage = 24.25, SDage = 3.20; 48.8% men, 46.2% 

women, 5.0% non-binary; 50.6% nonwhite; Mpolitical = 35.56, SDpolitical
= 29.45; 29.4% some high school, 61.2% some undergraduate, 9.4% 
some postgraduate
• Over-60s — n = 87; Mage = 65.22, SDage = 5.07; 52.4% men, 46.4% 

women, 1.2% non-binary; 17.2% nonwhite; Mpolitical = 40.57, SDpolitical
= 29.62; 18.4% some high school, 54.0% some undergraduate, 27.6% 
some postgraduate





Reclaiming Slurs Over (Apparent) Time

• ‘Queer’ — The perceived valence difference between the two age 
cohorts (Munder-30s = 23.66, Mover-60s = 34.01) is negative, statistically 
significant, and small (difference = -10.35, 95% CI [-20.01, -0.70], 
t(165.90) = -2.12, p = .036; Cohen’s d = -0.32, 95% CI [-0.62, -0.02]).

• ‘Slutty’ — The perceived valence difference between the two age 
cohorts (Munder-30s = 53.58, Mover-60s = 68.64) is negative, statistically 
significant, and medium (difference = -15.07, 95% CI [-24.01, -6.13], 
t(169.99) = -3.33, p = .001; Cohen’s d = -0.51, 95% CI [-0.81, -0.20]).



Other Thoughts



Application Range?

• In addition, we consider whether there is an inverse correlation 
between a reclaimed slur’s negative valence and its application range. 

• We find mixed results: there does appear to be such an inverse 
correlation at the apparent time level, but there does not appear to 
be such a relationship at the individual level. 

• To illustrate, we present results concerning ‘queer’ from Study 3.









Neutral Counterpart?

• Slur reclamation can result in the coexistence of (at least) two 
valences of the same term in natural language (Zyglewicz in press).

• For example, even nowadays ‘queer’ can still be used with its slurry 
negative valence and with its neutral valence. If valences are part of a 
term’s sense, then successful slur reclamation can create a 
homonymous neutral counterpart of a slur (see Falbo 2021: sec 2–3 
for an overview).



Neutral Counterpart?

• Indeed, with ‘queer’, we found that political liberals and political 
conservatives agree on its application range, but disagree about its 
negative valence. 

• The fact that we did not find negative valence to be inversely 
correlated with the application range at the individual level suggests 
that the extension of a term can come apart from its pejorative force, 
consistent with the existence of neutral counterparts. 







Free Ideas?



Ideas for Future Studies?

How should we follow up? What studies would you like to see?

• Reviewer 1: Does linguistic change with slurs happen more quickly 
due to the attention that they receive?
• Reviewer 2: Could some speakers use ‘queer’ as synonymous with 

‘weird’ and thus have different neutral counterparts in mind?

• Other terms: ‘autistic’? What else?
• Using linguistic corpora and LLM-automated classification?



COCA sample for ‘queer’


