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Abstract In a recent study on indirect reports published in Journal of Pragmatics, 
Capone (Journal of Pragmatics 42:377–391, 2010) points out how several leading 
pragmatic theorists have recently argued that utterance interpretation incorporates 
societal information such that the final result of semantic and pragmatic interpreta-
tion takes sociocultural defaults into account (e.g., Jaszczolt, Default semantics: 
foundations of a compositional theory of acts of communication, Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2005). Croom (Language and Communication 33:177–204, 2013) 
for one has pointed out how different in-group and out-group speakers have in 
fact used slurs in different ways, and further suggests that several salient cultural 
markers can aid in the interpretation of whether a slur is being used derogatorily 
or nonderogatorily in a given context (p. 200). Thus, for pragmatic theorists con-
cerned with the semantics and pragmatics of slurs more specifically, several highly 
important yet currently unexplored questions include the following: Are racial slurs 
always used to express offense, and are racial stereotypes always concerned with 
negative characteristics? How might the stereotypical features of members that a 
slur typically targets influence the meaning that slur communicates in context, and 
how might racial slurs and stereotypes differentially affect members of different 
races? Concerned with such questions, Embrick and Hendricks (Symbolic Interac-
tion 36:197–215, 2013) recently argued that racial slurs and stereotypes function as 
symbolic resources that exclude nonwhite or non-European American minorities 
but not whites or European Americans from opportunities or resources, and so are 
necessarily negative or derogatory irrespective of the particular context of their use 
(pp. 197–202). They accordingly advocate an account of racial slurs and stereotypes 
that is consonant with the context-insensitive accounts of Fitten (1993) and Hedger 
(2013) yet dissonant with the context-sensitive accounts of Kennedy (Nigger: The 
strange career of a troublesome word, New York: Vintage Books, 2002) and Croom 
(Lang Sci 33:343–358, 2011). The purpose of this chapter is to first briefly explicate 
the context-insensitive and context-sensitive accounts of racial slurs and stereo-
types, consider reasons for why issues concerning the semantics and pragmatics of 
slurs have often appealed to stereotypes and stereotypical features, and then criti-
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792 A. M. Croom

cally evaluate the main claims that Embrick and Henricks (2013) recently proposed 
in support of their context-insensitive account by drawing upon empirical evidence 
on (in-group and out-group uses of) racial slurs and stereotypes (for European 
Americans and African Americans) from recent research in linguistics, sociology, 
and psychology. This chapter concludes by discussing implications of the present 
findings for future work in pragmatics on racial slurs and stereotypes.

Keywords Slurs · Stereotypes · Semantics · Pragmatics · Reappropriation · 
Philosophy of language

1  Introduction

In a recent study on indirect reports published in Journal of Pragmatics, Capone 
(2010) points out how several leading pragmatic theorists have recently argued that 
utterance interpretation incorporates societal information such that the final result 
of semantic and pragmatic interpretation takes sociocultural defaults into account 
(for more on the pragmatics of indirect reports cf. Capone 2013; Capone 2012; for 
more on default semantics cf. Jaszczolt and Allan 2011; Jaszczolt 1997, 2010a, b, 
2005a, b ). Croom (2013a) for one has pointed out how different in-group and out-
group speakers have in fact used slurs in different ways, and further suggests that 
several salient cultural markers can aid in the interpretation of whether a slur is be-
ing used derogatorily or nonderogatorily in a given context (p. 200). For example, 
Croom (2013a) points out how speakers may strategically employ linguistic fea-
tures characteristic of their in-group to strategically signal their in-group status and 
that several salient cultural markers that can aid in the interpretation of slurs being 
used nonderogatorily rather than derogatorily often include, for example, sameness 
of stereotypical target features (e.g., members of the same racial in-group using the 
relevant racial slur between each other, members of the same sexual in-group using 
the relevant sexist slur between each other, etc.) as well as sameness of communica-
tive medium and style (e.g., members communicate in both the same language and 
speech style, such as African American Vernacular English (AAVE), etc.).

Thus, for pragmatic theorists concerned with the semantics and pragmatics of 
slurs more specifically, several highly important yet currently unexplored questions 
include the following: Are racial slurs always used to express offense, and are racial 
stereotypes always concerned with negative characteristics? How might the stereo-
typical features of members that a slur typically targets influence the meaning that 
slur communicates in context, and how might racial slurs and stereotypes differen-
tially affect members of different races? Concerned with such questions, Embrick 
and Henricks (2013) recently argued that racial slurs and stereotypes function as 
symbolic resources that exclude nonwhite or non-European American minorities 
but not whites or European Americans from opportunities or resources, and so are 
necessarily negative or derogatory irrespective of the particular context of their use 
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793An Assessment of the Negative and Positive Aspects of Stereotypes …

(pp. 197–202).1 They accordingly advocate an account of racial slurs and stereo-
types that is consonant with the context-insensitive accounts of Fitten (1993) and 
Hedger (2013) yet dissonant with the context-sensitive accounts of Kennedy (2002) 
and Croom (2011). Although Embrick and Hendricks (2013) briefly consider the 
point made by Kennedy (2002) that racial slurs like nigger may not necessarily be 
considered as negative or derogatory racial insults, particularly when they are used 
within certain in-group contexts (e.g., when a racial slur towards African Americans 
is used among fellow African Americans, or when a racial slur towards European 
Americans is used among fellow European Americans), Embrick and Henricks 
(2013) clearly assert that they reject this possibility:

Kennedy (2002) argues that the term [nigger] has been the most socially consequential 
racial insult, but adds that it need not be. The word carries little meaning without context 
and to say otherwise is to transform it into a fetish (Kennedy 2002). We disagree. The term 
cannot be abstracted from the context it is derived. It is inseparable from a history of white-
on-black oppression in which whites enslaved, lynched, and murdered millions of blacks, 
and often did so as while using this particular slur. (p. 201, my emphasis)

Embrick and Henricks (2013) thus propose an account of racial slurs and stereo-
types that is consonant with that suggested by others like Fitten (1993) and Hedger 
(2013). In “Fighting Words: No Matter Who Uses Them, Racial Slurs Ultimately 
Serve To Denigrate and Divide,” for instance, Fitten (1993) boldly claims that:

attempts to “demystify” or “redefine” racial slurs are psychologically impossible […] the 
use of racial slurs intra-racially perpetuates within the group all of its negative history and, 
on some levels, is a form of self-hatred […] intra-racial references to racial slurs [also] 
have another effect: They make the group or groups originally responsible for creating 
stigmatizing language feel that the demeaning historical aspects of the words were, and 
still are, valid.

Similarly, in “Meaning and Racial Slurs: Derogatory Epithets and the Semantics/
Pragmatics Interface,” Hedger (2013) more recently argues that:

No matter the context of conversation, the use of a slur is offensive and expresses contempt. 
Although Christopher Hom (2008) purports to give some examples of non-derogatory uses 
of slurs, I follow Anderson and Lepore (2013a) in urging that these examples are clearly 
offensive. Furthermore, I have yet to find a single informant who sides with Hom (2008) on 
this issue. Hence, since a slur word is offensive in any context, the offensiveness is part of 
the semantic meaning of slur words, and is not a result of any peculiar use of slurs. (p. 209)

So in contrast with the context-sensitive view of scholars such as Kennedy (2002) 
and Croom (2011) that holds that the use of racial slurs are not necessarily 
derogatory and that whether their use is considered derogatory or not is depen-
dent upon the particular context of its use, Embrick and Henricks (2013) support 
the context-insensitive view of scholars such as Fitten (1993) and Hedger (2013) 
that holds that the use of racial slurs are necessarily derogatory and that whether 

1 In this chapter, I often use the terms European American and white, as well as the terms African 
American and black, synonymously, since these respective pairs of terms are often used inter-
changeably in the extant literature. However, I generally prefer to use the expressions European 
American and African American, as these strike my ear as most neutrally descriptive. In all cases, 
however, I hope it is evidently clear that as a language theorist I have tried to discuss this sensitive 
issue with extreme care and unprejudiced concern.
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794 A. M. Croom

their use is considered derogatory or not is independent of the particular context of 
its use (pp. 197–202). Embrick and Henricks (2013) thus argue for the general or 
unqualified claim about racial slurs and stereotypes—that the use of racial slurs and 
stereotypes:

represent how white supremacy is preserved […] to reinforce material inequities. Because 
acted-upon epithets [i.e. slurs] and stereotypes are racially unequal, their consequences 
further crystallize each group’s location within the racial order. They serve as resources that 
impose, confer, deny, and approve other capital rewards in everyday interactions. That is, 
they further exclude racial minorities, blacks and Latinas/os in particular, from opportuni-
ties and resources, all the while preserving the superior status of whites. (p. 211)

2  Slurs, Semantics, and Stereotypical Features

Before turning to carefully consider the context-insensitive account of slurs and 
stereotypes that Embrick and Henricks (2013) have recently proposed, it would be 
useful to first briefly consider how issues concerning the semantics and pragmatics 
of slurs have often appealed to stereotypes and stereotypical features. For instance, 
in “Slurs and Stereotypes,” Jeshion (2013) discusses how various scholars including 
“Lynn Tirrell, Tim Williamson, Christopher Hom, Adam Croom, and Liz Camp” 
(p. 314) have all offered some form of stereotype semantics for slurs (SSS) whereby 
the offensiveness or derogatory content of slur expressions are accounted for by 
drawing upon stereotypical features of the group members that those slurs are typi-
cally used to target.2 Jeshion (2013) offers at least four reasons for the appeal of 
such an approach (p. 314), which I roughly rehearse here. First, occasions of slur 
use towards those that they target often and almost effortlessly bring to mind stereo-
types of the target qua their membership in the relevant group. Second, occasions 
of slur use towards those that they target are often extraordinarily harmful to their 
self-conception and sense of self-worth in ways that pertain to them qua their group 
membership, and one could plausibly explain this by appealing to stereotypes of the 
target qua their membership in the relevant group. Third, slur expressions are more 
strongly offensive than other pejorative expressions (like jerk and asshole) and one 
could plausibly explain this by pointing out that since slur expressions presumably 
appeal to stereotypes of the target qua their membership in the relevant group, where-
as other more generally pejorative expressions do not, the class of slur expressions 
are usually capable of offending targets on a much more specific or personal level 
than pejorative expressions (cf. the discussion of slurs and target aptness and lexi-
cal aptness in Croom 2014a, p. 235). And fourth, slur expressions are more strongly 
prohibited than other pejorative expressions, and one could plausibly explain this by 
pointing out that since slur expressions are presumably capable of offending targets 
on a much more specific or personal level than pejorative expressions (on the basis 
of the third point just considered), it might accordingly seem reasonable to impose 
relatively stronger prohibitions on slur expressions than pejorative expressions (cf. 
the discussion of slurs and prohibition in Anderson and Lepore 2013a, b). These 

2 Cf. Camp 2013; Croom 2013a; Croom 2011; Hom 2010, 2012; Hom 2008; Tirrell 1999a, b, 
2012; Williamson 2003, 2009, 2010.
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795An Assessment of the Negative and Positive Aspects of Stereotypes …

are at least four reasons for why issues concerning the semantics and pragmatics of 
slurs have often appealed to stereotypes (Jeshion 2013, p. 314).

Further, it has been well argued in the literature that most concepts of natural 
language correspond to prototype or family resemblance categories whereby “each 
item [in a given category] has at least one, and probably several, elements in com-
mon with one or more other items, but no, or few, elements are common to all items” 
(Rosch and Mervis 1975, p. 575; cf. Wittgenstein 1953).3 Pinker and Prince (1996) 
further suggest that family resemblance categories are appropriately understood as 
“generalizations of patterns of property correlations within a set of memorized exem-
plars” (p. 325), and that they differ from “classical categories” in several important 
ways, including (1) unlike classical categories, family resemblance categories lack 
necessary and sufficient conditions for membership, (2) unlike classical categories, 
family resemblance categories have graded degrees of membership, (3) unlike clas-
sical categories, family resemblance categories can often be summarized by an ideal 
member or prototype, which is sometimes but not always an actual exemplar of the 
category, (4) unlike classical categories, there are sometimes unclear cases for family 
resemblance categories, and (5) unlike classical categories, good members of family 
resemblance categories tend to have characteristic nondefining features (p. 308).

In “The Concept of Family Resemblance in Wittgenstein’s Later Philosophy,” 
Wennerberg (1967) correctly explains that “Wittgenstein introduced this concept [of 
family resemblance] in order to attack the traditional doctrine that all the entities 
which fall under a given term must have some set of properties or features in com-
mon, the presence of which makes it correct to subsume an entity under this term” 
(p. 107), and in line with this insight Pinker and Prince (1996) have highlighted the 
fact that “Family resemblance categories are defined by correlations among features 
in sets of similar memorized exemplars, and allow us to make inferences about the 
observable products of history” (p. 353). So in line with the family-resemblance 
conception, Croom (2011, 2013a) has suggested that we view some categories of 
natural language as constellations of properties or features that exhibit “a compli-
cated network of similarities overlapping and criss-crossing: sometimes overall simi-
larities, sometimes similarities of detail” (Wittgenstein 1953, Sect. 66). In applying 
such categories in order to communicate some content to a hearer, speakers are able 
to choose among the categories available in their lexical inventory to pick out that 
which is, although perhaps not necessarily an “ideal” choice (but importantly, one 
might even question what “ideal” would mean in such cases, given the trade-offs 
required to maximize on precision, economy of expression, or politeness strategies), 
at least their most apt choice for their current conversational purpose. For example, 
in discussing the role that the stereotype associated with a particular slur plays and 
how the descriptive features involved in that stereotype contribute to the predication 
of certain content in the application of a slur towards its target in context, Croom 

3 As Wittgenstein (1953) suggests in Philosophical Investigations, after considering various cas-
es of activities that are typically considered to count as games (e.g., board games, card games, 
ball games, chess, noughts and crosses, patience, tennis, ring-a-ring-a-roses, etc.): “the result of 
this examination is: we see a complicated network of similarities overlapping and criss-crossing: 
sometimes overall similarities, sometimes similarities of detail” (Sect. 66) and that “I can think of 
no better expression to characterize these similarities than ‘ family resemblances ’; for the various 
resemblances between members of a family: build, features, colour of eyes, gait, temperament, etc. 
etc. overlap and criss-cross in the same way.—And I shall say: ‘games’ form a family” (Sect. 67).

UNCORREC
TE

D PR
OOF

A
ut

ho
r's

 P
ro

of
!



796 A. M. Croom

(2011, 2013a) suggests that the term nigger (identified as N below) can be usefully 
understood as a family resemblance (rather than classical) category that consists in a 
constellation of stereotypical properties (identified as P below) such as the following:

N �Nigger)
P1 x is African American (Fredrickson 1971, p. 41; Asim 2007, 

p. 12)
P2 x is prone to laziness (Asim 2007, p. 27)
P3 x is subservient (Fredrickson 1971, p. 41; Asim 2007, p. 12)
P4 x is commonly the recipient of poor treatment (Fredrickson 

1971, p. 41; Asim 2007, p. 12)
P5 x is athletic and musical (Alim et al. 2010, p. 128)
P6 x is sexually liberal or licentious (Asim 2007, p. 27)
P7 x is simple minded (Asim 2007, p. 27)
P8 x is emotionally shallow (Asim 2007, p. 27)
P9 x is a survivor, tough, or prone to violence (Anderson 1999, 

p. 50; Rahman 2012)
P10 x is loud and excessively noisy (Anderson 1999, p. 50)

These properties (P1)–(P10) could be ranked by the order in which their possession 
by an individual x is taken as a salient indicator of category membership (e.g., one 
could calculate the statistical correlation for each property associated with N 
and rank order them from highest to lowest) with the relative rankings of these 
properties being adjustable or updatable in accord with changes in context. For 
instance, property (P1) would be ranked relatively higher than property (P6), and 
so (P1) would be considered a more salient indicator than (P6) that the individual 
possessing it is a member of the category N. In other words, although (racist or in-
group) speakers typically ascribe the term nigger to target individuals possessing 
the highest-ranking property (e.g., P1) as well as the most properties (e.g., P1–P10) 
in N, (racist or in-group) speakers may still informatively or effectively ascribe that 
slur to someone who fails to possess the highest-ranking property (e.g., P1) or even 
the most properties (e.g., P1–P10) in N, given the appropriate context and commu-
nicative purpose. However, in order for the (racist or in-group) speaker’s choice to 
refer to a target individual as a nigger to be considered a strategically apt choice for 
that speaker, it must be thought (or at least assumed for the purpose of the conversa-
tion) that the target individual possesses a practically sufficient set of properties in 
(P1)–(P10) such that N is the most appropriate or serviceable category under which 
to subsume the individual for the purposes of the speaker’s current conversational 
aim. For instance, if a speaker is intending to communicate that some target that 
they dislike and consider inferior possesses some subset of the properties (P1)–
(P10), then that speaker might strategically choose to employ N as the category that 
most efficiently and economically predicates the intended properties of their target 
and most forcefully expresses a negative attitude towards them, at least to the extent 
that N is better for this than other categories available to the speaker in their lexical 
inventory (Croom 2013a, p. 199; Croom 2011, p. 356).
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797An Assessment of the Negative and Positive Aspects of Stereotypes …

So in contrast with traditional views of slurs, whereby the possession of some 
criterial feature or property was assumed to be essential for an individual’s being 
a member of some category (the category N), Croom (2011, 2013a) suggest that, 
e.g., although different individuals that are referred to as niggers are likely to share 
different subsets of properties (P1)–(P10) with other individuals also referred to by 
this slur expression, it need not be the case that for each slurred individual they must 
share some criterial feature or property with every other slurred individual. Rather, 
what is of paramount importance on this pragmatic view is whether the employ-
ment of a slur on part of the speaker in some particular context may be considered a 
strategically apt enough, or optimally relevant, choice for that speaker given their 
current conversational purpose (for further discussion of relevance in communica-
tion and cognition cf. Wilson and Sperber 2004; Sperber and Wilson 1986).

Now that we have briefly reviewed at least four reasons for why issues con-
cerning the semantics and pragmatics of slurs have often appealed to stereotypes 
(Jeshion 2013, p. 314), and have also reviewed the role that the stereotype associ-
ated with a particular slur plays and how the descriptive features involved in that 
stereotype contribute to the predication of certain content in the application of a slur 
towards its target in context (Croom 2013a, p. 199; Croom 2011, p. 356), we can 
now proceed to carefully consider the context-insensitive account of racial slurs 
and stereotypes advocated by scholars such as Embrick and Henricks (2013), Fitten 
(1993), and Hedger (2013), as well as critically evaluate the main claims that Em-
brick and Henricks (2013) recently proposed in support of their context-insensitive 
approach by drawing upon empirical evidence on (in-group and out-group uses) 
racial slurs and stereotypes (for both European Americans and African Americans) 
from recent research in linguistics, sociology, and psychology.

3  Embrick and Hendricks (2013) on the Inequality  
of Slurs and Stereotypes

In “Discursive Colorlines at Work: How Epithets and Stereotypes are Racially Un-
equal,” Embrick and Henricks (2013) investigated the use of slurs and stereotypes 
in the workplace by conducting a 6-month case study with the staff of a baked-
goods company in the southwestern USA (pp. 199–201). This case study involved 
informal observations and semistructured interviews of approximately 20 % of the 
company workforce, or 38 members from work. Informal observations were re-
corded 5 days a week and semistructured interviews consisted of 50 questions deal-
ing with issues of race, class, gender, and sexuality. In terms of gender, this group 
consisted of 90 % men and 10 % women, and in terms of race this group consisted of 
50 % European Americans, 25 % African Americans, 20 % Hispanic Americans, and 
5 % Asian Americans (for further discussion of methodological issues in this study 
cf. Sect. 4 of this chapter and Croom 2014c).

Embrick and Henricks (2013) argued from the results of their investigation that 
racial slurs and stereotypes that are used against “whites” or European Americans 
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798 A. M. Croom

are not equivalent to racial slurs and stereotypes that are used against “non-whites” 
or “racial minorities, blacks and Latinas/os in particular” (p. 197). Embrick and 
Henricks (2013) succinctly summarized their position as follows:

From our data, we contend stereotypes are racially unequal in two ways. One, they dis-
proportionately describe whites positively and blacks and Latinas/os negatively. And two, 
white stereotypes are more three-dimensional, pluralistic, and even contradictory in nature, 
whereas nonwhite stereotypes, especially black and Latina/o ones, characterize these 
groups in a one-dimensional, monolithic manner. (p. 207)

Further claims by Embrick and Henricks (2013) about how slurs and stereotypes are 
racially unequal include the claims that “racial slurs and stereotypes applied to whites 
by non-whites do not carry the same meaning or outcomes as they do when these 
roles are swapped” (p. 197), that “Whereas nigger and wetback are terms typically 
attached to all members of each respective group, some of the most popular white 
slurs, especially honky and cracker, have historically been reserved for segments of 
the white population” (p. 205), that “racial epithets directed toward whites are un-
likely to affect their life chances in the same way that racial epithets directed toward 
minorities do” (p. 197), and that “Whites have power and agency to deny and apply 
epithets and stereotypes to themselves and other groups, while blacks and Latinas/os 
do not possess such power or privilege” (p. 198). For the sake of clarity I explicate 
eight of the main claims (C1–C8) maintained by Embrick and Henricks (2013), with 
(C1)–(C4) concerning racial stereotypes and (C5)–(C8) concerning racial slurs:

C1:  Stereotypes of white European Americans are positive whereas stereotypes 
of non-white non-European Americans are negative. (p. 207)

C2:  Stereotypes of white European Americans are pluralistic whereas stereotypes 
of non-white non-European Americans are monolithic. (p. 207)

C3:  Stereotypes applied to white European Americans do not have the same 
meaning as stereotypes applied to non-white non-European Americans. 
(p. 197)

C4:  The power to apply and deny stereotypes is held by white European Ameri-
cans whereas the power to apply and deny stereotypes is not held by non-
white non-European Americans. (p. 198)

C5:  Slurs applied to white European Americans are restricted in that they apply 
to some (but not all) of its prototypical members whereas slurs applied to 
non-white non-European Americans are unrestricted in that they apply to (not 
some but) all of its prototypical members. (p. 205)

C6:  Slurs applied to white European Americans do not have the same meaning as 
slurs applied to non-white non-European Americans. (p. 197)

C7:  Slurs applied to white European Americans do not affect their life chances 
whereas slurs applied to non-white non-European Americans do affect their 
life chances. (p. 197)

C8:  The power to apply and deny slurs is held by white European Americans 
whereas the power to apply and deny slurs is not held by non-white non-
European Americans. (p. 198)

Claims (C1), (C2), and (C3) are further clarified with the table that Embrick and 
Henricks (2013) provide outlining “Common Stereotypes for Whites, Blacks, and 
Latinas/os” (cf. Table 1, p. 207).
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800 A. M. Croom

In this table, Embrick and Henricks (2013) suggest that stereotypes for white 
European Americans are almost exclusively positive: with the exception of the two 
perhaps slightly insulting names “Hillbilly” and “rednecks,” they ascribed whites 
or European Americans predominantly positive stereotypes including “Individual-
istic,” “Meritocratic,” “Elite,” “powerful (possess much privilege and authority),” 
“noble,” “humanitarian,” and “Rich and wealthy” (p. 207). Yet, Embrick and Hen-
ricks (2013) suggest that stereotypes for nonwhite African Americans, in contrast to 
those for white European Americans, are exclusively negative: without exception 
they ascribed African Americans exclusively negative stereotypes including “Lazy,” 
“no work ethic,” “undependable,” “Biologically different,” “intellectually inferior,” 
“beast-like physical features,” “Dependency mentality (“freeloader” mindset),” 
“Primitive,” “savages,” “inhuman,” “Deviant,” “criminal-minded,” “Worthless,” 
“Destined for menial, physical labor,” “Prone to violence,” and “Hyper-sensitive to 
racial issues” (p. 207).4 Given their table claiming that stereotypes for nonwhite Af-
rican Americans are exclusively negative whereas stereotypes for white European 
Americans are for the most part positive, Embrick and Henricks (2013) suggested 
that “white epithets carry no real negative consequences for most whites” and that 
“whites [and whites alone] are afforded sanctuary from epithets and stereotypes that 
have historically justified the mistreatment of certain groups of people” (p. 198). 
Before arguing in the next section that Embrick and Henricks (2013) are incorrect 
in arguing for (C1), (C2), (C4), (C5), (C7), and (C8), I first argue in this section that 
Embrick and Henricks (2013) are correct in arguing for (C3) and (C6).

First consider claim 3 (C3) by Embrick and Henricks (2013), which holds that 
stereotypes applied to white European Americans do not have the same meaning 
as stereotypes applied to nonwhite African Americans (p. 197). I argue that they 
are correct in arguing for (C3) since there are studies that support the claim that 
stereotypes applied to white European Americans do not have the same meaning as 
stereotypes applied to nonwhite African Americans (i.e., European Americans and 
African Americans have different stereotypes). For instance, Block et al. (2012) had 
participants assess stereotypes and rate the likelihood that characteristics from each 
scale of the diagnostic ratio approach were descriptive of white European and non-
white African American managers (p. E128), and in agreement with (C3) evidence 
from this study suggests that stereotypes applied to white European Americans do 
not have the same meaning as stereotypes applied to nonwhite African Americans, 
since “White managers were stereotyped as more competent, ambitious, and manip-
ulative; whereas Black managers were stereotyped as more interpersonally skilled 

4 Due to space constraints, I restrict the discussion of nonwhite minorities in this chapter to Af-
rican Americans and do not further discuss empirical data concerning other nonwhite minority 
groups such as Hispanic Americans or Asian Americans, even though many of the points made in 
this chapter concerning African Americans do apply to other minority groups including Hispanic 
Americans and Asian Americans also. I focus the discussion here on African Americans because 
(1) this appears to be the first and most salient minority racial group Embrick and Henricks (2013) 
consider (p. 201), and (2) this appears to be the minority racial group from which the most empiri-
cal data can be gathered. I therefore reserve discussion of other minority groups, such as Hispanic 
Americans and Asian Americans, for future work cf. Croom (2008, 2010, 2011, 2012, 2013a, b, 
2014a, b, c).
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801An Assessment of the Negative and Positive Aspects of Stereotypes …

and less polished” (p. E128). In another study, Ryan et al. (1996) had participants 
judge the variability and provide trait and confidence judgments of hypothetical 
group members (p. 199), and in agreement with (C3) evidence from this study also 
suggests that stereotypes applied to white European Americans do not have the 
same meaning as stereotypes applied to nonwhite African Americans, since “Blacks 
were seen as more likely to be violent and have run-ins with the police than Whites 
[…] Similarly, Blacks were seen as less likely to be whimpy than Whites […] the 
data indicate that the stereotype of African Americans as aggressive [in comparison 
to European Americans] remains intact today” (p. 95). Bucholtz (2011a) further 
DQDO\]HG�D�GDWDVHW�RI�+ROO\ZRRG�ILOPV��n = 56) that were released between 1980 and 
2008 and concluded from her analysis that throughout popular culture there was “a 
widely circulating ideology of black masculinity as hyperphysical and hypersexual 
(Hooks 1992) and of white masculinity as physically awkward, uptight, and emo-
tionally disconnected” (p. 259; cf. Bucholtz 1999). Evidence of this kind that shows 
that stereotypes applied to white European Americans do not have the same mean-
ing as stereotypes applied to nonwhite African Americans therefore suggests that 
Embrick and Henricks (2013) are correct in arguing for (C3).

Next, consider claim 6 (C6) by Embrick and Henricks (2013), which holds that 
slurs applied to white European Americans do not have the same meaning as slurs 
applied to nonwhite African Americans (p. 197). I argue that they are correct in 
arguing for (C6) since there are studies that support the claim that slurs applied 
to white European Americans do not have the same meaning as slurs applied to 
nonwhite African Americans (i.e., slurs applied to European Americans and African 
Americans have different meanings). Bucholtz (2011a) for one offers evidence in 
accord with (C6) suggesting that slurs applied to white European Americans do not 
have the same meaning as slurs applied to nonwhite African Americans, since the 
meaning of the racial slur wigger or wigga concerns primarily “a white male hip 
hop fan, typically middle-class and suburban, often laughably inauthentic” whereas 
the meaning of the racial slur nigger or nigga concerns primarily “urban African 
American youth […] being playas and gangstas—hard, cool, and down” (Bucholtz 
2011a, p. 257, 259, my emphasis).5 Foreman (2013) and Lemon (2013) also discuss 
some of the history of racial slurs directed towards white European Americans and 
nonwhite African Americans, respectively, and in agreement with (C6) evidence 

5 Croom (2014a) has also clarified the differential meanings of different slurs by pointing out 
how “an application of a particular slur in context does not occur at random, but instead based on 
considerations of their systematic differential application–conditions, which concern descriptive 
features of targets such as their racial or sexual identity. This is not only how speakers are able to 
systematically distinguish between relatively broader categories of slurs (e.g., the racial slur nig-
ger from the sexual slur faggot) but further how speakers are able to systematically distinguish 
between relatively narrower categories of slurs (e.g., the racial slur nigger from the racial slur 
gook) within those broader categories. That there are in fact different types of slurs applied dif-
ferentially towards targets is noncontroversial—as Anderson and Lepore (2013a) rightly point 
out, there in fact exists a large variety of slurs ‘that target groups on the basis of race (“nigger”), 
nationality (“kraut”), religion (“kike”), gender (“bitch”), sexual orientation (“fag”), immigrant 
status (“wetback”) and sundry other demographics ’ (p. 25)—and accounting for this basic fact has 
been outlined in prior work as one of several conditions to be met by any explanatorily adequate 
account of slurs” (p. 228).
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802 A. M. Croom

from these reports suggest that slurs applied to white European Americans do not 
have the same meaning as slurs applied to nonwhite African Americans, since the 
racial slur cracker “is a demeaning, bigoted term […] a sharp racial insult that 
resonates with white southerners” (Foreman 2013) whereas the racial slur nigger 
is a “dark, degrading hateful insult for African Americans” (Lemon 2013, my em-
phases). Evidence of this kind showing that slurs applied to white European Ameri-
cans do not have the same meaning as slurs applied to nonwhite African Americans 
therefore suggests that Embrick and Henricks (2013) are correct in arguing for (C6).

4  A Critical Assessment of How Unequal Slurs  
and Stereotypes Are

Having now explained why Embrick and Henricks (2013) are correct in arguing for 
(C3) and (C6), I now show that they are incorrect in arguing for (C1), (C2), (C4), 
(C5), (C7), and (C8). First consider claim 1 (C1) by Embrick and Henricks (2013), 
which holds that stereotypes of white European Americans are positive whereas ste-
reotypes of nonwhite African Americans are negative (p. 207). I argue that they are 
incorrect in arguing for (C1) since there are studies that support the claim that some 
stereotypes of white European Americans are negative and that some stereotypes 
of nonwhite African Americans are positive. For instance, Bucholtz (2001) con-
ducted ethnographic fieldwork (1995–1996) on white European American students 
at Bay City High School in San Francisco, California, and focused on investigat-
ing how these students enact and manage their social identities, and in disagree-
ment with (C1) evidence from this study suggests that white European Americans 
do have negative stereotypes, including characterizations of being “nerds,” “so-
cial underachievers,” “intellectual overachievers,” and “uncool” (p. 86). Bucholtz 
(2001) explains how white European American students that enact “an extreme 
version of whiteness” are considered “nerds” and “are members of a stigmatized 
social category” (p. 86, 85). In another study, Bucholtz and Lopez (2011) analyzed 
a large dataset of Hollywood films and focused on investigating how these Hol-
lywood films stereotyped white European American and nonwhite African Ameri-
can social identities (p. 682), and in disagreement with (C1) evidence from this 
study also suggests that white European Americans do have negative stereotypes, 
including characterizations of “white masculinity as inadequate” (p. 698), being 
“uptight” (p. 682), “physically and emotionally repressed” (p. 698), “inauthentic” 
(p. 698), and “deficient” in qualities “including coolness, physical toughness, and 
sexual self-confidence” (p. 682). Bucholtz and Lopez (2011) point out, for example, 
how recent Hollywood films have popularly highlighted “the instability of racial, 
gender, and class hegemonies in the current sociohistorical era” which includes “a 
newly vulnerable white middle-class masculinity” (p. 698, 681).

Furthermore, Hughey (2012) conducted ethnographic fieldwork (2006–2007) on 
white European American members of an antiracist group in the mid-Atlantic USA 
and focused on investigating how these members enact and manage their social 
identities, and in disagreement with (C1) evidence from this study also suggests that 
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803An Assessment of the Negative and Positive Aspects of Stereotypes …

white European Americans do have negative stereotypes, including characteriza-
tions of being “inherently racist” (p. 231), “hypocrites reaping racial privilege from 
an unequal social order,” and “unerring beneficiaries of white supremacy” (p. 227). 
Hughey (2012) explains how “The respondents in this study perceived their white-
ness as inherently stigmatized due to their participation in racial segregation, their 
possession of racial stereotypes, and their lack of serious political and social uni-
fication with people of color” (p. 226). In another study, Storrs (1999) conducted 
ethnographic fieldwork on mixed-race women of white and nonwhite ancestry in 
the northwestern USA and focused on investigating how these women enact and 
manage their social identities, and in disagreement with (C1) evidence from this 
study also suggests that white European Americans do have negative stereotypes, 
including characterizations of being “discriminatory,” “oppressive,” “racist,” “pa-
triarchal,” “bland,” “tasteless,” “devoid of meaning,” and “boring as the spiceless 
foods they prefer” (pp. 195–196). As Storrs (1999) explains, “These women reject 
their white ancestry and culture because of their interpretation of this culture, and 
their ancestors, as racist, patriarchal, and discriminatory. Their narratives reveal that 
this negative characterization also captures, for them, the attitudes and behaviors of 
most whites […] as biased and prejudiced by virtue of their social location in the 
racial hierarchy” (p. 197, 196).

Not only do Embrick and Henricks (2013) overemphasize the robustness of posi-
tive stereotypes for white European Americans but they also further overempha-
size the negative stereotypes for nonwhite African Americans as well. For instance, 
Czopp and Monteith (2006�� FRQGXFWHG� D� VWXG\� LQYROYLQJ� VWXGHQWV� �n = 4404) in 
Lexington, Kentucky, and focused on investigating how students stereotyped white 
European American and nonwhite African American social identities; in disagree-
ment with (C1) evidence from this study suggest that nonwhite African Americans 
do have positive stereotypes, including characterizations of being “hip” (p. 235), 
“socially savvy” (p. 235), “friendly” (p. 243), “funny” (p. 243), “family-oriented” 
(p. 243), “confident” (p. 243), “ambitious” (p. 243), “proud” (p. 243), “respect-
able” (p. 243), “underappreciated” (p. 243), “successful” (p. 243), “smart/edu-
cated” (p. 243), “good speakers” (p. 243), “good cooks” (p. 243), “open-minded” 
(p. 243), “artistic” (p. 243), “full of soul” (p. 243), “musically talented” (p. 243), 
“good dancers” (p. 243), “good at sports” (p. 243), “muscular” (p. 243), “good look-
ing” (p. 243), “fashionable” (p. 235), “very attractive and stylish in their appearance 
and their physical and verbal mannerisms” (p. 235), and exuding a sense of “sexual 
mystique” (p. 235), “social and sexual competence” (p. 235), and “a unique sense 
of ‘ coolness ’” (p. 235). Czopp and Monteith (2006) explain how “Racial prejudice 
toward African Americans has been largely measured and researched in terms of 
negative and hostile attitudes. However, there is considerable research to suggest 
the prevalence of evaluatively positive beliefs about Blacks” (p. 233; cf. Sniderman 
and Piazza 2002). In yet another study, Cutler (2007) analyzed a dataset of recorded 
Master of Ceremonies (MC) Battles and focused on investigating how white Europe-
an Americans and nonwhite African Americans stereotyped social identities in these 
filmed hip-hop battles (p. 682); in disagreement with (C1) evidence from this study 
also suggests that nonwhite African Americans do have positive stereotypes, includ-
ing characterizations of being “authentic” (p. 10), “real” (p. 11), “urban” (p. 17), 
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804 A. M. Croom

“streetwise” (p. 17), “cool” (p. 17), “artistic creators” (p. 10), “trend setters” (p. 10), 
and “entrepreneurs” (p. 10). As Cutler (2007) explains, “There is quite a powerful 
discourse within hip-hop that privileges the Black body and the Black urban street 
experience and despite the visibility of White rappers such as Eminem, Whiteness is 
still marked against the backdrop of normative Blackness” with “Whites [often] be-
ing [stereotyped as] wannabes and dilettantes who think they can cross racial bound-
aries and participate in another cultural domain” (p. 10, 16; cf. Cutler 2009).

Further still, Bucholtz and Lopez (2011) offered evidence from their study sug-
gesting that, in disagreement with (C1), nonwhite African Americans do have positive 
stereotypes, including characterizations of “coolness” (p. 682), “confidence” (p. 698), 
“sexual self-assurance” (p. 699), “physical toughness” (p. 682), and “the ability to 
speak forthrightly” (p. 698). Bucholtz and Lopez (2011) mention how Hollywood 
films have popularly highlighted “the instability of racial, gender, and class hegemo-
nies in the current sociohistorical era” that includes an “apparently positive valoriza-
tion of African American culture and identity” (p. 698). One last source of evidence 
suggesting, in disagreement with (C1), that nonwhite African Americans do have 
positive stereotypes comes from Storrs (1999) who offers evidence suggesting that 
stereotypes of African Americans included characterizations of being “more interest-
ing,” “spicy,” and exhibiting “zest,” “finesse,” and “a sort of in your face attitude” 
(p. 195). Storrs (1999) explains that since “In their family and personal experiences, 
whites are stigmatized as the oppressors,” and “Given the dichotomous construction 
of racial boundaries, women portrayed non-whites in a contrasting manner by high-
lighting positive cultural characteristics” (p. 197). As Storrs (1999) further remarks:

the respondents in this study are not the only ones who are challenging racial meanings. In 
some ways, the women’s actions parallel the multiracial social movement that is occurring 
nationally. This larger movement attempts to shift racially mixed persons from a stigma-
tized category to one that is legitimately recognized and positively affirmed by the public. 
(p. 210)

Evidence of this kind that shows that some stereotypes of white European Ameri-
cans are negative and that some stereotypes of nonwhite African Americans are 
positive therefore suggests that Embrick and Henricks (2013) are incorrect in argu-
ing for (C1).

Next, consider claim 2 (C2) by Embrick and Henricks (2013), which holds that 
stereotypes of white European Americans are pluralistic whereas stereotypes of non-
white African Americas are monolithic (p. 207). I argue that they are incorrect in argu-
ing for (C2) since there are studies that support the claim that stereotypes of nonwhite 
African Americans (along with white European Americans) are pluralistic rather than 
monolithic. For instance, Ryan et al. (1996) had participants judge target groups with 
respect to 16 attributes that included both traits and attitude statements,6 and in dis-
agreement with (C2) evidence from this study suggests that stereotypes of nonwhite 
African Americans are pluralistic rather than monolithic, since stereotypes for Afri-
can Americans included both negative and positive attributes.7 Examples of negative 

6 The attributes and the mean percentages of African Americans and European Americans that 
were perceived to possess each of them are presented in Table 2 of Ryan et al. (1996), p. 86.
7 Ryan et al. (1996) further mention that, “Black and White subjects agreed in their judgments of 
the attributes that were stereotypic and counterstereotypic of the two target groups” (p. 87).
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805An Assessment of the Negative and Positive Aspects of Stereotypes …

traits for African Americans included “Poor” and “Superstitious” and examples of 
negative attitude statements for African Americans included “I’ve had a lot of run-ins 
with the police” and “I just can’t seem to keep a job very long,” whereas examples of 
positive traits for African Americans included “Streetwise” and “Emotionally expres-
sive” and examples of positive attitude statements for African Americans included “I 
would enjoy singing in a church choir” and “I grew up close to my cousins, aunts, 
and uncles” (Ryan et al. 1996, p. 86).8 The point here that stereotypes of nonwhite 
African Americans are pluralistic rather than monolithic has likewise been addressed 
by Czopp and Monteith (2006) who have properly pointed out that:

When discussing issues related to interracial conflict, many people tend to assume that 
Whites’ perceptions of Blacks largely reflect hostility and antipathy. However, there is a 
good deal of research suggesting that Whites’ views of Blacks are not uniformly negative 
but represent a duality of positive and negative attributes. (p. 233)

Evidence of this kind that shows that stereotypes of nonwhite African Americans 
(along with white European Americans) are pluralistic rather than monolithic there-
fore suggests that Embrick and Henricks (2013) are incorrect in arguing for (C2).

Next, consider claim 4 (C4) by Embrick and Henricks (2013), which holds that 
the power to apply and deny stereotypes is held by white European Americans 
whereas the power to apply and deny stereotypes is not held by nonwhite African 
Americans (p. 198). I argue that they are incorrect in arguing for (C4) since there 
are studies that support the claim that the power to apply and deny stereotypes is 
not held exclusively by white European Americans. For instance, Cutler (2003) 
conducted fieldwork in New York City on white European American hip-hop par-
ticipants, and in disagreement with (C4) evidence from this study suggests that the 
power to apply and deny stereotypes is not held exclusively by white European 
Americans, since they often have to “fight an uphill battle” against the many nega-
tive stereotypes directed against them within a thriving hip-hop culture (p. 224).9 
Cutler (2003) explains this by pointing out how:

Hip-hop’s rootedness in underprivileged urban African American communities as well as 
its inherent antiestablishment ideology casts the participation of privileged white youth 
who represent part of that establishment into stark relief. Within hip-hop, the unequal 
black-white binary is subverted; blackness emerges as normative and authentic and white-
ness—usually the unmarked invisible category—becomes visible and marked. (p. 229)

8 Evidence from this study also suggests that stereotypes of European Americans are pluralistic 
rather than monolithic, since stereotypes for European Americans included both negative and posi-
tive attributes as well. For instance, examples of negative traits for European Americans included 
“Sheltered” and “Stuffy” and examples of negative attitude statements for European Americans 
included “I believe my job is more important than family” and “I have usually been given what-
ever material things I needed or wanted without having to work for them,” whereas examples of 
positive traits for European Americans included “Competitive” and “Organized” and examples 
of positive attitude statements for European Americans included “If you want to get ahead, you 
have to take charge” and “A kid growing up in the U.S. has unlimited opportunities” (Ryan et al. 
1996, p. 86).
9 For more on language use and identity in the context of hip hop culture, cf. Alim 2002, 2003a, 
b, 2004, 2005a, b, 2006, 2009a, b, c; Alim and Baugh 2006; Alim et al. 2009, 2010; Lee 2009a, b; 
Boyd 2002; Smitherman 2000; Baugh 1983.
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806 A. M. Croom

In another study, Rahman (2007) analyzed the language use of speakers from a da-
WDVHW�RI�FRPHGLF�QDUUDWLYHV��n = 15) and focused on investigating how these comedic 
narratives stereotyped white European American and nonwhite African American 
social identities (p. 682), and in disagreement with (C4) evidence from this study 
also suggests that the power to apply and deny stereotypes is not held exclusively 
by white European Americans, since often:

African American characters are cast as humanly and culturally rich survivors whose com-
mon sense and resilience allow them to “make a way out of no way.” In contrast, [the 
white middle-class] establishment characters appear as narrowly logical, ethnically bland, 
and ineffectual. The positive portrayal of African Americans is itself a tool of survival 
that stems from a self-empowering community ideology that serves as a buffer against the 
effects of perceived racism. (p. 65; cf. Rahman 2004)

Indeed, in “Stereotype Lift” Walton and Cohen (2003) conducted a meta-analysis of 
UHOHYDQW�HPSLULFDO�VWXGLHV��n = 43) on stereotypes and found that “When a negative 
stereotype impugns the ability or worth of an outgroup,”—where the out-group in 
cases like Rahman’s (2007) are those of the white European American middle-class 
establishment—“people [of the in-group] may experience stereotype lift—a perfor-
mance boost that occurs when downward comparisons are made with a denigrated 
outgroup” (p. 456) which “is assumed to alleviate the doubt, anxiety, or fear of 
rejection [of in-group members] that accompanies the threat of failure” from engag-
ing with those that are considered out-group members in relation to them (p. 457).

In yet another study, Norton and Sommers (2011��KDG�SDUWLFLSDQWV��n = 417) rate 
on a ten-point scale the extent to which they felt both white European Americans 
and nonwhite African Americans were the targets of discrimination in each decade 
from the 1950s to the 2000s (p. 216), and in disagreement with (C4) evidence from 
this study also suggests that the power to apply and deny stereotypes is not held 
exclusively by white European Americans, since there is now “a broader belief in 
a new, generalized anti-White bias” and “That Whites now believe that anti-White 
bias is more prevalent than anti-Black bias” (p. 217). Norton and Sommers (2011) 
further explain that “White respondents were more likely to see decreases in bias 
against Blacks as related to increases in bias against Whites—consistent with a 
zero-sum view of racism among Whites” and that “not only do Whites think more 
progress has been made toward equality than do Blacks, but Whites also now be-
lieve that this progress is linked to a new inequality—at their expense” (p. 217).10 

10 It is interesting to note here how the perception of power could bear on the actualization of 
power in social contexts. For instance, as Brown and Levinson (1978) have previously proposed, 
a speaker S who implicates through their use of language that they are of higher social status or 
more powerful than their hearer H is engaging in talk that “is risky, but if he [the agent or speaker] 
gets away with it (H doesn’t retaliate, for whatever reason), S succeeds in actually altering the 
public definition of his relationship to H: that is, his successful exploitation becomes part of the 
history of interaction, and thereby alters the agreed values of D [social distance between S and H] 
or P [relative power between S and H]” (1978, p. 228). Accordingly, since our social identities are 
in part determined by the way that we are socially perceived, and so the way that social members 
come to interact and continue to interact with us (Goffman 1967), the derogative use of slurs can be 
extremely destructive to the actual character of an individual that it attacks (Croom 2011, p. 354). 
Croom (2011) has also previously suggested that “By ridiculing or derogating a member based on 
certain negative properties or features, the speaker employing the slur can support, enforce, and 
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807An Assessment of the Negative and Positive Aspects of Stereotypes …

Evidence of this kind that shows that the power to apply and deny stereotypes is not 
held exclusively by white European Americans therefore suggests that Embrick and 
Henricks (2013) are incorrect in arguing for (C4).

Next, consider claim 5 (C5) by Embrick and Henricks (2013), which holds that 
slurs applied to white European Americans are restricted in that they apply to some 
(but not all) of its prototypical members whereas slurs applied to nonwhite African 
Americans are unrestricted in that they apply to (not some but) all of its prototypical 
members (p. 205). I argue that they are incorrect in arguing for (C5) since indepen-
dent reports support the claim that slurs applied to nonwhite African Americans (as 
with white European Americans) are restricted in that they apply to some (but not 
all) of its prototypical members. One especially clear source of evidence for this 
point comes from MacDonald (2000), who discusses how slurs were used in his lin-
guistic community and offers evidence suggesting that, in disagreement with (C5), 
the racial slur nigger was in fact restricted in that it was used to apply to some (but 
not all) African Americans. As MacDonald (2000) reports in All Souls: A Family 
Story from Southie:

Of course, no one considered himself a nigger. It was always something you called some-
one who could be considered anything less than you. I soon found out that there were a few 
black families living in Old Colony. They’d lived there for years and everyone said that 
they were okay, that they weren’t niggers but just black. (pp. 60–61)

The “few black families living in Old Colony […] weren’t niggers but just black,” 
as MacDonald (2000) points out, because “They’d live there for years and every-
one said they were okay” whereas the term “nigger” was understood as “always 
something you called someone who could be considered anything less than you” 
(pp. 60–61). So, in this case the racial slur nigger is restricted in that it is used by 
speakers to apply (if at all) to some African Americans—specifically, just those 
that the speaker does not consider okay but rather as inferior or not okay—but not 
(necessarily) to all of them. This is the explicit point MacDonald (2000) is making 
when he says of some of the African American families living in Old Colony, that 
“they weren’t niggers but just black” (pp. 61, my emphasis).

Another especially clear source of evidence for this point comes from Szekely 
(2008), who discusses how slurs were used in his linguistic community and offers 
evidence suggesting that, in disagreement with (C5), the sexist slur faggot was in 
fact restricted in that it was used to apply to some (but not all) homosexuals. As 
Szekely (2008) reports in his well-executed stand-up performance Chewed Up:

faggot didn’t mean gay when I was a kid, you called someone a faggot for being a faggot, 
you know? […] ‘‘you’re not supposed to use those for that’’ [said in an annoying mocking 
voice as if from another person, then Louis C.K. replies normally] ‘‘shut up faggot!’’ […] 
I would never call a gay guy a faggot, unless he was being a faggot. But not because he’s 
gay, you understand. (quoted also in Croom 2011, p. 352)

contribute to a history of acts that negatively alter the social identity of targeted members. This 
is done, presumably, for the purpose of increasing the difference in asymmetrical power relations 
among the interlocutors in the specific conversational context, or among the groups to which they 
belong more generally” (p. 354). For further discussion of this issue, see Croom 2011, p. 354 and 
Croom 2013a, pp. 185–186.
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808 A. M. Croom

So, in this case the sex-based slur faggot is restricted in that it is used by speakers 
to apply (if at all) to some homosexuals—specifically, just those that the speaker 
does not consider okay but rather as inferior or not okay—but not (necessarily) to 
all of them. This is the very point that Szekely (2008) is making when he says, “I 
would never call a gay guy a faggot, unless he was being a faggot. But not because 
he’s gay, you understand.” So in a way similar to the case of race-based slurs like 
nigger discussed by MacDonald (2000), we see that sex-based slurs like faggot are 
also restricted in that they are used (if at all) to apply to some but not necessarily 
all homosexuals.

Croom (2013a) has accounted for cases such as these by suggesting that racial 
slurs like nigger (and faggot) are restricted in that they are used (if at all) to apply to 
some but not necessarily all African Americans (and homosexuals), at least partly 
because the linguistic expressions nigger and African American (as well as faggot 
and homosexual) are understood to be of functionally distinct kinds and thus differ-
ing in their conditions of application (pp. 178–182; cf. Croom 2011, p. 345).11 The 
erroneous assumption that the racial slur nigger (and faggot) must for the sake of fe-
licity apply to all African Americans (or homosexuals, i.e., that the racial slurs nig-
ger and faggot are unrestricted in their use), for instance, is grounded on the equally 
erroneous assumption that the linguistic expressions nigger and African American 
(as well as faggot and homosexual) are of the same functional kind, which has al-
ready been seriously undermined in the extant literature (cf. Croom 2013a, pp. 178–
182; Croom 2011, pp. 345–347). In other words, the use of racial slurs like nigger 
are not just restricted by racial descriptions like African American but are further 
restricted by whether the speaker intends to convey an evaluative attitude towards 
the racial target or not. (Notice that it is because speakers come to understand what 
a slur S is generally used to accomplish that they will selectively choose to use S in 
cases where they intend to accomplish the kind of action that the use of S generally 
affords. And it is in this kind of way that uses of racial slurs by speakers are typi-
cally constrained by their intentions.) Further, since competent speakers generally 
understand what specific words are used to accomplish, a speaker’s choice to use 
a specific word (e.g., a slur expression) rather than another (e.g., a descriptive ex-
pression) can indicate to others what that speaker intends to do (e.g., communicate 
out-group derogation or in-group affiliation). As Croom (2013a) explains, the func-
tional difference between slur expressions and descriptive expressions as contrast-
ing kinds of linguistic resources is that

slurring terms such as nigger differ from descriptive terms such as African American [or 
black] in that the former is commonly understood to carry derogatory force whereas the 
latter is not […] That is to say, identifying someone as African American [or black] is not 
typically understood as an act of derogation but rather one of straightforward description, 

11 For a more comprehensive and nuanced account of slurs, cf. Croom (2008, 2010, 2011, 2012, 
2013a, b, 2014a, b, c, d, e). For example, in previously published work I use a “family resem-
blance” (Wittgenstein 1953) conception of category membership to show how the felicitous appli-
cation of a slur S need not target someone instantiating an associated neutral descriptive property 
N, so that the felicitous application of the slur nigger need not be restricted to African Americans 
and the felicitous application of the slur faggot need not be restricted to homosexuals (cf. Croom 
2013a, pp. 190, 194–199; Croom 2011, pp. 352–357).
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809An Assessment of the Negative and Positive Aspects of Stereotypes …

whereas identifying someone as a nigger typically is understood as an act of derogation. 
Accordingly […] slurring terms and descriptive terms are understood by speakers to be of 
functionally different kinds, and [so it follows] that speakers will in turn use these terms 
differently in their communicative exchanges. (p. 179)

Evidence of this kind that shows that slurs are generally restricted in that they apply 
to some (but not all) of its prototypical members therefore suggests that Embrick 
and Henricks (2013) are incorrect in arguing for (C5).

Next, consider claim 7 (C7) by Embrick and Henricks (2013), which holds that 
slurs applied to white European Americans do not affect their life chances whereas 
slurs applied to nonwhite African Americans do affect their life chances (p. 197). 
Embrick and Henricks (2013) further explicate this claim by asserting that “white 
epithets carry no real negative consequences for most whites” and that “whites 
are afforded sanctuary from epithets and stereotypes that have historically justified 
the mistreatment of certain groups of people” (p. 198). I argue that they are incor-
rect in arguing for (C7) since there are studies and explicit reports that support the 
claim that slurs applied to white European Americans (along with nonwhite African 
Americans) do affect their life chances. For instance, Foreman (2013) discusses the 
use of the racial slur cracker applied to white European Americans and suggests 
that “for plenty of rural, white southerners, “cracker” is a demeaning, bigoted term 
[…] a sharp racial insult that resonates with white southerners […] offensive and 
evidence of ill intent.” Consider also how Bucholtz (2011a) discusses the use of the 
racial slur wigger applied to white European Americans and suggests that it primar-
ily targets “white male hip hop fan[s], typically middle-class and suburban, [that 
are] often laughably inauthentic,” “illegitimate,” and stereotypically considered to 
possess a “failed masculinity” (p. 257, 259). As Bucholtz (2011a) explains, the dis-
criminatory effects of white European Americans being targeted by racial slurs like 
cracker and wigger “rests on a widely circulating ideology of black masculinity as 
hyperphysical and hypersexual (Hooks 1992) and of white masculinity as physi-
cally awkward, uptight, and emotionally disconnected (Pfeil 1995)” (p. 259). Ac-
cordingly, insofar as racial slurs like cracker and wigger function to sharply insult 
their white European American targets, to express evidence of ill intent towards 
their white European American targets, or to predicate or perpetuate stereotypically 
negative properties (such as being laughably inauthentic or having a failed mas-
culinity) of their white European American targets, and insofar as social agents in 
general are negatively affected by being targeted in these ways (these are, after all, 
presumably the means by which nonwhite African Americans have been negatively 
affected), it stands to reason that racial slurs applied to white European Americans 
are fully capable of affecting their life chances.

Norton and Sommers (2011) further suggest, in disagreement with (C7), that 
there is an “emerging belief [that] reflects Whites’ view of racism as a zero-sum 
game, such that decreases in perceived bias against Blacks over the past six de-
cades are associated with increases in perceived bias against Whites” (p. 215), that 
“Whites may fear that minorities’ imposition of their cultural values represent an 
attack on White cultural values and norms” (p. 217), that “affirmative action poli-
cies designed to increase minority representation may focus Whites’ attention on 
the impact of quota-like procedures […] threatening their resources (Haley and Si-
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810 A. M. Croom

danius 2006)” (p. 217), and that “these changes in Whites’ conceptions of racism 
are extreme enough that Whites have now come to view anti-White bias as a bigger 
societal problem than anti-Black bias” (p. 215). Further, Storrs (1999) also points 
out how the mixed-race women in her empirical study often “construct whiteness 
as normative, empty, and bland but also as oppressive, prejudicial, and discrimina-
tory” and accordingly “reject assimilation into whiteness in part because whiteness 
is stigmatized” (p. 194). Finally, Cutler (2007) has further argued that because of 
the “powerful discourse within hip-hop that privileges the Black body and the Black 
urban street experience […] that in this context interculturality plays a functional 
role in ratifying an alternative social reality in which Blackness is normative and 
Whiteness is marked” (pp. 10–11). This context, Cutler (2007) explains, is one in 
which a “critique [of] White hegemonic culture” takes place so that whites are often 
targeted as “wannabes and dilettantes who think they can cross racial boundaries 
and participate in another cultural domain” (p. 16).

Given the popularity and influence of hip-hop culture among people today, and 
given the importance people place in being socially well regarded by others, it 
stands to reason that a white person being publically called out as a nerd or cracker 
could as a result have their life chances negatively affected (e.g., they may lose “so-
cial capital” or respect among peers or now seem less appealing to potential mates; 
for further discussion on how slurs can be strategically used among speakers as a 
means for the negotiation of social capital, cf. Croom 2013a, pp. 184–186). Indeed, 
Rydell et al. (2010) conducted three empirical studies to test how people could be 
negatively affected by negative stereotypes and argued that their “research shows 
that stereotype threat harms more than just the execution of skills in the stereotyped 
domain by demonstrating that stereotype threat [also] reduces learning” (p. 894). 
More specifically, Rydell et al. (2010) argued that stereotyped targets could have 
their life chances negatively affected since negative stereotype threats can “trigger” 
or influence (a) “worries about confirming the stereotype” (cf. Marx and Stapel 
2006), (b) “increased arousal” (cf. Murphy et al. 2007), (c) “reduced working mem-
ory” (cf. Schmader et al. 2008), (d) a “decrease [in] motivation to learn” (cf. Steele 
1997), and (e) a reduction in the “encoding of novel information that is necessary 
for skill execution” (p. 894). Accordingly, insofar as through the application of a 
slur towards a target, an associated negative stereotype can threaten that target by 
(a) increasing how much they are worrying, (b) reducing their working memory, (c) 
decreasing their motivation to learn, or (d) degrading their ability to encode novel 
information necessary for skillful action, and insofar as (a)–(d) can negatively af-
fect one’s life chances, then it follows that the application of a slur towards a target 
can resultantly affect their life chances also, regardless of whether that target is a 
white European American or a nonwhite African American. Evidence of this kind 
that shows that slurs applied to white European Americans (along with nonwhite 
African Americans) can affect their life chances therefore suggests that Embrick 
and Henricks (2013) are incorrect in arguing for (C7).

Finally, consider claim 8 (C8) by Embrick and Henricks (2013), which holds that 
the power to apply and deny slurs is held by white European Americans whereas the 
power to apply and deny slurs is not held by nonwhite African Americans (p. 198). 

UNCORREC
TE

D PR
OOF

A
ut

ho
r's

 P
ro

of
!



811An Assessment of the Negative and Positive Aspects of Stereotypes …

I argue that they are incorrect in arguing for (C8) since there are studies that support 
the claim that the power to apply and deny slurs is not held exclusively by white Eu-
ropean Americans. Croom (2013a), for example, discusses the use of the racial slur 
nigger and draws upon empirical data to explain that within the context of certain in-
group speakers the slur can often be used as a norm reversed variant of the original 
paradigmatic derogatory use and can thus be understood between in-group speakers 
as nonderogatory (pp. 190–194; cf. Sweetland 2002). Indeed, Croom (2013a) has 
suggested that several markers can aid in the interpretation of slurs as being used 
nonderogatorily rather than derogatorily, including for instance, sameness of target 
features (e.g., members of the same racial in-group using the relevant racial slur 
between each other, members of the same sexual in-group using the relevant sexist 
slur between each other, etc.) as well as sameness of communicative medium and 
style (e.g., members both communicate in the same language and speech style, such 
as AAVE, etc.). So, for example, speakers may strategically employ linguistic fea-
tures characteristic of their in-group to strategically signal their in-group status, and 
Croom (2013a) offers the following example of how this works:

Nigger + r-less-ness feature of AAVE = Nigga
5HODWLYHO\�PRUH�GHURJDWRU\�ĺ�UHODWLYHO\�OHVV�GHURJDWRU\��S������

Now, with this point in mind, consider once again the example offered by Croom 
(2011, 2013a) suggesting that the term nigger (identified as N below) can be use-
fully understood as a family resemblance (rather than classical) category that con-
sists in a constellation of stereotypical properties (identified as P below) such as 
the following:

N �Nigger)
P1 x is African American (Fredrickson 1971, p. 41; Asim 2007, 

p. 12)
P2 x is prone to laziness (Asim 2007, p. 27)
P3 x is subservient (Fredrickson 1971, p. 41; Asim 2007, p. 12)
P4 x is commonly the recipient of poor treatment (Fredrickson 

1971, p. 41; Asim 2007, p. 12)
P5 x is athletic and musical (Alim et al. 2010, p. 128)
P6 x is sexually liberal or licentious (Asim 2007, p. 27)
P7 x is simple-minded (Asim 2007, p. 27)
P8 x is emotionally shallow (Asim 2007, p. 27)
P9 x is a survivor, tough, or prone to violence (Anderson 1999, 

p. 50; Rahman 2012)
P10 x is loud and excessively noisy (Anderson 1999, p. 50)

So if, for instance, an in-group speaker is intending to communicate that they are suf-
ficiently similar to some hearer insofar as they both possess properties (P1), (P4), and 
possibly others (such as (P5) and (P6), or (P9)), and if these interlocutors know each 
other well enough or have established enough common ground to understand that the 
speaker does not dislike the target and does not intend to communicate that the target 
possesses most of the other (typically negative) properties belonging to N, then an 
in-group speaker might strategically choose to employ N as the category that most ef-
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812 A. M. Croom

ficiently and economically predicates the intended (shared) properties of their target 
such as, e.g., (P1) African American, (P4) commonly the recipient of poor treatment, 
and possibly others (such as (P5) athletic and musical, (P6) sexually liberal, or (P9) a 
survivor), at least to the extent that N is better for this than other categories available 
in the speaker’s lexicon (Croom 2013a, p. 199; Croom 2011, p. 356).

In line with this observation, Bucholtz (2011a) has likewise suggested that “The 
term [nigga] is generally used by […] some African Americans, especially men, as 
a neutral or even affiliative term of address and reference” (p. 260), so in disagree-
ment with (C8) recent works by scholars such as Bucholtz (2001, 2011a, b), Croom 
(2008, 2010, 2011, 2012, 2013a, 2014a, b, c, d), Cutler (2007), and Sweetland 
(2002) support an earlier point made by Kennedy (2002) in Nigger: The Strange 
Career of a Troublesome Word that racial slurs like nigger are not necessarily con-
sidered as negative or derogatory racial insults, particularly when they are used 
within certain in-group contexts (e.g., when a racial slur towards African Americans 
is used among fellow African Americans, or when a racial slur towards European 
Americans is used among fellow European Americans).12 Kennedy (2002) has pre-
viously pointed out, for example, that many African Americans do in fact continue 
to exchange racial slurs nonoffensively, “openly and frequently in conversations 
with one another” (p. 37; cf. Spears 1998), and Talib Kweli has previously ex-
plained from his perspective that “Our community has been using the word [nigger] 
and trying to redefine the context of it for a long time” and “the fact of the matter 
is that there’s a large segment of black people who grew up hearing the word in-
tended as nothing but love” (quoted in Echegoyen 2006). Henry Louis Gates, Jr., 
director of the W.E.B. Du Bois Institute for African American Research at Harvard 
University, has similarly acknowledged that racial slurs like nigger are not neces-
sarily considered as negative or derogatory racial insults, particularly when they 
are used within certain in-group contexts (Gates 2009), and in “Lions’ Scheffler, 
Delmas Use Racial Slurs As Terms of Endearment,” Wilson (2013) discussed the 
longtime friendship of fellow Lions teammates Tony Scheffler and Louis Delmas 
and explained that between the two of them “racial slurs are considered a term of 
endearment” (cf. Foster 2013; Smith 2013). Def Jam Records founder Russell Sim-
mons further explains from his perspective on popular culture that:

When we say “nigger” now, it’s very positive. Now all white kids who buy into hip-hop 
culture call each other “nigger” because they have no history with the word other than 
something positive […] When black kids call each other “a real nigger” or “my nigger,” it 
means you walk a certain way […] have your own culture that you invent so you don’t have 
to buy into the US culture that you’re not really a part of. It means we’re special. We have 
our own language. (quoted in Jackson 2005)

Granted, Embrick and Henricks (2013) do briefly acknowledge how scholars like 
Kennedy (2002) have argued that every use of a racial slur like nigger “need not be” 
considered as a “racial insult” (p. 201), but Embrick and Henricks (2013) then im-
mediately proceed to brush aside without further consideration the possibility that it 
might instead be used as a “term of affection or endearment by black people among 

12 It is important to note that the criteria for inclusion as an in-group member is not absolutely 
strict (cf. Sweetland 2002; Croom 2013a, pp. 196–199; Croom 2011, pp. 355–357).
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813An Assessment of the Negative and Positive Aspects of Stereotypes …

black people” on the grounds that “whites rarely use it this way” (p. 201, my empha-
sis) and that it “is inseparable from a history of white-on-black oppression in which 
whites enslaved, lynched, and murdered millions of blacks” (pp. 201–202). But by 
forgoing more current consideration of the nonderogatory in-group use of the slur 
nigger simply because “whites rarely use it this way” (p. 201, my emphasis), Em-
brick and Henricks (2013) have become guilty of what Bucholtz (2001) identifies as 
a “common scholarly misperception that the unmarked status of whiteness is impervi-
ous to history, culture, or other local conditions,” and that, “in viewing whiteness as 
a normative, hegemonic, and unmarked racial position, scholars may be unwittingly 
reifying a singular and static version of whiteness” (p. 84). By forgoing consideration 
of the nonderogatory in-group use of slurs, Embrick and Henricks (2013) have also 
thereby failed to appreciate another point previously made by Denzin (2001) when he 
highlights the fact that “The meanings of any given racial terms can change, as when 
‘black’ became a signifier of pride as a result of the Black Power movement of the 
1960s” (p. 246; cf. Fitzmaurice 2010; Heffernan 2005; Miron and Inda 2000).

In other words, the meanings of our linguistic expressions are not rigidly fixated 
on points of the past and thus impervious to semantic change and pragmatic enrich-
ment, but rather the meanings of our linguistic expressions are open to semantic 
evolution and renegotiation (as well as plenty of room for pragmatic play) as speak-
ers continue to make strategic use and sense of these expressions in the communica-
tive exchanges of their social life. So, even if we grant for the sake of argument that 
it is historically true, for instance, that the racial slur nigger “is inseparable from a 
history of white-on-black oppression” (Embrick and Henricks 2013, p. 201), it is 
also true that the racial slur nigger is now also inseparable from a history of black-
on-black nonoppression by virtue of their widespread and conventional nonderoga-
tory in-group use (Echegoyen 2006; Jackson 2005). Further, not only is the slur 
applied differently now and so updated and adjusted in its significance but speakers 
also inevitably forget the past (horrible as it truly is), age, and pass away, and are 
replaced by new speakers, linguistic practices, and norms of expression. Research 
conducted by Associated Press-MTV involving 1355 participants, for instance, 
showed that 54 % of respondents “think it’s OK to use them [slurs] within their own 
circle of friends” and that in such contexts the slur is considered nonoffensive (Cass 
and Agiesta 2011; Greene 2011). Rahman (2012) also had one of the participants 
from her study explain that, “You see, the people who say they’re offended are the 
older adults. Young kids don’t understand what the big deal is about the word. They 
know it’s about black people and slavery, but they’re like ‘that’s over’” (p. 161). 
Additionally, Bartlett et al. (2014) analyzed the language use of social media users 
IURP�D�GDWDVHW�RI�FROOHFWHG�7ZHHWV�LQYROYLQJ�VOXU�H[SUHVVLRQV��n = 126,975) and fo-
cused on investigating (1) the way that slurs are used on Twitter and (2) the volume 
of slur use on Twitter (pp. 5–6), and in disagreement with claim 8 (C8), evidence 
from this study suggests that “Slurs are used in a very wide variety of ways—both 
offensive and non-offensive,” that “There were very few cases that presented an 
imminent threat of violence, or where individuals directly or indirectly incited of-
fline violent action,” and that “Slurs are most commonly used [on Twitter] in a non-
offensive, non-abusive manner: to express in-group solidarity or non-derogatory 
description” (pp. 6–7).
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814 A. M. Croom

Furthermore, Galinsky et al. (2013) conducted ten empirical studies on (re)appro-
priation to test its potential effects on speakers and listeners empirically and found 
that self-labeling with slurs can actually weaken their stigmatizing force (p. 2020; 
cf. Galinsky et al. 2003). More specifically, Galinsky and colleagues (2013) found 
the following results from their experiments 1 through 10 (E1)–(E10) which are 
relevant for us to consider here: (E1) showed that “participants in the high-power 
condition […] were more likely to label themselves with the derogatory term [such 
as nigger, honky, gook, chink, bitch, or slut] than were participants in the low-power 
condition” (p. 2022), (E2) showed that “participants in the group-power condition 
were more willing to label themselves with a derogatory group label […] com-
pared with participants in the individual-power condition” (pp. 2022–2023), (E3) 
showed that “Participants in the self-label condition recalled feeling more powerful 
[…] than did those in the other-label condition” (p. 2023), (E4) showed that “Self-
labeling led observers to view the labeled person as more powerful” (p. 2024), (E5) 
showed that “a stigmatized minority, was seen as more powerful in the self-labeling 
condition […] than in the other-label condition” (p. 2024), (E6) showed that “self-
labeling increased perceptions of the stigmatized group’s power” (p. 2024), (E7) 
showed that “self-labeled participants viewed their own power as equivalent to the 
out-group member’s power,” or in other words, that “Self-labeling equalized the 
perceived power difference between the stigmatized self-labelers and the out-group 
individuals in the minds of the self-labelers” (p. 2025–2026), (E8) showed that 
“Self-labeling increased perceptions of the stigmatized group’s power over the la-
bel, which attenuated the negativity of the label” (p. 2026), (E9) showed that “Self-
labeling improved the evaluation of a derogatory label relative to other-labeling” 
(p. 2027), and (E10) showed that “Both men and women saw the stigmatizing label 
bitch as less negative and supported female empowerment more after witnessing a 
woman label herself with this term than after witnessing another person label her 
with it (or after no labeling)” (p. 2027). Evidence of this kind that shows that the 
power to apply and deny slurs is not held exclusively by whites therefore suggests 
that Embrick and Henricks (2013) are incorrect in arguing for (C8).

Although the study carried out by Embrick and Henricks (2013) on the use of 
slurs and stereotypes in the workplace offers an original contribution to the extant 
literature and has several genuine merits, here I have demonstrated that they incor-
rectly argue for (C1), (C2), (C4), (C5), (C7), and (C8), and that as a result their con-
text-insensitive account of racial slurs and stereotypes remains severely inadequate. 
Arguably, Embrick and Henricks (2013) fail to provide an adequate account of racial 
slurs and stereotypes not because of a mistake with their empirical data but rather 
because of a mistake with the conceptual inferences or conclusions that they draw 
from their data, that is to say, they have clearly drawn overgeneralized conclusions 
about racial slurs and stereotypes from their data that extend beyond what their data 
legitimately warrant. Namely, Embrick and Henricks (2013) end up forming overly 
extreme and biased conclusions about the use of racial slurs and stereotypes because 
the population of speakers that they studied and drew their conclusions about was it-
self racially biased. Importantly, the racial demographics of the staff at the company 
Embrick and Henricks (2013) investigated in the southwestern USA “was mostly 
white (50 % White, 25 % Black, 20 % Latina/o, 5 % Asian)” (p. 200, my emphasis).
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815An Assessment of the Negative and Positive Aspects of Stereotypes …

The fact that most of the participants that Embrick and Henricks (2013) studied 
were white has important implications for the extent to which general conclusions 
about slurs can be drawn. Croom (2013a) for one has pointed out that “it is less 
likely than otherwise that derogation would occur in conditions where the [relevant] 
properties of the speaker and target are sufficiently similar [e.g., interlocutors of 
the same race are less likely to derogate each other on the basis of race], and less 
likely than otherwise that in-group signification would occur in conditions where 
the [relevant] properties of the speaker and target are sufficiently different [e.g., 
interlocutors not of the same race are less likely to signify in-group status on the 
basis of race]” (p. 199). So, given the fact that there are a variety of different slurs 
that target members of different groups (e.g., cracker primarily targets white Eu-
ropean Americans whereas nigger primarily targets nonwhite African Americans), 
and given the fact that the use of racial slurs between speakers of the same race 
differ in their expressed offensiveness than the use of racial slurs between speak-
ers of different races (e.g., the use of cracker between white European Americans 
is relatively less offensive or nonoffensive compared to the use of cracker by a 
nonwhite African American towards a European American, and the use of nigger 
between nonwhite African Americans is relatively less offensive or nonoffensive 
compared to the use of nigger by a white European American towards a nonwhite 
African American), it is clear that before Embrick and Henricks (2013) can legiti-
mately draw general conclusions about the use of racial slurs and stereotypes they 
must not only consider “the paradigmatic derogatory use of slurs” (Croom 2013a, 
p. 188) by “mostly white” out-group speakers towards nonwhite minorities but also 
further consider “the non-derogatory in-group use of slurs” (Croom 2013a, p. 190) 
among in-group speakers of the same race (e.g., the use of cracker among fellow 
white European Americans and the use of nigger among fellow nonwhite African 
Americans, etc.). Given the fact that Embrick and Henricks (2013) only investi-
gated the derogatory out-group use of slurs and stereotypes by predominantly white 
European American speakers towards nonwhite minorities and did not investigate 
the nonderogatory in-group use of slurs and stereotypes among nonwhite minori-
ties themselves (cf. Brontsema 2004; Croom 2010, 2011, 2012, 2013a, 2014a, b), it 
is not surprising that they mistakenly came to the overly broad conclusion that all 
slurs always function to perpetuate white supremacy, racial antagonism, and racial 
inequality (p. 197). Croom (2014a) has similarly criticized Hedger (2013) along 
with other philosophers of language and linguists (Potts 2003, 2005, 2007; Potts 
and Kawahara 2004; Potts et al. 2009; Pullum and Rawlins 2007; Kaplan 1999; 
Kratzer 1999) for also illegitimately drawing overly broad conclusions about the 
semantics and pragmatics of slur expressions (i.e., that all slurs always function to 
express offense) from biased or limited empirical data. An important aim of this 
chapter is to therefore motivate future work on slurs and stereotypes to proceed with 
more care with respect to this point.

There are at least two further reasons to be concerned with Embrick and Hen-
ricks (2013) context-insensitive account of racial slurs and stereotypes. First, re-
call that their focus on how predominantly white European American speakers use 
racial slurs and stereotypes towards nonwhite minorities resulted in Embrick and 
Henricks (2013) arguing that racial slurs and stereotypes function as symbolic re-
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816 A. M. Croom

sources that exclude nonwhite minorities but not whites from opportunities and re-
sources (p. 197–202). But what is potentially problematic about this account is that 
it seems to dangerously suggest that it is not possible for white European American 
targets to be negatively affected by racial slurs and stereotypes directed towards 
them and that as a result white European Americans should never genuinely be 
considered the victims of racial discrimination and derogation. But a suggestion 
like this remains unsupported by the empirical evidence and incorrectly suggests 
that white European Americans are free from racial victimization. Given the robust 
evidence reviewed herein that suggests that white European Americans are not free 
from racial victimization in all contexts, one reason to be concerned with Embrick 
and Henricks (2013) account of racial slurs and stereotypes is that it could unwit-
tingly work to exclude white European Americans but not nonwhite minorities from 
opportunities and resources for their protection from racial discrimination.

Second, recall that their focus on how predominantly white European American 
speakers use racial slurs and stereotypes towards nonwhite minorities resulted in 
Embrick and Henricks (2013) arguing that racial slurs are necessarily negative 
or derogatory irrespective of their particular context of use (pp. 197–202). But 
what is potentially problematic about this account is that it seems to dangerously 
suggest that it is not possible for in-group speakers to exchange racial slurs non-
offensively and that as a result every use of a racial slur should be considered as 
a genuine form of racial discrimination and derogation. But a suggestion like 
this remains unsupported by the empirical evidence and incorrectly suggests that 
robust populations of in-group speakers are naïvely wrong to think that they have 
been exchanging racial slurs nonoffensively with each other, even among friends 
or in nonconfrontational in-group contexts. Such a suggestion also incorrectly 
suggests that the (re)appropriative use of racial slurs cannot weaken their stig-
matizing force, but this conflicts with empirical evidence to the contrary recently 
provided in ten empirical studies (E1)–(E10) by Galinsky and colleagues (2013) 
that has just been reviewed in this section. Given the robust evidence we have 
discussed herein suggesting that in-group speakers can exchange racial slurs non-
offensively, another reason to be concerned with the account of racial slurs and 
stereotypes proposed by Embrick and Henricks (2013) is that it could be taken to 
condescendingly suggest that even in-group minority speakers explicitly claiming 
to use slurs nonderogatorily must in fact be using those slurs derogatorily, contrary 
to their “incorrect” self-reports, and that for some as-of-yet unexplained reason 
only out-group white majority speakers can really understand language and influ-
ence its content, meaning, or use. But there is no reason to suppose that the explicit 
reports of in-group nonwhite minority speakers are any less credible than those of 
white majority speakers, or that only white majority speakers can influence the 
significance or meaning potential of language. Here I hope to have provided clear 
reasons as well as substantive empirical evidence to reconsider the meaning poten-
tial of language as more fluid and open to negotiation and (re)appropriation than 
many scholars, including Embrick and Henricks (Embrick and Henricks 2013), 
have often supposed.
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5  Conclusion

In “Discursive Colorlines at Work: How Epithets and Stereotypes are Racially Un-
equal,” Embrick and Hendricks (2013) recently argued that racial slurs and ste-
reotypes function as symbolic resources that exclude nonwhite or non-European 
American minorities but not whites or European Americans from opportunities or 
resources, and so are necessarily negative or derogatory irrespective of the par-
ticular context of their use (pp. 197–202). They accordingly advocate an account 
of racial slurs and stereotypes that is consonant with the context-insensitive ac-
counts of Fitten (1993) and Hedger (2013) yet dissonant with the context-sensitive 
accounts of Kennedy (2002) and Croom (2011). The purpose of this chapter was 
to first briefly explicate the context-insensitive and context-sensitive accounts of 
racial slurs and stereotypes, consider reasons for why issues concerning the seman-
tics and pragmatics of slurs have often appealed to stereotypes and stereotypical 
features, and then critically evaluate the main claims that Embrick and Henricks 
(2013) recently proposed in support of their context-insensitive account by draw-
ing upon empirical evidence on (in-group and out-group uses of) racial slurs and 
stereotypes (for European Americans and African Americans) from recent research 
in linguistics, sociology, and psychology. In so doing, this chapter contributes to the 
literature on slurs and stereotypes by showing that (1) stereotypes for white Europe-
an Americans and nonwhite African Americans need not be exclusively positive or 
exclusively negative but rather can contain a mixture of both positive and negative 
attributes, (2) stereotypes for both white European Americans and nonwhite African 
Americans are pluralistic rather than monolithic, (3) stereotypes for white European 
Americans and nonwhite African Americans do not contain the same attributes, 
(4) stereotypes can be applied and denied by both white European Americans and 
nonwhite African Americans, (5) slurs applied to both white European Americans 
and nonwhite African Americans can be restricted in that they apply to some (but 
not all) of its prototypical members, (6) slurs applied to white European Americans 
and nonwhite African Americans do not have the same meaning, (7) slurs applied to 
both white European Americans and nonwhite African Americans can affect their 
life chances, and (8) slurs can be applied and denied by both white European Ameri-
cans and nonwhite African Americans. Finally, the aforementioned points (1), (2), 
(4), (5), and (8) suggest that a fully adequate account of slurs and stereotypes will 
be context sensitive rather than context insensitive.
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