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Abstract 

Theorists have raised worries about conceptual 
inflation for more than three decades. These worries have 
been frequently expressed about “racism” and “racist,” as 
well as other politically contested terms. However, these 
theorists have not always been clear about what conceptual 
inflation is or why it is worrisome. By disentangling 
different threads of these conceptual inflation critiques, we 
construct a taxonomy of different types of conceptual 
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inflation. We start with a brief history of conceptual 
inflation critiques, with a focus on the terms “racism” and 
“racist.” We then separate out descriptive and normative 
components of conceptual inflation critiques. Focusing on 
the descriptive component, we emphasize that it is about 
meaning and not frequency of use, and we clarify different 
aspects about variation in the meaning of these terms that 
has concerned these theorists. We distinguish between two 
aspects of meaning, extension and intensity, and two kinds 
of variation, synchronic and diachronic. Our taxonomy 
reveals what kind of evidence would support or challenge 
different types of conceptual inflation critiques. 

 

Key Words: conceptual inflation, concept creep, semantic 

variation, essentially contested concepts, racism 
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For more than three decades, conceptual inflation has been 

raised as a concern by critics who find one specific form of meaning 

variation to be unacceptable. “Racism” and “racist” have been 

popular targets for those worried about conceptual inflation 

(Anderson, 2010; Blum, 2002, 2004; Case, 2019; Garcia, 1997; 

McWhorter, 2022; Miles, 1989). And conceptual inflation critiques 

have also been leveled at other terms modeled on “racism” and 

“racist,” such as “colonialism” and “sexist” (Case, 2019), as well as 

at other politically contested terms such as “human rights” and “rule 

of law,” and “capitalism” and “socialism” (James, 2023; Tasioulas, 

2021). Psychologists have investigated the related notion of 

“concept creep,” in which terms such as “abuse,” “bullying,” and 

“trauma” are applied outside of their original clinical contexts 

(Haslam, 2016). 

But what is conceptual inflation? Critics have not been clear 

about what exactly the phenomenon, or family of phenomena, they 

are criticizing is supposed to be. Critics have expressed concerns 

about different aspects of meaning and different kinds of variation. 

Disentangling these critical threads reveals a variety of distinct 

conceptual inflation critiques. We will not try to conclusively refute 

(or validate) any of the specific versions of conceptual inflation 

critique that we disentangle; instead, our aim is to provide a 

conceptual map of this previously uncharted terrain. With this map, 

future theorists can better steer their attempts to refute (or validate) 

charges of conceptual inflation. 

We start with a brief history of conceptual inflation critiques, 

with a focus on the terms “racism” and “racist” (§I). Then, we 

separate out the descriptive and the normative components of 

conceptual inflation critique, noting that most existing responses to 

conceptual inflation critiques have focused on the normative 

component (§II.A). In contrast, our focus is on the descriptive 

component, and we aim to clarify the variety of testable empirical 

claims that critics make, explicitly or implicitly. We emphasize that 

the descriptive component is concerned with meaning and not 
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frequency of use (§II.B). Finally, we clarify the nature of the meaning 

variation that critics have thought to be problematic; we distinguish 

between two aspects of meaning, extension and intensity (§III.A), 

and two kinds of variation, synchronic and diachronic (§III.B). 

I. “Conceptual Inflation”: A History 

To start, we can take a historical look at “conceptual inflation” 

via the Google Ngram Viewer, which chronicles the relative 

frequency of a term’s occurrence in the text corpus of Google Books 

(Figure 1). While there were a few early uses of “conceptual 

inflation” in the 1950s and 1960s, the term started to have 

substantial academic use in the 1980s. Since the 2010s, the term’s 

popularity has been overtaken by a similar term introduced in the 

2010s, “concept creep.” (The occurrences of “conceptual inflation” 

before 1956 and the occurrences of “concept creep” before 2016 in 

the Ngram appear to be spurious.) 

Diving deeper into the text corpus of Google Books, the 

earliest use of the term “conceptual inflation” is from an English 

translation of psychoanalyst Carl Jung’s (1912/1956) Symbols of 

Transformation. Jung was arguing against Freudian accounts of 

sexuality, according to which 

One would then be forced to say that every relationship to 
the world was in essence a sexual relationship, and the idea 
of sexuality would become so nebulous that the very word 
“sexuality” would be deprived of all meaning. The 
fashionable term “psychosexuality” is a clear symptom of 
this conceptual inflation. (135) 

After the use of this term in this translation of Jung, it appeared 

again in the National Commission on Teacher Education and 

Professional Standards (U.S.)’s (1958) official report of the national 

conference, in which a concern was expressed about the devaluation 

of terms like “democracy” and “liberty”: “We suffer in the modern 

world from conceptual inflation. Words and ideas are not worth  

https://www.google.com/books/edition/Symbols_of_transformation/0RJ9AAAAMAAJ?hl=zh-TW&gbpv=1&bsq=%22conceptual+inflation%22&dq=%22conceptual+inflation%22&printsec=frontcover
https://www.google.com/books/edition/Symbols_of_transformation/0RJ9AAAAMAAJ?hl=zh-TW&gbpv=1&bsq=%22conceptual+inflation%22&dq=%22conceptual+inflation%22&printsec=frontcover
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what they once were” (69). These early uses did not immediately 

catch on; only in the late 1980s did “conceptual inflation” have 

more widespread uptake. 

It was sociologist Robert Miles’s use of the term that placed it 

firmly in academic discourse. In his monograph Racism, Miles 

(1989) devoted a chapter to the critique of the conceptual inflation 

of the concept of racism. Miles used the term “conceptual inflation” 

to critique how the concept of racism “has been redefined to refer 

to a wider range of phenomena” (41). On the one hand, Miles was 

targeting contemporary theorists, who had proposed or adopted a 

concept of racism broader than his own. On the other hand, Miles 

was also targeting what he perceived to be a trend of the concept 

broadening over time. A central focus of Miles’s critique was so-

called “institutional racism” (Ture & Hamilton, 1967), which 

applies the concept of racism to institutions and actions in addition 

to individuals and beliefs. Miles (1989) cited the 1967 UNESCO 

statement on race as the root of how “the concept of racism was 

expanded in meaning to include not only beliefs but, more 

importantly, all actions, individual and institutional, which had the 

consequence of sustaining or increasing the subordination of ‘black’ 

people” (51). Many of the occurrences of the term in the 1990s are 

from academic texts debating the merit of Miles’s conceptual 

inflation critique. 

About a decade later, Miles’s critique of “racism” as 

conceptually inflated was adopted by philosophers of race. Jorge L. 

A. Garcia (1997) endorsed Miles’s critique and connected it to 

concerns in popular political commentary: “the editors of the 

neoconservative opinion journal First Things [. . .] warn that if we 

do not tighten up our usage, then they will consign it to the same 

dustbin to which they have already consigned the terms ‘sexism’ and 

‘homophobia’” (5). In Garcia’s (1997: 6, 30) view, a concept of 

racism should conform to current and historical usage of the term 

“racism,” and rival accounts fail to conform in these respects. 
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Lawrence Blum (2002) explicitly echoed and elaborated on Miles’s 

critique: 

To name an act or a person “racism” or “racist” is 
particularly severe condemnation. But the terms are in 
danger of losing their moral force, for they have been 
subject to conceptual inflation [. . .] thus inhibiting honest 
interracial exchange. (31) 

Blum (2002) names three sources for the conceptual inflation 

of “racism”: it is applied to “virtually anything that goes wrong in 

the domain of race” (31), it has begun to be used for “all forms of 

group discrimination” (31), and it is applied across different 

categories sloppily. Blum’s conceptual inflation critique of “racism” 

and “racist” has been especially influential in philosophy of race, as 

we will discuss below. 

Two decades after Blum’s critique, conceptual inflation of 

“racism” and “racist” remains a prominent concern—not only in 

academic discourse, but in popular political discourse too. In the 

heterodox online magazine Quillette, Spencer Case (2019) made the 

same critique as Blum (though without reference to him), but with 

“sexism” and “colonialism” joining “racism” as targets: 

When speakers expand the reference of a word in order to 
attach its associations to new things, they dilute the 
associations of the original word. Just as printing too much 
paper currency diminishes the value of the currency, 
concept inflation degrades the rhetorical effect of inflated 
words and phrases. 

Similarly, linguist John McWhorter (2022) expressed concern 

in the centrist newspaper The New York Times about “the lexical 

mission creep which has led to how confusingly we use the word 

‘racism’ now.” In the same year, political philosopher Elizabeth 

Anderson (2022) affirmed a 2018 editorial in the Pittsburgh Post-

Gazette that (in an echo of the First Things editorial cited by Garcia 

from 1997) complained “about the excessively wide scope of the 
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term ‘racist’: . . . ‘For if every person who speaks inelegantly, or 

from a position of privilege, or ignorance, or expresses an idea we 

dislike, or happens to be a white male, is a racist, the term is devoid 

of meaning’” (77). Anderson (2022) took the concern expressed by 

the editorial seriously and argued that, given its current meaning, 

“racist” should be reserved for referring to only the “most hateful 

and vile individuals” (82; see also Anderson, 2010: 48; and see also 

Blum, 2004: 77). The excessively wide scope of the term “racist”—

that is, when it is applied beyond the most hateful and vile 

individuals—is problematic, according to Anderson (2022), because 

“outside of academic and progressive circles, almost no one talks 

like this” (82) and (in an echo of Blum) because “such wide scope 

[. . .] often leaves addressees in the dark about what is wrong” (82). 

Though “racism” and “racist” remain perennial targets of 

conceptual inflation critiques, in recent years other politically 

contested concepts have also been targeted. Legal philosopher John 

Tasioulas (2021) raised the concern about the phrases “human 

rights,” “rule of law,” and (in an echo of the 1958 report from the 

National Commission on Teacher Education and Professional 

Standards) “democracy.” Tasioulas (2021) argues that these 

concepts have all been subjected to what he calls “conceptual 

overreach,” which “occurs when a particular concept undergoes a 

process of expansion or inflation in which it absorbs ideas and 

demands that are foreign to it.” Tasioulas (2021) is especially 

concerned with the effect of this process on (in an echo of Blum) the 

viability of public reason: “Conceptual overreach in its more 

extreme forms inhibits constructive dialogue [. . .] with those whose 

political orientation differs significantly from ours.” Similarly, 

economic historian Harold James (2023) raised the concern with 

terms such as “capitalism,” “socialism,” and (in another echo) 

“democracy”—especially when they are used as negative labels. 

James (2023) compares the linguistic crisis that conceptual inflation 

engenders to the financial crisis that currency inflation engenders: 

“Financial panics destroy value and values; so do linguistic panics. 
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When people use the key terms, they literally don’t know what they 

are talking about.” 

Psychologist Nick Haslam (2016) coined a new term “concept 

creep” to critique the expansion of psychological concepts such as 

abuse, bullying, trauma, mental disorder, addiction, and prejudice. 

On our interpretation, “concept creep” is referring to the same 

phenomenon, or family of phenomena, as the older term 

“conceptual inflation.” There is a political dimension to Haslam’s 

critique, since he claims that “psychology’s expansionary rede-

finition of negative phenomena arguably reflects a liberal social 

agenda” (1). As can be seen in Figure 1, in recent years “concept 

creep” has overtaken “conceptual inflation,” as measured by their 

respective frequency of occurrence in the Google Books corpus. 

The phrase “conceptual inflation” comes back again and again, 

in different sociohistorical moments, with more or less the same 

politically-laden concepts, but not always with awareness of 

previous uses. Surveying the history of those uses shows that 

concerns about the conceptual inflation of “racism” and “racist” are 

shared across the political spectrum—from conservative pub-

lications (such as First Things) to centrist pundits (such as 

McWhorter) to liberal theorists (such as Blum and Anderson). But 

our historical survey also shows how elusive the exact worry about 

“conceptual inflation” is. 

There have been multiple concerns about different aspects of 

meaning and different kinds of variation expressed with uses of the 

term “conceptual inflation.” By drawing theoretical distinctions 

regarding different cases of meaning variation, our hope is to make 

the exact contours of their critiques more legible, and more 

amenable to empirical and normative evaluation. To make this task 

manageable, we will focus on the most prominent throughline in this 

natural history: conceptual inflation critiques of “racism” and 

“racist.” 
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II. Components of Conceptual Inflation Critiques 

A. Components: Normative and Descriptive 

There are two components to conceptual inflation as expressed  

in the critiques surveyed in the previous section. There is a 

descriptive component which alleges some kind of variation with 

some aspect of the meaning of a term. There is also a normative 

component which says that the alleged meaning variation is bad. For 

some critics, the unacceptability of meaning variation stems from a 

general ideology of meaning conservatism, a normative position that 

defaults to preserving the existing ordinary language meaning of a 

term (Liao & Hansen, 2023: 75; see also Urquidez, 2020). Echoes 

of meaning conservatism can be heard in, for example, perennial 

complaints about the decline of the English language (Shariatmadari, 

2020: chap. 1). For other critics, the unacceptability of meaning 

variation stems from details of the specific case. For example, some 

critics accept meaning changes that “represen[t] a plausible 

transformation along reasonable lines of development” (Garcia, 

1997: 6). Of course, there remains a normative element to which 

transformations count as plausible and which lines of development 

count as reasonable. Such critics might, like Case (2019), allow that 

there are acceptable examples in which the meaning of a term is 

broadened in some sense, but nevertheless count “racism” as among 

the “fairly clear-cut cases of scurrilous inflation.” 

Most existing responses to conceptual inflation critiques—

many of which respond to Blum’s critique of “racism” and “racist”—

target the normative component. These arguments turn on the 

conception of racism that we should adopt. The critics of conceptual 

inflation tend to favor a narrow-scope conception of racism, while 

their opponents tend to favor a wide-scope conception. (Of course, 

there remains vagueness about how narrow is too narrow and how 

wide is too wide.) Tommie Shelby (2003, 2014) agrees with Blum 

on the descriptive component, but argues that more weight should 

be given to the value that a wide-scope conception of “racism” holds 



Conceptual Inflation 213 

for those who are most vulnerable to racism. Shelby argues that the 

choice between Blum’s narrow-scope conception of “racism” and his 

own depends on which conception serves the project of antiracism 

better. (Ironically, elsewhere Shelby [2009] makes a conceptual 

inflation critique of his own, against a conception of “racism” that 

includes Latine people as a targeted group.) Michael Hardimon 

(2019) echoes Shelby in emphasizing that a narrow-scope 

conception gives too much weight to white sensitivities at the 

expense of nonwhite interests. In addition, Hardimon argues that a 

narrow-scope conception of “racism” inappropriately excludes 

racial indifference and racial microaggressions, and that to restrict 

“racism” to the wrongs of the past is to rob the term of critical force 

in the present. Alberto Urquidez (2020) argues against the implicit 

normative stance of meaning conservatism that is embedded in some 

(but not all) conceptual inflation critiques. César Cabezas (2024) 

proposes normative criteria for so-called “good” conceptual 

inflation, and argues that a wide-scope conception of “racism” 

satisfies these normative criteria. Jonathan Ichikawa (personal 

communication, September 12, 2023) distinguishes between three 

types of reasons—theoretical, moral, and practical—for the 

unacceptability of a wide-scope conception of “racist,” and argues 

against each of them. 

While there are many attempts to respond to or develop the 

normative component of conceptual inflation critiques, so far there 

is only one response that targets the descriptive component of 

conceptual inflation critiques. In Liao and Hansen (2023), we apply 

diagnostics used in semantic theory to classify adjectives and 

nominals to argue that “racist” takes wide scope rather than narrow 

scope in ordinary language. We examine occurrences of “racist” in 

the Corpus of Global Web-based English (GloWbE) (Davies, 2013), 

which contains billions of words of text from websites based in 

twenty different countries. From the fact that “racist” combines far 

more frequently with “slightly” rather than “almost,” we conclude 

that “racist” is not only a gradable adjective, but that it is minimum-
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standard, which means subjects count as racist just in case they 

exceed some minimal degree of racism. From the fact that “racist” 

rarely combines with “except,” we conclude that “racist” is not only 

multidimensional, but disjunctively so, which means there are a 

variety of ways that a subject can be racist, and a subject only has to 

exemplify one of those forms in order to count as racist. 

Nevertheless, some critics might be unmoved by our results, either 

because the critics are concerned with a different aspect of meaning, 

like the moral intensity of “racist,” or are making a claim about 

meaning change. Indeed, empirical responses to conceptual inflation 

critiques might be rare because it is unclear what exactly the 

descriptive component of the conceptual inflation critique is. Our 

goal is to precisify the descriptive component to make critics’ claims 

more available for empirical refutation or validation. 

B. Descriptive Component:  
Meaning, Not Use Frequency 

The descriptive component of conceptual inflation involves, 

on a very rough first pass, some kind of variation with some aspect 

of the meaning of a term. Before we proceed to precisify the 

descriptive component, we have to clarify what it is not. Conceptual 

inflation critiques are about the variation of meaning, which is not 

the same as use frequency. 

Computer scientist David Rozado (2020, 2022; Rozado et al., 

2023) documents that “racist,” and similar terms such as “sexist” 

and “homophobic,” have become more frequently used in academia 

and media over the past fifty years (Figure 2). 

On the basis of their documented increased frequency of use, 

Rozado argues that these terms have undergone conceptual 

inflation. Specifically, he takes these results to be empirical evidence 

for (the descriptive component of) Haslam’s concern about concept  

creep: 

this paper has alluded to the large societal decrease of preju- 
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dicial attitudes against protected groups in the U.S. over the 
past fifty years and contrasted it with the paradoxical 
increase in the usage of words that describe such 
phenomena in New York Times content. This pattern 
provides empirical evidence for the hypotheses of concept 
creep and victimhood culture. (Rozado, 2020: 100) 

Some theoretical support could be given for Rozado’s 

argument. In psychology, David Levari et al. (2018) show that 

people tend to expand the extension of a concept in response to the 

decreased prevalence of its instances. For example, in an experiment 

involving the classification of colored dots, when blue dots become 

rarer, people start to include more dots previously classified as 

purple as blue. In linguistics, Joan Bybee (2007) argues that 

increased use frequency can be a cause of a term’s semantic 

bleaching, the process by which expressions can come to lose their 

meaning: “The mechanism behind bleaching is habituation: a 

stimulus loses its impact if it occurs very frequently” (339). 

However, change in use frequency should not be taken to 

entail change in meaning. There are many possible reasons for a 

term’s increased use frequency that are consistent with unchanged 

meaning. For example, increased frequency could be the result of 

increased uptake of the term in a linguistic community, or changed 

pragmatic norms about the conversational appropriateness of using 

the term. To illustrate this idea, consider the fact that we do not 

believe that the documented increased use frequency of “conceptual 

inflation” in the 1990s and 2000s and “concept creep” in the 2010s 

and 2020s (Figure 1) shows that these terms have undergone a 

change in meaning over these periods. Instead, the change in their 

use frequency might be explained by people getting more interested 

in the phenomenon these terms refer to. Without denying the 

sociological interest of Rozado’s results, we therefore do not believe 

that the documented increased use frequency of “racist,” “sexist,” 

and “homophobic” by itself shows that these terms have undergone 

a change in meaning. 
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III. Varieties of Conceptual Inflation Critique 

A. Aspects of Meaning: Extension and Intensity 

Philosophers have long debated how to understand the 

meaning of “meaning” (see Speaks, 2021: §2 for an overview). Our 

aim here is modest: we only want to highlight two aspects of 

meaning that have been prominent in critics’ concern about 

conceptual inflation: extension and intensity. 

One aspect of meaning, extension, is about the reference of a 

term, or the range of instances that the concept applies to. This 

aspect of meaning is at issue when, for example, Miles (1989: 41) 

criticizes that the concept of racism “has been redefined to refer to 

a wider range of phenomena,” or when Case (2019) characterizes 

conceptual inflation as occurring when “speakers expand the 

reference of a word.” Conceptual inflation critique is partly about 

the extension expansion of a term. 

With the debate about “racism” and “racist” in mind, there is 

a further distinction to be made with two dimensions of extension 

expansion (Haslam, 2016; Tse & Haslam, 2024). On the one hand, 

a critic might be concerned that a concept is vertically conceptually 

inflated when the concept covers a wider range of instances under 

the same category. The vertical dimension of extension expansion is 

at issue when, for example, the editorial in the Pittsburgh Post-

Gazette recommends confining the term “racist” to “people like 

[racial segregationist] Bull Connor and [white supremacist] Dylann 

Roof” and not apply it to “every person who speaks inelegantly, or 

from a position of privilege, or ignorance, or expresses an idea we 

dislike, or happens to be a white male” (as cited in Anderson, 2022: 

77). On the other hand, a critic might also be concerned that a 

concept is horizontally conceptually inflated when the concept 

comes to apply to a wider range of categories. The horizontal 

dimension of extension expansion is at issue when, for example, 

Miles (1989) criticizes the 1967 UNESCO statement on race, and 

the 1960s academic and activist work on institutional racism, for 
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causing the concept of racism to be applied not only to individuals 

and beliefs, but also institutions and actions. 

Another aspect of meaning, intensity, is about the force of a 

term, or—in the case of terms such as “racist”—the strength of 

moral criticism expressed by the use of that concept. This aspect of 

meaning is at issue when, for example, Blum (2002) claims that 

“racism” and “racist” are “in danger of losing their moral force,” or 

when Case (2019) charges conceptual inflation with “degrad[ing] 

the rhetorical effect of inflated words and phrases.” Conceptual 

inflation critique is partly about a term undergoing intensity 

bleaching. While the intensity of terms such as “racist,” which are 

used to directly express moral criticism, is obvious, the intensity of 

terms such as “democracy” is more subtle. However, the concern 

with intensity bleaching is observable when, for example, James’s 

worry about the conceptual inflation of “capitalism” and “socialism” 

stems from these terms’ uses as negative labels for opponents in 

public discourse. 

Not every critic concerned with conceptual inflation is equally 

concerned with extension expansion and intensity bleaching, but 

these are two prominent aspects of meaning that recurrently figure 

in the various critiques. Furthermore, the two aspects of meaning 

seem to be related, at least according to some critics. For example, 

both Blum and Case suggest that extension expansion causes 

intensity bleaching. The inverse correlation between extension and 

intensity—as the reference class of a term increases, the moral force 

of that term decreases—that their causal claim suggests can be 

thought of as another underexplored empirical hypothesis that 

underlies the descriptive aspect of conceptual inflation critiques.  

B. Kinds of Variation: Synchronic and Diachronic 

The ordinary language meaning of “racism” functions as an 

important desideratum in the debate about the concept of racism—

specifically, in whether we should adopt the narrow-scope or the 

wide-scope conception (Taylor, 2013: 36-53). Joshua Glasgow 
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(2009) explicitly states that “the adequacy criterion operative here 

is that an analysis should accommodate ordinary usage of relevant 

terms, terms like ‘racism’” (64). Similarly, amongst Garcia’s (1997) 

adequacy conditions for a conception of racism are a current 

meaning criterion—“conform to our everyday discourse about 

racism, insofar as this free from confusion”—and a historical 

meaning criterion—“either stand continuous with past uses of the 

term ‘racism,’ or involve a change of the term’s meaning that 

represents a plausible transformation along reasonable lines of 

development” (6). Garcia’s two criteria are suggestive of two kinds 

of meaning variation that critics of conceptual inflation are 

concerned with: synchronic and diachronic. 

Synchronic variation concerns the meaning of a term at a single 

time. Conceptual inflation critiques that focus on synchronic 

variation contend that some people are using the term in a way that 

diverges from its current meaning in ordinary language. This kind 

of variation is at issue when, for example, Anderson (2022) claims 

that “outside of academic and progressive circles, almost no one” 

(82) uses “racism” and “racist” in a wide-scope way. This kind of 

variation is also at issue when, for example, Shelby (2014) concedes 

to Blum that he favors “a broader conception [of racism], one that 

has a different focus and that gives less weight to how the term is 

used in everyday life” (59). But not everyone agrees that the current 

ordinary meaning of “racism” and “racist” are narrow-scope rather 

than wide-scope. For example, Hardimon (2019) claims: “It is 

worth noting that the narrow-the-scope proposal is revisionary. As 

things now stand, the word ‘racism’ is generally used in a broad way” 

(238). And elsewhere we (Liao & Hansen, 2023) present empirical 

evidence that supports the idea that the current semantic meaning 

of “racist” is broad because it is minimum-standard and it is 

disjunctively multidimensional. 

To assess whether there is synchronic variation, a crucial first 

step is to gather systematic empirical evidence about the current 

ordinary meaning of a term. For example, to assess whether people 
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in academic and progressive circles are conceptually inflating 

“racism” and “racist” by using these terms widely rather than 

narrowly, we need to first settle whether the current ordinary 

meaning of these terms are wide-scope or narrow-scope. Since there 

are two aspects of meaning that figure prominently in conceptual 

inflation critiques, such an empirical investigation might ask of a 

term what is its current extension and what is its current intensity. 

By asking these questions, we might also find that, contrary to 

Glasgow’s and Garcia’s assumption, there is no determinate 

ordinary meaning of “racism” and “racist” that theorists can 

independently appeal to in the debate about the concept of racism. 

Some theorists who participate in the debate have speculated as 

much. In expressing second thoughts about his earlier works, Blum 

(2004) confesses that he no longer thinks “one can in confidence 

say, as Garcia does, that ‘there is some one thing in which racism 

now consists, some single thing that the term means as we use it 

today’” (77). Similarly, despite his initial concession to Blum, Shelby 

(2014) later writes “the fact is, the term [‘racism’] no longer has a 

determinate meaning in everyday life” (61). Likewise, Clevis 

Headley (2006) argues against Garcia’s search for necessary and 

sufficient conditions for the concept of racism, and Leonard Harris 

(1998) suggests that the concept is essentially contested. If a term 

does not have a determinate current ordinary meaning, then it 

becomes unclear what the synchronic conceptual inflation critique 

amounts to, other than a concealed way of advocating for one’s own 

preferred meaning. 

Diachronic variation is about the changing meaning of a term 

across time. Diachronic conceptual inflation critiques contend that 

the current meaning of a term in ordinary language has diverged 

from its historical meaning. This kind of variation is at issue when, 

for example, Miles (1989: 50-61) claims that the concept of racism 

only applied to individuals and beliefs in the past, but now (at the 

time he was writing) applies to institutions and actions. Behind the 

diachronic conceptual inflation critique, as with the synchronic 
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critique, is the assumption that there is a relatively determinate 

ordinary meaning of a term at a given time. If a term does not have 

a relatively determinate ordinary meaning in the past or in the 

present, then it is unclear how there can be a meaningful comparison 

between the two. Without such a comparison, the descriptive aspect 

of conceptual inflation critiques lacks any foundation. 

IV. Conceptual Inflation Critique:  
A Case Study 

Our history of “conceptual inflation” enabled us to draw some 

theoretical distinctions to disentangle various components of 

conceptual inflation critiques. There are descriptive and normative 

components to the critiques. The descriptive component is about 

variations of meaning, not just relative frequency. There are two 

kinds of meaning variations that could be of concern: synchronic 

and diachronic. There are two aspects of meaning that could be of 

concern: extension and intensity. And there are two dimensions to 

extension expansion that could be of concern: vertical and 

horizontal. 

Our aim is to provide a conceptual map to the variety of 

conceptual inflation critiques so that they become easier to 

empirically verify or disconfirm. Instead of asking the amorphous 

question of whether “racist” has undergone conceptual inflation, we 

can ask more precise descriptive questions. In fact, elsewhere we 

(Hansen & Liao, in press) conduct three empirical studies to 

investigate whether “racist” has undergone diachronic intensity 

bleaching and diachronic vertical extension expansion, and whether 

there is an inverse correlation between extension and intensity as has 

been hypothesized. 

With our detailed map of conceptual inflation, in the rest of 

this paper we can focus on evaluating whether “racist” has 

undergone diachronic horizontal extension expansion. There is a 

common narrative behind this kind of critique which, as we have 
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seen, has been championed by Miles. On this common narrative, 

“racist” used to only have an individualistic sense, and only recently 

(since the 1960s) gained an extra institutional sense. (To be clear, 

not all theorists in this debate agree with this narrative. For example, 

Blum [2002] describes a “historical process by which ‘racism’ 

expanded its reference from doctrines to systems, acts, and persons” 

[6; our emphasis]). This is a hypothesis clear enough for us to verify 

or disconfirm. 

To investigate the hypothesis, we can use a historical corpus to 

examine whether all (or most) occurrences of “racist” are used to 

apply to something individualistic (such as a person or a 

psychological state) or something institutional (such as a 

government or a social policy). We can then simply count each type 

of use and when they occurred to evaluate the claim that “racist” has 

undergone diachronic horizontal extension expansion. 

Table 1, below, shows our categorizations of all adjectival 

occurrences of “racist” before 1967 (when UNESCO released its 

statement on race and when Ture and Hamilton coined 

“institutional racism”) in the Corpus of Historical American English 

(COHA) (Davies, 2010). COHA is a structured corpus that is 

balanced by genre decade by decade, and contains more than 475 

million words of text from the 1820s to 2010s. If the diachronic 

horizontal extension expansion hypothesis is correct, then we 

should find that (1) the institutionalist sense of “racist” appears in 

the corpus at a later time compared to the individualistic sense, and 

(2) before 1967, institutionalist uses of “racist” occur far less 

frequently compared to individualistic uses. 

Neither of the predictions made by the diachronic horizontal 

extension expansion hypothesis are supported by the uses of “racist” 

in COHA (Table 1). First, the earliest clear predication of “racist” 

to an institution, a legal court (1942), predates the earliest clear 

predication of “racist” to an individual, a “little prick” (1948). 

Second, in the time period surveyed, clear uses of “racist” in the 

institutionalist sense are about as common as clear uses of “racist” 
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Table 1 Occurrences of “Racist” as an Adjective in the Corpus of 

Historical American English Before 1967 

Individualistic Sense (Spurious or Unclear) Institutionalist Sense 

“You racist little prick” 
(The Cold War, 1948) 

“certainly one of the 
racist remarkable 
documents” (NYT, 
1883) [transcription 
error?] 

“the most famous of 
the cases in Which 
black men were tried in 
racist courts for 
allegedly raping white 
women” (Nation, 
1942) 

“Ras the Exhorter and 
his gang of racist 
gangsters” (The 
Invisible Man, 1952) 

“To hair a sport is as 
much a matter of racist’ 
as to bathe” (Atlantic, 
1902) [transcription 
error?] 

“To Prime Minister D. 
F. Malan, who suggests 
that his racist 
goverriment [sic] may 
have to ‘protect the 
aborigines’” (Nation, 
1949) 

“a traitorous merchant 
of vile instruments of 
anti-Negro, anti-
minority racist bigotry” 
(The Invisible Man, 
1952) 

“A roan racist have 
intellectual force to 
emancipate himself” 
(Atlantic, 1903) 
[transcription error?] 

“Obviously, the Army 
does not intend to, 
abolish its racist quota 
system or its 
segregation” (NYT, 
1950) 

“requires of the 
American people that 
we diminish as far as 
possible our racist 
habits” (Harpers, 1953) 

“his analysis seemed to 
fit into Arthur Jensen’s 
overtly racist 
argument” (Nation, 
1942) 

“a revolutionary 
solution to extreme 
racist terror and 
oppression” (Nation, 
1955) 

“for India’s 
rectitudinous liberals 
were as intolerantly 
racist in their attitude 
toward white men” 
(Time, 1954) 

“Must we listen to this 
racist nonsense?” (The 
Invisible Man, 1952) 

“author of the official 
commentary to Hitler’s 
notorious racist laws of 
1935” (Time, 1960) 
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“Pan-Asian sentiments 
promoted by Japan 
during World War II 
had been founded 
largely upon a racist 
spirit which remains 
powerful” (NYT, 1955) 

“He has the old-
fashioned American 
racist notions” 
(Outsider, 1953) 

“South African foreign 
minister, defended his 
government’s 
‘apartheid’ or racist 
policies” (Chicago, 
1960) 

“Alabama’s Racist State 
Senator Sam Engelhardt 
Jr” (Time, 1957) 

“origins provisions of 
the immigration laws of 
the United States 
because they would 
introduce racist 
concepts which he 
considered repugnant” 
(NYT, 1956) 

“South Africa’s racist 
apartheid policy” 
(Time, 1961) 

“He looks upon 
contemporary racist 
leaders” (Harpers, 
1958) 

“The facts did not 
support such racist 
conclusions” (Time, 
1958) 

“In fact, opined Hitler, 
America was a racist 
state” (Time, 1961) 

“It said his ‘hateful’ and 
‘racist’ views were not 
the issue” (NYT, 1961) 

“Whatever a politician’s 
platform may be, the 
reporters’ racist 
important judgments 
about him” (Harpers, 
1958) [transcription 
error?] 

“repress an entirely 
peaceful demonstration 
by Moslem Algerians in 
Paris who were 
protesting a racist 
curfew” (New Republic, 
1961) 

“her brother isn’t an 
insincere racist 
demagogue like THAT” 
(A Shade of Difference, 
1961) 

“Now, don’t give me 
any cool racist and 
segregationist back 
talk” (The Man, 1964) 

“Racist organizations in 
the South” (Time, 
1962) 

“all the South’s racist 
demagogues” (Time, 
1963) 

“national ticket had 
abandoned many 
traditional Republican 
principles and leaned 

“All that prevents 
outright racist civil war 
is the presence of 500 
British troops” (Time, 
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toward reactionary, 
extremist and racist 
fringes” (Saturday 
Evening Post, 1965) 

1963) 

“Goldwater can count 
on the racist element 
among them” (Nation, 
1964) 

“any political theme of 
the Radical Right that 
they believe has racist 
undertones” (Harpers, 
1966) 

“The literacy test is 
nothing more than the 
perpetuation and the 
exercise of the racist 
policies” (NYT, 1963) 

“Cigar-chomping Judge 
Leander Perez, the 
excommunicated racist 
dictator of Plaquemines 
Parish” (Nation, 1964) 

“every possible racist 
maneuver that will 
benefit their candidate” 
(Nation, 1966) 

 

“There has been a 
spectrum in geography 
running from the 
deepest, most racist 
South” (New Republic, 
1964) 

“previous historians did 
not see American 
Negro history in this 
light is blandly 
attributed to racist 
prejudice” (Harpers, 
1965) 

“Two courageous 
voices have been heard 
amid this racist tumult” 
(Nation, 1966) 

“a determined minority 
succeeded in aligning 
the Republican party 
with the racist 
movement” (Harpers, 
1965) 

“Negro removal was 
the result of racist 
rather than class 
motives” (Harpers, 
1965) 

“The overt racist feels 
that Negroes are 
inherently unable to…” 
(New Republic, 1965) 
[“racist” is a noun here] 

“This isn’t a racist 
institution” (Harpers, 
1966) 

“Attorney General 
Richmond Flowers, 
who tried to take the 
Coleman prosecution 
out of local racist 
hands” (Nation, 1965) 

 “we’re not, and I’ll say 
it again, a racist 
institution” (Harpers, 
1966) 
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“majority of people in 
all areas of our society 
simply will not permit 
inequalities and racist 
fanaticism to exist” 
(Saturday Evening Post, 
1965) 

 “California is in the 
throes of one of the 
most subtle and 
intensive racist political 
campaigns” (Nation, 
1966) 

“He is getting $40,000 
for his movie role as a 
racist murderer” (Time, 
1966) 

 “Governor Brown’s 
counter to the racist 
campaign” (Nation, 
1966) 

“Alabama’s racist 
Governor George 
Wallace” (Time, 1966) 

 “Crown-Zellerbach and 
others have a 
considerable stake in 
the stability of the 
white racist regime” 
(New Republic, 1966) 

“his right-wing stand 
on racial issues without 
his having to voice 
outright racist 
sentiments” (Nation, 
1966) 

  

Note: Categorized by authors as used in an individualistic sense, in an institutionalist 
sense, or as spurious or unclear. 

Source: Davies (2010). 

 

in the individualistic sense (20 vs. 21 occurrences). Contrary to the 

diachronic horizontal extension expansion hypothesis, the 

institutionalist sense of “racist” appears to be as longstanding and as 

frequent as the individualistic sense, at least in COHA. 

To be sure, there are limitations to this empirical investigation. 

Language change is a continuous process, so any sharp period 

delineation is bound to be somewhat arbitrary. The corpus 

sometimes includes transcription errors: for example, since the 



Conceptual Inflation 227 

earliest use of “racism” recorded in the Oxford English Dictionary 

dates back to 1902, the earliest occurrence in COHA (which is from 

1883) is most likely spurious. The corpus also includes quite a few 

cases in which “racist” is predicated of abstract entities, such as 

concepts or conclusions, that could be related to an individual or an 

institution, which we are not sure how to categorize. And beyond 

those cases, there can undoubtedly be quibbles about particular 

categorizations on either side of the table. 

Given these limitations, we do not take this empirical evidence 

to be conclusive. But we do take it to cast doubt on the common 

narrative that “racist” has undergone diachronic horizontal 

extension expansion since the 1960s, namely that it has come to 

include a new institutionalist sense alongside an old individualistic 

sense. Even more importantly, this empirical investigation shows 

how a conceptual inflation critique can be precisified, using the 

theoretical distinctions that we have drawn, into a descriptive 

hypothesis about meaning change which can be supported or 

challenged by linguistic evidence. 
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摘 要 

三十多年來理論家們持續表達對概念膨脹的憂慮。這些憂慮經

常是針對「種族主義」與「種族主義的」，以及其他在政治上有爭

議的詞彙。然而，這些理論家們並未總能清楚說明概念膨脹究竟是

什麼，又為何值得擔憂。透過梳理這些概念膨脹批評中不同的論述，

我們建立出一套區分不同類型概念膨脹的分類架構。我們首先簡要

回顧概念膨脹批評的發展歷程，並聚焦於「種族主義」和「種族主

義的」這兩個詞彙。接著，我們區分概念膨脹批評當中的描述性成

分與規範性成分。在描述性成分方面，我們強調其核心在於意義，

而不是使用頻率，並進一步釐清這些理論家所關注的詞彙意義變異

的不同面向。我們區分語意的兩個層面——外延與強度——以及兩

種變異型態——共時性變異與歷時性變異。我們的分類架構揭示出

哪種證據可以支持或挑戰不同類型的概念膨脹批評。 

 

關鍵詞：概念膨脹、概念蔓延、語意變異、本質上具爭議的概念、

種族主義 
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