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Words matter. If we do not define them well, we literally won’t know what we are talking 
about. Twentieth-century logico-linguistic-analytic philosophers despaired of properly 
(denotatively) defining qualitative concepts such as beauty and justice according to the 
modern scientific standards. They deemed them emotive and cognitively meaningless, 
consigning them to linguistic limbo. Then, in 1956, political philosopher W. E. Gallie 
introduced the notion of “essentially contested concepts.” Debates faltered or 
overheated as participants “talked past” one other because key words meant different 
things to different people. While Gallie hoped to find consensus on conclusive 
definitions of appraisive, complex, variously describable, and open-ended concepts, he 
acknowledged that, while correct definitions might remain elusive, the terms were vital 
parts of our language. Coincidentally, psychologist Charles Osgood developed the 
“semantic differential” technique. It revealed the multiple, hidden meanings of concepts 
in “semantic space” and allowed precise measurements of difference! Psychiatrists 
used it to investigate “dissociative personality disorder,” psychologists to explore 
“cognitive dissonance,” and sociologists to reveal concealed prejudices across class, 
gender, and ethno-racial divides. This paper links quantitative linguistic analysis to 
critical theories of communicative competence and shows how probing contested terms 
can disclose hidden prejudices among people who sincerely self-identify as tolerant of 
diversity. Administering simple sets of seven-point scales in questionnaires can help 
“diagnose” discrimination and lead people to recognize, confront, and resolve internal 
conflicts, achieve self-awareness, and engage in more rational discourse according to 
Habermas’ “ideal speech situation” and neo-Kantian notions of “universal pragmatics” 
and can assess the efficacy of “sensitivity training.” 
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