
How the Term ‘Social Justice
Warrior’ Became an Insult
Virtually  everyone  has  heard  of  the  term  social  justice
warrior by now. The term has become quite popular the past few
years—so big in fact, that the Oxford Dictionary added it to
their dictionary in 2015. Most people by now know that when
someone is accused of being a social justice warrior, it is
probably not a compliment.
 
But people who have not heard of social justice warriors may
be a bit mystified by this insult. The name itself—social
justice warrior—seems to refer to people who fight on behalf
of society’s downtrodden. How can calling someone a social
justice warrior be an insult?
 
The  answer  to  this  question  has  a  lot  to  do  with
connotation—the ideas or feelings attached to a word. For
example, compare the difference between calling a building a
house and a home. House and home may be defined the same way,
but they have different connotations. A house brings to mind a
building where you spend your days. A home brings to mind a
place of warmth, laughter, and family.
 
The term social justice warrior is governed by connotations as
well. According to the Oxford Dictionary, a social justice
warrior is a derogatory term for “A person who expresses or
promotes socially progressive views.”
 
Know Your Meme gives us a better idea of the nature of these
negative  connotations.  Used  derogatively,  a  social  justice
warrior is:
“a  pejorative  label  applied  to  bloggers,  activists  and
commentators who are prone to engage in lengthy and hostile
debates against others on a range of issues concerning social
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injustice, identity politics and political correctness. In
contrast to the social justice blogosphere at large, the
stereotype of a social justice warrior is distinguished by
the use of overzealous and self-righteous rhetorics, as well
as appealing to emotions over logic and reason.”

In  other  words,  calling  someone  a  social  justice  warrior
implies  that  the  accuser  thinks  the  other  person  is  an
unreasonable, hostile, and self-interested internet user with
a progressive agenda.
 
But  this  was  not  always  the  case.  A  decade  ago,  calling
someone a social justice warrior was merely a description, and
in some cases, even a compliment.
 
Pre-2008, social justice warriors were connotatively champions
of economic and social issues. According to the Washington
Post, Canadian union activist Michel Chartrand was the first
known person to be described as a social justice warrior in
1991:
“[Quebec  guitarist  Rene]  Lussier  will  present  the  world
premiere of his ambitious Quebecois mood piece Le Tresor de
la Langue, which juxtaposes the spoken word — including sound
bites  from  Charles  de  Gaulle  and  Quebec  nationalist  and
social-justice warrior Michel Chartrand — with new- music
noodlings.”

From that point until 2008, the word is sparsely scattered
throughout  newspapers  and  articles.  In  1998,  The  Register
Guard described one prominent member of the Homeless Action
Coalition  as  a  social  justice  warrior,  and  in  2008,  both
Vanessa Green (Director of Multicultural Education for Hope
College)  and  singer  Mavis  Staples  were  hailed  as  social
justice warriors.
 
But  the  connotations  of  calling  someone  a  social  justice
warrior changed sometime between 2008 and 2011. It’s unclear
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precisely how and when this change occurred.
 
Nevertheless, by 2011 the term social justice warrior had some
definite and particular connotations. This was the year that
social justice warrior was first used as an insult on Twitter.
And it was also the year the very first negative definition of
a social justice warrior showed up on Urban Dictionary. A
poster by the lovely name of “poopem” defined the term social
justice warrior thusly:
“[It is] a pejorative term for an individual who repeatedly
and vehemently engages in arguments on social justice on the
Internet, often in a shallow or not well-thought-out way, for
the  purpose  of  raising  their  own  personal  reputation.  A
social justice warrior, or SJW, does not necessarily strongly
believe all that they say, or even care about the groups they
are fighting on behalf of. They typically repeat points from
whoever is the most popular blogger or commenter of the
moment, hoping that they will ‘get SJ points’ and become
popular in return. They are very sure to adopt stances that
are “correct” in their social circle.”

In other words, the first negative connotations of social
justice warriors surfaced when people searched for a word to
describe those who engaged in social justice debates for self-
serving  or  inauthentic  reasons,  such  as  burnishing  their
reputation (these days, people reach to words like virtue-
signaling instead). They were distinguished from people who
fought for and genuinely cared about their cause.
 
The word was thrust into the mainstream in 2014 amid the
complex Gamergate Scandal, and its usage exploded online.
 
The Gamergate scandal had a significant impact on the gaming
industry (and beyond it) and remains controversial to this
day. The conflict centered around ethics in gaming journalism
and the role of women in the gaming industry (an industry
traditionally populated by males).
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Opponents  of  Gamergate  accused  the  gaming  industry  of
collaborating to oppress women in the industry. Supporters of
Gamergate, on the other hand, believed that gaming developers
and journalists were colluding to make the gaming industry fit
their own cultural agenda.
 
The lasting mainstream legacy of the Gamergate scandal is the
massive popularization of the term Social Justice Warrior.
 
Many outside of the gaming community took up arms against
those termed as social justice warriors. Among these are Will
Shetterly, author of the blog SJWars (who is more against the
tactics of social justice warriors than their causes) and
writer Keri Smith.
 
But on a lighter note, plenty of people have taken their turn
in poking fun at the caricature of a social justice warrior:
 
 

 

 
On the other hand, plenty of people, especially those involved
in  social  justice,  are  uncomfortable  with  the  phrase’s
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connotations as well, saying that the people that are termed
social justice warriors today are poor representatives of the
social justice movement. Videos like these (see below) aim to
rescue the term social justice warriors from their negative
connotations:
 
 

 

 
The term social justice warrior probably won’t be disappearing
anytime soon. However, given the massive connotative changes
the word has undergone in the past few years, it will be
interesting to see how it evolves in the next few years. Will
calling someone a social justice warrior forever be an insult,
or will the inevitable turning of time modify this charged
phrase until it has some new connotation?
—
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