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Abstract

Over the centuries, many philosophers have written about injustice. More recently, attention has
turned to a previously little-recognized form of injustice — epistemic injustice. The philosopher
Miranda Fricker coined the phrase ‘epistemic injustice’ — an example being when your credibility as
a source of knowledge is unjustly downgraded (perhaps because you are ‘just a woman’ of the
‘wrong’ race). This interview with Miranda explores what epistemic injustice is, and why it is

important.
SL:  In your book Epistemic Injustice: Power
and the Ethics of Knowing, you draw atten-
tion to a distinct kind of injustice which, of
course, you call ‘epistemic injustice’.
Could you begin by explaining what epi-
stemic injustice is and why it’s important?
MF: My interest in the area started when I was an
MA student of Women’s Studies at the
University of Kent back in 1991, and I had
the opportunity to read and discuss feminist
philosophy, and in particular feminist epis-
temology. The feminist academic landscape
in the UK at that time was shaped by posi-
tions debating respects in which the funda-
mentals of human thought and language
might be understood as ‘male’ or ‘masculin-
ist’. However, I felt none of these approaches
was apt to characterize what I personally
understood to be exciting about the idea
that ‘reason’ or ‘knowledge’ or ‘objectivity’
might be connected with gendered power,
namely, the everyday ways in which a per-
son or group can suffer an injustice that
wrongfully undermines or disadvantages
them in functioning specifically as a knower.
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What other intellectual resources were there
to hand? I looked to the English-language
philosophy of the kind I had read as an under-
graduate, and there was nothing that spoke
directly to any of these themes. Indeed, the
whole self-conception of analytic philosophy as
such (at that time) had things sewn up so that
any questions designed to prompt thoughts
about how relations of social identity and power
might impinge upon an aspect of epistemology
could only sound misplaced, like vaguely embar-
rassing, untutored overspill from a neighbouring
discipline such as sociology, or political theory.
The fascinating and challenging feminist writings
I had more recently been exposed to on my MA
were barely registering in mainstream analytical
quarters.

This made me wonder: how might one try to
bring theoretical articulation to some of these
themes in the idiom of analytic epistemology?
If one could start with describing an everyday
on-the-ground experience of being wrongfully
undermined or disadvantaged in some aspect
of epistemic function, then maybe that would
give rise to some new questions and
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perspectives. So I tried to do that, and ... the
obvious place to start was with the experience
— had by so many, and described by so many
in different ways and other theoretical and lit-
erary contexts — of having one’s word underes-
timated (genuinely misjudged) because of
prejudice. I called that phenomenon
Testimonial Injustice — the experience of
receiving a level of credibility reduced by preju-
dice. I analysed it as wrongfully undermining or
insulting the person specifically in their cap-
acity as an epistemic subject — as a knower —
thus casting it as one basic type of ‘epistemic
injustice’. I conceived it as typically disadvan-
tageous, though of course there can be, some-
times empowering, exceptions where the
particular circumstances mean it turns out
advantageous to be wrongfully underestimated
(think of Miss Marple).

SL: In your view, are there different kinds of
Testimonial Injustice?

Yes, for sure — I mean, there are as many as we
want there to be, depending on how many fine-
grained differences may strike us as worth dis-
tinguishing. In defining Testimonial Injustice I
thought it was most useful to circumscribe the
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category with reference to the basic ‘kind’ of
credibility reduced by prejudice; but that is a
broad category that naturally permits a certain
internal heterogeneity. One dimension of het-
erogeneity is simply the degree of deficit, so
that Testimonial Injustices can range from slight
depressions of credibility — which may or may
not take the credibility level below the threshold
for being believed, and may or may not be ser-
iously disadvantageous to the person concerned
— to relatively severe depressions of credibility —
which are very likely to press the credibility
level below the belief threshold, but again may
or may not be seriously disadvantageous,
depending on the practical context. To see that
even severe depressions of credibility need not
be damaging, imagine a scenario in which a
very angry customer demands to see the
Manager. Unaware of their intention to cause
the Manager bodily harm, you reveal that you
are the Manager, but a prejudice on their part
leads them to doubt that you are in that position
of authority, and so you are saved from their vio-
lence. They did you a Testimonial Injustice, and
a Testimonial Injustice is an intrinsic epistemic
wrong, but one which on this occasion brought
you a serious practical advantage — your per-
sonal safety.

https://doi.org/10.1017/51477175623000040 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S1477175623000040

Think « Vol 22 « No 64 « Summer 2023

‘The ftascinating and
challenging feminist
writings I had more
recently been exposed
to on my MA were
barely registering in
mainstream analytical
quarters.’

The most severe sorts of Testimonial Injustice
will be forms of silencing. Imagine a situation in
which the prejudicial deficit of credibility is so
severe that it’s as if the person hasn’t said any-
thing at all. Their word doesn’t even register
with the hearer, and so the speaker receives
zero credibility, not because a credibility judge-
ment of zero is made but rather for the reason
that no credibility judgement is made. I styled
this as a total epistemic silencing: something is
said, yet it is as if nothing were said. Or, again,
imagine a situation where people like you are
prejudicially overlooked as a relevant source of
testimony or information about a given topic, so
you don’t even get the opportunity to contribute.
I styled this latter kind of silencing as ‘pre-
emptive’ Testimonial Injustice, because the
prejudice is such that the opportunity for testi-
monial contribution is pre-empted altogether.
Literally, nothing gets said. These are of course
well-known phenomena, and they can be theo-
rized in different ways. But I hope constructing
them as cases of extreme Testimonial Injustice,
so that we see them as forms of maximal prejudi-
cial credibility deficit, was useful for some
purposes.

There are other dimensions of internal het-
erogeneity besides the degree of credibility def-
icit, and the most important one is whether or
not the prejudice depressing the person’s cred-
ibility is local to a specific social context or
whether it is what I call a ‘tracker’ prejudice,
which follows the person through a range of
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areas of social activity (educational, political,
sexual, professional ...). Tracker prejudices are
generally structural — the obvious cases are cen-
tral kinds of identity prejudice such as those of
gender, race, class, sexual orientation, religion,
and so on — and so the Testimonial Injustices
that are produced by tracker prejudices are of
central interest to any account of how epistemic
injustice is integral to wider structural social
injustice and oppression. I called these ‘system-
atic’ testimonial injustices; and they contrast
with cases of the localized kind, which are driven
by non-tracking prejudices, and which I classed
as ‘incidental’. It’s worth remarking that an inci-
dental Testimonial Injustice might possibly be
disastrous for a particular individual’s life, yet
without intersecting with broader structures of
social injustice. But if we are interested in paint-
ing a picture that reveals the ways that epistemic
injustices are woven into the fabric of social
injustices more generally, then it is the system-
atic kind of Testimonial Injustice in which we
will be most interested.

The distinction between incidental and sys-
tematic forms, then, was for me highly important.
They belong, however, to a single normative
genus — the genus ‘Testimonial Injustice’ — in vir-
tue of the fact that they each exemplify the core
epistemic wrong that is the constant in both inci-
dental and systematic forms: the prejudicial
credibility deficit that expresses a wrongful
underestimation of one’s standing as a Giver of
knowledge. 1 believe this focus on the core
ethical-epistemic wrong has perhaps facilitated
the application of Testimonial Injustice in areas
of social-institutional life — such as healthcare,
for example. Imagine a patient as such finding
themselves on the receiving end of some negative
assumptions about the credibility of their com-
plaints of increased pain. Depending on the social
identity of the patient, this might be an incidental
Testimonial Injustice or a systematic one. If the
prejudice attaches to the patient because of
some aspect of their strictly individual eccentric
personal style, then it would be an incidental epi-
stemic injustice. But if it attaches to them as a
member of a structurally disadvantaged social
group — as when a black woman complains of
chronic pain and finds her word is not taken
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seriously because of the intersectionally racia-
lized and gendered way in which she is perceived
— then this constitutes an epistemic injustice of
the systematic kind. I hope this sort of applica-
tion illustrates the usefulness of a conception of
epistemic injustice that can span situations of
both structural injustice and one-off moments
of injustice, for the same intrinsic wrong is at
work in both kinds of case. It is the same epi-
stemic wrong, but occurring in importantly dif-
ferent ways and with very different resonances
both in terms of the phenomenology and in
terms of the causal connection with wider injus-
tices. That was perhaps the main value of starting
to talk in terms of something distinctively cast as
epistemic injustice.

SL:  Tell us about the other kind of epistemic
injustice you characterized — Hermeneutical
Injustice.

The second kind of epistemic injustice I offered an
account of presents a different sort of wrongful epi-
stemic disadvantage, as it relates not to a wrongful
deficit of credibility but rather to a wrongful deficit
of intelligibility — intelligibility to others, or some-
times even to ourselves. I called it Hermeneutical
Injustice. Once again, it comes in many different
shapes and sizes. A maximal case might be one
in which a person has a social experience that is
not fully intelligible even to them; and a minimal
case might be one in which a person fully under-
stands their own experience, and can readily com-
municate it to many others, confident in their
capacity to understand it properly, and yet the
particular parties to whom they need to make it
intelligible — perhaps an employer, the police, a
partner — do not share the concepts needed to
fully grasp it. Of course there can be many cases
between maximal and minimal too, as they are
just poles of a continuum.

Hermeneutical injustices happen, on my
account, when the explanation for why there are
insufficient, or insufficiently shared, concepts for
an experience to be intelligible is that the person
in question is a member of a ‘hermeneutically mar-
ginalized’ group. That is, they are socially posi-
tioned such that they under-contribute to the
stock of concepts and social meanings that are
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shared and usable by all. I called this universally
shared stock of concepts and social meanings the
‘collective hermeneutical resource’, and it desig-
nates that subset of concepts and meanings that
everyone can use with confidence that they will
be understood by anyone else —it’s the intersection
of the many overlapping sets of hermeneutical
resources operative in a given society at a time.

Manifestly, in most societies there are many
different and overlapping sets of social meanings.
Some social groups routinely use some concepts
and meanings that only they fully understand,
and this exclusivity means these concepts are
not part of the collective hermeneutical resource.
Mundanely, any expert group is like this, for
instance; and, as others have rightly emphasized,
so are some oppressed groups. That was indeed
the point. The generation of concepts and
meanings that swiftly become shared by all is a
social practice in which unequal power means
there can be over-contributors and under-
contributors. If I belong to an under-contributing
group then I am ‘hermeneutically marginalized’,
and that places me at a wrongfully raised risk of
having an experience I need to render intelligible
to myself and/or to others, but cannot, either
because I lack the concepts myself, or because
even while I and my community may have long
possessed the relevant concepts and used them
to make sense of many experiences, still relevant
others lack them, and may like it that way, and so
I cannot render my experience fully intelligible
across social space. Either sort of case exempli-
fies Hermeneutical Injustice.

As with Testimonial Injustices, in the case
of Hermeneutical Injustice there can be both
systematic and incidental cases. If the hermen-
eutical marginalization is localized to a particu-
lar context of social activity (perhaps, for
instance, the experience of being a new father
who finds himself attending something still
called a ‘mother-and-babies’ group, which oper-
ates with a set of concepts and meanings pre-
supposing all primary carers are women),
then any hermeneutical injustice that he
experiences in that local context need have
no implications for his likely susceptibility to
other kinds of injustice. Indeed he might be a
man whose social positioning has him at the
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advantaged end of many power relations —
class, race, gender-identity, and so on - so
that this experience may be a first for him, a
situation in which he learns what it can be
like to find oneself largely outside the only
operative set of meanings, without shared
resources in the context to give proper expres-
sion to what he is experiencing. The point is
that, for him, the Hermeneutical Injustice he
may experience in that context will be some-
thing of a one-off — incidental.

‘... the obvious place
to start was with the
experience — had by so
many, and described
by so many in
different ways and
other theoretical and
literary contexts — of
having one’s word
underestimated
(genuinely
misjudged) because of
prejudice.’

By contrast, in a case where group members’
hermeneutical marginalization is more widely
spread across different areas of social activity —
for instance, they under-contribute to shared
concepts and meanings regarding gender iden-
tity, access to organized religion, to education,
to healthcare, to a range of career paths — then
any given hermeneutical injustice resonates
across these different domains to render the
injustice more systematic in nature. Imagine,
for instance, a father who is a trans-man arriving
with his baby at what he had reason to believe was
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an inclusive parents-and-babies group, only to
find that the group running today is
‘mothers-and-babies’. In such a situation, any
Hermeneutical Injustice he experiences at the
group will resonate with hermeneutical marginal-
ization of a non-local kind, insofar as his under-
contribution to shared concepts and meanings is
not local to activities of parenting but rather to
many areas of social activity — thus it is systematic
in kind. My aim in carving out this distinction
between incidental and systematic Hermeneutical
Injustice was, as ever, to identify the core epi-
stemic wrong that is constant through the different
sorts of case, while attending nonetheless to the
differences, and thereby offering an explanation
of what makes only the systematic cases resonate
with other dimensions of social injustice.

SL:  Could you say something about the differ-
ent applications of your concepts of epi-
stemic injustice?

It’s exciting to see the categories of Testimonial
Injustice and Hermeneutical Injustice being
used by others in new and distinctive ways.
Other philosophers and writers are exploring
applications in healthcare, education, business,
Al, aesthetics, recognition theory, and other
areas. Speaking personally, an especially reward-
ing experience for me in this connection has
been having the opportunity to collaborate with
women victims and campaigners in Colombia
regarding the systematic sexual violence that
was meted out against women in the five decades
of civil war. (I use the word ‘victim’ rather than
‘survivor’ because that is the preference of the
women concerned — they are demanding to be
recognized as victims of crimes.) If people who
have suffered systematic criminal assault and
brutality find it helpful to be able to protest not
only against the original crimes but also against
the secondary injustices that occur when their
accusations are not properly heard, then the the-
ory will have had some valuable use of a kind I
would not have dared envisage when I wrote the
book.

My purpose in writing it was not to point out
the empirical fact that prejudice often entails
that people are wrongfully dismissed or under-
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estimated — I make almost no direct claims in the
book about which groups are or have been
historically wrongfully epistemically underesti-
mated, but rather I explore illustrations drawn
from fiction and memoir in order to try to furnish
the philosophical imagination with a sense of the
multiplicity of possibilities in this regard. They
indicate both the ordinariness of epistemic injust-
ice, and its immense structural power. My pur-
pose was to create a theory of two basic forms
and to do so in the idioms of both moral philoso-
phy and social epistemology (especially virtue
epistemology), so that we had a way of theoretic-
ally characterizing what was distinctive about
the wrong, situating it in relation to other kinds
of wrong, and naming two of its broad forms so
that they might be discerned in life and protested
in their own right. It was in this sense a
narrowly academic and analytical project, which
tried to portray the border between the feminist
philosophy that had inspired it, and the analytic
epistemology that I was aiming to expand. The
book also tried to limn a different border — one
of philosophical style. I have always felt it must
be possible to write philosophy in a way that is
porous with other kinds of writing — novels, mem-
oirs, screenplays. The text of my book was a
patchwork in this regard, using long quotations
simultaneously as illustration and source mater-
ial. I don’t know how far I succeeded in pushing
any boundaries, but I think perhaps the extended
use of these non-theoretical kinds of text did
make the book more readable both to philoso-
phers and to non-philosophers. I hope so anyway.

SL: That is great to hear, especially about the
women campaigners in Colombia, not
just because people have benefitted from
your work, but also because it’s a nice illus-
tration to counter philosophy’s widespread
reputation for being a ‘head in clouds dis-
cipline’ that has no real-world value. Karl
Marx famously suggested that the point of
philosophy is not just to understand the
world, but to change it. May I ask you,
finally, how you think philosophy has
most significantly changed the world,
and, going forward, how it should try to
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change the world? Are there specific issues
philosophers should be focusing on?

To be honest, I've never agreed with that fam-
ous line from Marx ... For a start, he must have
had a very a narrow conception of philosophy
in mind, as there is a lot of valuable philosophy
that has precious few practical implications for
how human affairs should be arranged. And of
the philosophy that could in principle be imple-
mented in practice as part of a political system,
well, it’s an open question whether it should
aim to change anything in the sense of being
put into practice. It all depends. There is surely
philosophy that would have a good effect in a
given context at a given time, if implemented,
and there is philosophy that would have a disas-
trous effect. In the case of Marxism, which prob-
ably has the greatest claim to being philosophy
that brought changes to the world, it is a matter
of opinion whether the historically epic, mono-
lithic vision of permanent revolution that he
bequeathed modern political thought (and with-
out which our critical understanding of capital-
ism, exploitation, class, gender and race as we
know it would not have got out of the starting
blocks) should be thought of as flowering in
something good or something frankly horrifying.
The totalitarian implementations of communism
that history has witnessed do not make a good
advert for philosophy that changes the world.
This suggests to me that the primary value of his-
torical materialism is critical, explanatory,
imaginative, corrective, argumentative ...; but
not implementational.

However, the more general drift of Marx’s
comment surely remains. ‘Changing the world’
need not be understood in terms of direct imple-
mentation, after all, but rather something more
indirect, discursive and contested. The version
that T would certainly endorse is the implied
observation that culture, including political cul-
ture, can be more or less intellectually rich or
bankrupt, so yes, let there be philosophy that
can help stave off the bankruptey. I believe phil-
osophy has a role to play in substantiating
humane values and continually reshaping our
sense of what various kinds of justice demand
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of our institutions. Therefore, it is highly valuable  contribution. Universities should be autono-
that enough philosophy is done in a manner that  mous, but porous. I believe that is how philoso-
might ultimately contribute to public debates. phy, and the humanities in general, may
Not all philosophy need be like that, for sure; continue to make an essential, though essentially
but it is socially valuable that, where appropriate,  indirect, contribution to the polity and to public
some of it can find a way to make that sort of life more generally.

Miranda Fricker

Miranda Fricker is Honorary Professor of Philosophy, University of Sheffield and Julius Silver Professor of Philosophy at
New York University.
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