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ABSTRACT 

When we seek medical advice, we look to doctors. When we seek plumbing advice, we look to plumbers. 

And when we seek advice for how to make society more just and less marginalizing, we ought to look to 

those who are marginalized. According to feminist standpoint epistemologists, we have good 

epistemological reasons for listening to the marginalized with respect to matters of marginalization: 

knowledge is based on one’s perspective, as determined by one’s social identities like race, gender, and 

ability, and those in subordinate social groups have epistemic advantages compared to those in dominant 

social groups. This dissertation argues that the epistemic advantages of some marginalized people make 

them experts. These marginalized experts deserve deference in some contexts, just as one might defer to 

other experts in some contexts. The first chapter of the dissertation characterizes significant but often 

overlooked aspects of marginalized expertise, including the ability to generate non-knowledge epistemic 

goods like intuitions and all-in judgments, understandings, and skilled attunements with respect to some 

aspects of the world. In the second chapter, the dissertation develops the view that some marginalized 

people are experts and specifies in what cognitive and practical domains those marginalized people have 

expertise. Based on this account of marginalized expertise, in the third chapter, the dissertation lays the 

groundwork for how to have difficult but important conversations about injustice in advocacy, teaching, 

and policy settings. In particular, the dissertation argues that marginalized people deserve a defeasible 

presumption of expertise in these contexts, and that this presumption is both rationally defensible and can 

contribute to the aims of justice. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 On May 25th, 2020, a Minneapolis police officer murdered a Black man named George Floyd, 

resulting in a summer of protests over Black police violence. Several cultural trends appeared in the wake 

of those protests, including the following: Black owned bookstores and publishers saw increased demand 

(Mayes, Tierney and Keating 2020), the publishing industry sought to employ more people of color (Alter 

and Harris 2020), and job openings for “Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion” (DEI) roles at corporate firms 

increased, after falling during the 2020 coronavirus pandemic (Maurer 2020). These trends coincide with 

a wider cultural trend recognizing the importance of things like marginalized testimony (that is, testimony 

that marginalized people give), “lived experiences” or epistemic goods gained from one’s first-person, 

direct embodied experiences, and diverse perspectives (for example, having people with several different 

racial, gender, sexual, or ability-related identities working together on a corporate task force).  

 

Figure 1. A line chart displaying rising relative interest in the search term "lived experience" since 
August 2011. Data from “Google Trends”. 

Looking at these cultural trends, an epistemologist is inclined to ask: is there epistemological 

significance in hearing a Black person talk about racist police violence, compared to hearing a white 

person talk about it? What is the importance of someone’s lived experience? Is having a diversity of 

perspectives in say, scientific inquiry, helpful for producing scientific knowledge? 
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 And indeed, feminist philosophers have tried to answer similar questions since the 1970s. In this 

dissertation, I expand on the body of work created in the past 50 years by feminist philosophers, and in 

particular, feminist standpoint epistemologists. They have argued, roughly, that knowledge is “socially-

situated” and “marginalized people” have some epistemic advantages with respect to producing 

knowledge. I will discuss both of the phrases in quotes more in the next chapter, but socially-situated 

means something like perspective-based, where someone’s perspective is grounded in their 

intersectional identity (i.e., their identity qua intersections of social group membership like race, class, 

gender), and a marginalized person is someone who is oppressed in virtue of social hierarchies.  

 This dissertation project aims at an argument linking the epistemic advantages of some 

marginalized people and what those advantages imply about marginalized testimony in certain contexts. 

In short, I think that some marginalized people are epistemological experts in the domain of knowledge 

about their axes of marginalization—that is, the domain of knowledge covering things like social scripts 

and survival strategies that are useful in successfully navigating the world as a marginalized person. 

Marginalized people are also practical experts with respect to forming certain kinds of intuitions about the 

world and understanding and attuning to the world in unique, epistemically privileged ways. Marginalized 

expertise obtains in virtue of a marginalized person’s epistemic advantages.1 So, in some contexts, 

marginalized people ought to be presumed to be marginalized experts: reliable sources of information 

about epistemic goods like knowledge, intuitions, understandings, and attunements to the world that 

members of their marginalized group produce in virtue of being marginalized. The presumption of 

marginalized expertise has ramifications for conversations about justice. The dissertation proceeds as 

follows. 

 In Chapter 1, I discuss feminist standpoint theory, including its definitions, claims, and use as an 

epistemology, as well as its limitations. Traditionally, standpoint epistemologists have focused on one 

epistemic good: knowledge. As Chapter 1 proceeds, I argue that this focus is too narrow, and that 

marginalized people produce a number of epistemic goods. I provide a definition of epistemic goods, and 

argue that marginalized people produce goods like intuitions and all-in judgments, understanding, and 

 
1 I recognize that people can be privileged along one axis and marginalized along another. See Chapter 
2, Section 4.3 for more on the notion of intersectionality in the context of marginalized expertise. 
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attunements. I also discuss how all of these epistemic goods are produced in virtue of embodiment and a 

marginalized person’s “lived experiences”. 

 In Chapter 2, I explore the notion of an “epistemic advantage” in the context of standpoint theory. 

I discuss how marginalized standpoints can be epistemically advantaged despite the existence of 

internalized oppression. Roughly, the answer is that only some marginalized standpoints are privileged 

some of the time. Then, I review philosophical work on the nature of expertise and argue that, because of 

their epistemic advantages, some marginalized people count as experts. I also describe the domain of 

expertise in which these marginalized people are experts: “the domain of knowledge about one’s axes of 

marginalization”, which includes epistemic goods one develops in virtue of being marginalized. 

 Chapter 3 connects the claims from the first chapter with the argument in the second chapter. In 

particular, I argue that people who are not marginalized experts should adopt the Attitude of Deference in 

situations where marginalized expertise might be relevant. The Attitude of Deference includes a 

presumption that some marginalized people are experts; I argue that this presumption is defensible 

despite epistemic risks it incurs. Ultimately, the view I develop claims that the Attitude of Deference is 

both epistemically rational, because it is rational to treat experts with deference in some contexts, and the 

Attitude can help achieve justice. I then conclude the dissertation by discussing the importance of the 

connection between epistemic and material justice. 

 The upshot of this dissertation project is a philosophical underpinning for the social and moral 

importance of things like hearing about racist police violence from the people who are disproportionately 

affected by that violence. Although social justice terminology like “lived experience” has become trendy, 

there are reasons to think things like white people reading books by Black authors during summer 2020 

or workplaces hiring people from more diverse backgrounds and engaging more with DEI conceptually 

and practically are, broadly speaking, good. For the sake of justice, people who are not marginalized 

experts should engage with the testimony of marginalized experts. After all, marginalized experts are the 

experts on being marginalized.  
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CHAPTER 1: STANDPOINT THEORY AND THE SOCIALLY-SITUATED EPISTEMIC GOOD THESIS 

 

In this chapter I aim to explain standpoint theory generally and offer an in-depth discussion of 

what theorists call the situated-knowledge thesis. I then offer an additional claim standpoint theorists 

ought to adopt. I call this additional claim SEGT, or the Socially-situated Epistemic Good Thesis. 

Standpoint epistemologists often cast their views in terms of knowledge production. I think this leaves out 

important epistemological states (i.e., other epistemic goods); hence, SEGT.  

I begin this chapter by introducing standpoint theory in Section 1. I contrast standpoint theory with 

“traditional” epistemology and describe the two general claims made by standpoint theorists. I also 

consider different ways that standpoint theorists might fill out the claim made by the situated-knowledge 

thesis. In Section 2, I roughly describe how my standpoint epistemology differs from other views. In 

Section 3, I discuss knowledge and what counts as an “epistemic good”. In Sections 4, 5, and 6, I discuss 

the following respective epistemic goods that I believe belong in the standpoint epistemology picture: 

intuitions and all-in judgments, understanding, and attunement, before concluding the chapter.  

1. What Is Standpoint Epistemology? 

 

Quill Kukla (writing as Rebecca Kukla) and Laura Ruetsche (2002, 390-391) describe traditional 

epistemology as one in which epistemic warrant is governed by perfectly general inference rules that are 

perfectly comprehensive. According to the traditional epistemologist, inference rules are perfectly general, 

meaning that they are socially invariant. They are perfectly comprehensive, meaning that anyone with the 

same set of inference rules could arrive (given the relevant true premises) at all the same warranted 

conclusions. So, according to the traditional epistemologist, anyone might possibly know any inference 

rule and therefore arrive at a warranted conclusion, regardless of their social location (like their race, 

gender, ability, and places in other social hierarchies; more on this shortly).  

Standpoint epistemology contrasts with “traditional” epistemology. Very roughly, standpoint 

epistemology claims that one’s social location influences the things one knows, and that marginalized 

people have epistemic advantages compared to the non-marginalized. What does it mean to be 

marginalized? In this dissertation, I discuss both “oppression” and “marginalization”, favoring heavily the 

use of the terms “marginalization” and “marginalized”. I accept Marilyn Frye’s (1983) definition of 
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oppression as a series of systematic unjust harms suffered by some social group’s members in virtue of 

their membership in that group. I also accept Iris Marion Young’s (2011) notion of marginalization. 

Young’s notion of marginalization captures a subset of oppressed people who are pushed to the margins 

of society, “expelled from useful participation in social life and thus potentially subjected to severe 

material deprivation and even extermination” (ibid, 50). All marginalized people are oppressed, but not all 

oppressed people are marginalized.2  

Standpoint epistemologists hold two theses (Intemann 2010, A. Wylie 2003): 

The Situated-Knowledge Thesis (SKT): Social location systematically influences our 

experiences, shaping and limiting what we know, such that knowledge is achieved from a 

particular standpoint. 

The Thesis of Epistemic Advantage (TEA): Some standpoints, specifically the 

standpoints of marginalized or oppressed groups, are epistemically advantaged (at least 

in some contexts). 

 These formulations are imprecise enough to leave us with questions. What is a social location or a 

standpoint? What does it mean for our social location to “shape and limit what we know” or for knowledge 

to “be achieved”? What does it mean to say marginalized people are “epistemically advantaged”? 

Standpoint theorists differ in how they answer these questions. For example, a weak and 

uninteresting version of SKT might claim that social location is merely a person’s perspective, i.e., where 

one is situated socially in terms of their relations to other people and their social markers of identity. This 

version of SKT is uninteresting because it claims essentially that different people know different things. 

However, most standpoint epistemologists are concerned with the material conditions of oppression, and 

define social location structurally (A. Wylie, ibid, 29).  So, social locations are going to be defined as 

intersectional, hierarchical social identities involving things like race, class, ability, and gender.  Some 

 
2 As we will see in this dissertation, I think some marginalized people have a kind of epistemic expertise, 
and this expertise suggests that those people deserve deference in specific contexts. I think this is true of 
oppressed but non-marginalized people too. For example, I think cishet white women are oppressed but 
not marginalized, and some cishet white women sometimes have epistemic advantages and therefore are 
experts with respect to certain things about their oppression, and this expertise suggests they ought to be 
deferred to in specific contexts. But marginalization picks out groups that I think most urgently must be 
heard in conversations about justice: trans people, people of color, Indigenous people, and disabled 
people, among others. So, in this dissertation, I choose to focus on marginalization rather than 
oppression. 
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standpoint epistemologists also strengthen SKT by claiming that mere perspective isn’t identical to a 

standpoint. Instead, standpoints are a sort of critical consciousness; a standpoint is a socially-situated 

perspective in virtue of which one has a political project that influences knowledge production (Wylie, ibid, 

30; see also Harding 1986, 26). On this view, having a standpoint is a critical perspective that shapes 

knowledge production; instead of merely claiming that different people know different things, SKT on this 

view claims that people with standpoints know different things, and people with standpoints can produce 

different knowledge compared to people with no standpoint. So, for example, in virtue of their political 

project, a feminist scholar might know things about the oppression of women. This critical perspective 

shapes what things the scholar knows and the knowledge they produce. 

Turning to TEA, standpoint theorists have described several types of epistemic advantages 

marginalized people might have. Here are three such advantages: i) access to evidence, ii) access to 

inference rules, and iii) critical distance from the prevailing assumptions and the dominant social 

ideology.3 TEA is somewhat surprising because it inverts the way that we typically think of privilege; 

according to TEA, the people with less material or social privilege have more epistemic privilege (at least 

in some cases). It’s clear that TEA seems false if TEA claims that marginalized people gain epistemic 

advantages “automatically” or merely in virtue of being marginalized. In other words, standpoint theorists 

don’t claim that “merely” being a woman or a Black person or a disabled person is sufficient for that 

person to have an epistemic advantage.4 In the next chapter, I deal more substantially with TEA, what 

makes something an epistemic advantage, and the contexts in which marginalized standpoints are 

advantaged. In particular, I argue that marginalized standpoints are epistemically advantageous when 

states of affairs that are imperceptible to the non-marginalized factor substantially into explanations of the 

world, or when those states of affairs are essential to producing epistemic goods like knowledge, all-in 

judgments, and understanding. However, the rest of this chapter concerns SKT and what SKT’s focus on 

knowledge misses.  

 
3 I follow Katherine Ward in calling these three epistemic advantages the most notable advantages 
typically described by standpoint theorists (Ward 2020, 87). 
4 See (A. Wylie 2003, 26-27). 
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I will now describe some ways that different standpoint epistemologists have filled out the claims 

made by SKT. 

1.1 The Socially-located Knowledge Thesis 

 
Recall SKT: 

The Situated-Knowledge Thesis (SKT): (i) Social location (ii) systematically influences our 

experiences, (iii) shaping and limiting what we know, such that knowledge is achieved from a 

particular (iv) standpoint. 

SKT claims that social location systematically influences our experiences, shaping and limiting what we 

know, such that knowledge is achieved from a particular standpoint. I noted above that there are several 

terms and phrases in SKT that need explication for SKT’s claim to become transparent. Those terms 

include (i) social location, (ii) systematically influences, (iii) shaping and limiting what we know such that 

knowledge is achieved, and (iv) standpoint. In this section, I will discuss how different standpoint theorists 

have filled out SKT using these terms, and then I will offer a criticism of these views.  

1.1.1 (i) Social Location and (iv) Standpoint 

 

I group my discussion of these two terms together because they are related and, in some cases, 

theorists take them to be identical. Standpoint epistemologists are concerned with oppression, generally 

speaking, so they define social location structurally in the sense that social location refers to the 

hierarchical social structures that contribute to oppression (Wylie, ibid, 29). At minimum, an interesting 

version of SKT must define social location such that it involves hierarchical intersectional social identities 

such as race, class, ability, gender, and so on.  Defined this way, everyone has a social location in virtue 

of being a person living among and cooperating with other persons. However, one might worry that SKT 

is trivial if standpoints just are social locations, because this amounts to the claim that different people 

know different things. So, standpoint epistemologists strengthen SKT by claiming that mere social 

location is different from a standpoint:  

“Standpoint in the sense that particularly interests standpoint theorists is our differential 
capacity to develop the kind of standpoint on knowledge production that is a “project”, a 
critical consciousness about the nature of our social location and the difference it makes 
epistemically….what is at stake is the jointly empirical and conceptual question of how 
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power relations inflect knowledge: what systematic limitations are imposed by the social 
location of different classes or collectivities of knowers, and what potential they have for 
developing an understanding of this structured epistemic partiality” (Wylie, ibid, 30). 
 

On such a view, standpoints differ from social location insofar as a standpoint is developed as a result of 

a political knowledge production project. For example, Sandra Harding claims that one must view one’s 

experiences as a woman through a critical lens and in the context of social hierarchies, as a 

systematically disadvantaged person along the gender axis of identity (Harding, ibid, 26). So, for Harding, 

any woman will have a social location qua womanhood (along with other social qualities relating to 

identity like race, class, etc.) but only a woman engaged with a critical political project regarding, for 

example, dismantling patriarchy, will have a standpoint.5 A standpoint in this case is a “non-neutral” 

perspective with which to view the world; the world is viewed through the critical lens of feminism. 

Moreover, social location might not be limited to standpoints defined as critical political 

perspectives. Miriam Solomon (2007) helpfully delineates a number of ways that “cognition”—mental 

faculties of representation, meaning acquisition and assignment, learning, memory, planning, action—can 

be “situated”, i.e., embedded in a concrete worldly context. Cognition and reasoning practices can be 

domain-specific, contextual, pragmatic, socially distributed, temporally and historically relative, and 

political. Solomon notes that according to standpoint theorist Donna Haraway (1991), situatedness 

includes not only critical political perspectives but also relations to tools and environments, and especially 

one’s individual embodiment.6  

In what follows, I use standpoint to mean “a socially-located perspective one has in virtue of 

having a marginalized identity”.7 Marginalized standpoints produce epistemic goods because they are 

 
5 One might worry that intersectionality complicates this picture: if identities are intersectional, there isn’t a 
social location qua womanhood simpliciter. I agree that there isn’t something like a social location qua 
womanhood simpliciter, because intersectional identities are by definition inseparable into aspects. 
Regardless, social groups cohere in virtue of identity markers and the problem of what makes those 
groups cohere (and therefore how to make sense of identity concepts and social locations like “woman”) 
is a general one for feminist philosophers; see, e.g., Frye 2011, Young 1994.  
6 Solomon (ibid) also notes that in a correspondence with Sandra Harding, Harding says she makes no 
distinction between situated knowledge and standpoint terminology, but she prefers to use “standpoint” to 
avoid negative connotations involving post-modernism. 
7 There are some cases in which someone has a privileged social location and still develops a standpoint. 
In such cases, the privileged person needs intimate contact with a marginalized person or group that 
allows them to develop the necessary epistemic capacities for having a standpoint. The privileged person 
therefore doesn’t need to have marginalized lived experiences theirself, but needs to be spend time 
learning from someone who has had those experiences. I discuss these cases more later. 
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marginalized: not merely knowledge-that, but also things like intuitions, judgments, dispositions to act, 

social scripts, and methods of survival. My use of ‘standpoint’ requires one’s marginalization but not one’s 

participation in a conscious or intentional critical political project. One can have a critical feminist 

perspective on the world such that one knows that some men are sexist (without thinking of that as 

sexism or as part of a structural phenomenon) and have adaptations that allow oneself to survive and 

thrive in a sexist world, without thinking of oneself as a feminist or as one who has a critical feminist 

perspective on structural inequities and injustices. 

1.1.2 (ii) Systematically Influences 

 

When one’s social location influences their experiences systematically, that influence is regular 

and non-accidental. For example, feminist empiricists claim that empirical inquiry can be biased by the 

perspectives of the inquirers (Harding, ibid, pp. 24-25). One’s perspective can make one insensitive to 

explanatory possibilities or even avenues of inquiry. For example, the scientific discourse on the female 

orgasm proceeded for centuries under the assumption that since women could conceive without 

orgasming, the orgasm might hamper conception. This assumption led to the pathologized notion of 

hysteria and the androcentric Freudian theory of penis envy (Colson 2010, Lloyd 2006), and to the view 

that clitoral orgasms were unimportant for women’s sexual satisfaction, and that women who did not 

vaginally orgasm were “frigid”. It was not until the work of Masters and Johnson (Human Sexual 

Response 1966)  and Hite (The Hite Report: A Nationwide Study of Female Sexuality 1976/2004) that 

popular scientific opinion began to change and developed the view that all vaginal orgasms are clitoridian. 

Since medical research about the female orgasm was conducted by men for centuries, their biases 

shaped the dominant discourse about the female orgasm and concealed its nature (e.g., whether it 

existed at all, whether it was vaginal, the pathology surrounding it).  

Examples abound. Alison Wylie and Lynn Nelson (2007) examine cases in which taking a 

gender-sensitive standpoint on netting, basketry, and skeletal remains leads to a wider evidential base 

and so a re-examination of established archeological hypotheses. Wylie and Nelson describe how, 

beginning in the 1980s, approaches to archeology by women using feminist, gender-sensitive frameworks 

began to appear in mainstream archeological discourse, leading to “incisive critiques of implicit sexism or 
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androcentrism in established bodies of archeological knowledge that had gone unnoticed” (ibid, 7). These 

‘gender-sensitive’ approaches to archeology sometimes simply interpreted archaeological evidence 

absent “stereotypic assumptions about gender roles, capabilities, activities, and relations that are often 

profoundly ethnocentric” (ibid, 8). In one straightforward example, a large number of Australian Aboriginal 

skeletons were systematically misclassified as male due to mistaken assumptions about sexual 

dimorphism with respect to “skeletal robustness”. In particular, “it is a mistake to assume that sex 

difference stereotypes about physical dimorphism which reflect our own much more highly gender 

segregated activities can be extended to the skeletal record of Australian Aboriginal foraging 

communities” (ibid, 8). Wylie and Nelson’s examples all show how the social location of an observer—in 

these cases, white Western males—systematically affected their interpretation of empirical data: the 

social location of white Western males made it harder to challenge anthropological training dominated by 

androcentric conceptions of other cultures, whereas women anthropologists were able (in some cases) to 

more readily challenge androcentric anthropological training due to their lived experiences. In particular, 

having the lived experience of being a woman probably allowed women anthropologists to more readily 

think that women might have lots of different body types and skeletal structures. Female anthropologists 

might have had prior experience thinking about the way that female bodies and the norms about those 

bodies diverge. By having the lived experience of being a woman, women anthropologists were more 

open to the evidence base (skeletons and the archeological contexts in which they were found) having a 

different explanation (these skeletons belonged to women because aboriginal Australian social groups 

probably didn’t conform to contemporary norms of gender segregation or conceptions of what a female 

body ought to look like).  

Other cases of how standpoints can influence knowledge production include the phenomena of 

epistemological metainsensitivity, double consciousness, and the insider/outsider dynamic. 

Epistemological metainsensitivity occurs when someone with a privileged perspective does not encounter 

“epistemic friction”, that is, experiences that challenge their assumptions about how the world works 

(Medina 2013, 70).  This causes someone to remain unaware of their own epistemological and 

explanatory biases. They are insensitive to their own insensitivity to explanations (hence, the meta in 

metainsensitivity). For example, consider a successful white businessman who has never encountered 
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any sort of structural injustice, and as a result, believes that his success is due purely to skill and hard 

work. His view coheres with the dominant capitalist and Western social narrative about success, and he 

has never had experiences that seem to conflict with that narrative. So, the businessman develops an 

epistemological metainsensitivity. He is insensitive to other explanations of some facts. As a result, he 

might form racist beliefs about Black people being lazy, since he believes all one needs to succeed within 

the capitalist economic structure is hard work and effort. People who develop an “insensitivity to 

insensitivity” (ibid, 75) become insensitive to hermeneutical gaps in their conception of the world, because 

they have experiences that largely cohere with dominant social narratives. In the case of the 

businessman, since his experiences cohere with the dominant social narrative about hard work and 

individualism, he has no need to consider alternative explanations for his success or for the lack of wealth 

Black people collectively hold. He has a ready-made narrative to explain his own life experiences, and as 

a result, he remains unaware of his insensitivity to relevant information. On the other hand, people from a 

marginalized group may be better at detecting hermeneutical gaps because of epistemic friction. They 

develop epistemic humility due to exposure to alternative narratives explaining their life experiences.  

An example of how one’s perspective, as influenced by social location, affects knowledge 

production is the notion of second-nature rationalities. According to Kukla and Ruetsche (ibid.), second-

nature rationalities are sensitivities to reasons and classes of reasons that develop over time in virtue of 

one’s personal history. Second-nature rationalities are modeled on Aristotelian contingent natures. 

Aristotelian contingent natures are capacities for virtue that develop over time due to behavioral practice 

and diligence; they are capacities which allow one to act with virtue given some situation. Similarly, 

second-nature rationalities are capacities to access reasons and evidence that others cannot. This 

capacity is developed over time with repeated exposure to some phenomena: “second natures can be 

educated through epistemic practices, experiences, and so on” (ibid, 406-407). So, social location can 

refer to any aspect of one’s intersectional social identity that can cause one to have certain kinds of 

experiences in the world and so, with practice and training, develop epistemic second-natures. Kukla and 

Ruetsche are most obviously interested in things like race, gender identity, class, and ability, but this 

could be any sort of socially salient identity. One’s social location in terms of intersectional identity 

influences one’s experiences so that one may develop a second-nature rationality, which is a capacity to 
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respond to reasons in certain ways. These second-nature rationalities are involved in knowledge 

production by determining what reasons and evidence someone will respond to in the world, and perhaps 

what sorts of inference rules that person will use in reasoning.  

For example, suppose that Francesca is a feminist and has a boyfriend named Aaron. When 

Francesca and Aaron start dating, Aaron is sympathetic to feminist concerns but isn’t very adept at 

understanding feminist reasoning or spotting sexism. Over time, Francesca educates Aaron on why she 

says that someone acted in a sexist way in some situations and the facts of the world she is attuned to 

that cause her to be cautious when interacting with strange men. As a result of this education, over time, 

Aaron develops his own epistemic sensitivity that is similar to Francesca’s; Aaron becomes sensitive to 

the reasons that shape Francesca’s lived experience. Aaron’s second nature rationality becomes 

sensitive to the same class of reasons as Francesca’s second nature rationality. Aaron develops a 

feminist standpoint.8  

1.1.3 (iii) Shaping and Limiting What We Know Such That Knowledge Can Be Achieved 

 

What does it mean for knowledge to be “shaped” or “limited”? Why restrict one’s SKT to a claim 

about knowledge? What does it mean for knowledge to “be achieved”?  

Straightforwardly, one’s epistemological life is influenced by one’s social location. A rich, white, 

cisgender man is not going to have the same sorts of experiences, generally speaking, that a poor, Black, 

transgender woman is going to have. This claim generalizes to other intersectional identities. People who 

are in social groups that are hierarchically dominant are generally going to have strikingly different lives 

than people who are in hierarchically subordinate groups. Standpoint epistemologists fill out this claim in 

two ways: by making a weaker claim about social location and its relation to knowledge, or a stronger 

claim.  

The weaker version of the claim simply says that the knowledge one has is systematically 

affected by one’s social location, such that one’s social location makes a difference as to whether one 

has some piece of knowledge or doesn’t. In other words, the knowledge one has depends on one’s social 

 
8 This is consistent with both my discussion of the use of the term ‘standpoint’ per note 7, and Kukla and 
Ruetsche's view that others outside a social group can train to have an epistemic second-nature similar to 
a group member.  
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location. For example, a working-class white person is unlikely to know about laws regarding capital-gains 

taxes and what it’s like to navigate a city as a person of color. Knowing those things depends on having a 

different social location. So, what one knows is “shaped”, i.e., depends on one’s social location. 

The stronger version of the claim says that the knowledge one has is systematically affected by 

one’s social location, and the ways one produces knowledge are affected by one’s social location. So, 

what one knows and how one knows it depends on one’s social location.  

Ward (2020, 80-81) explains SKT succinctly: the social location thesis is a thesis about how 

having an epistemic advantage (like awareness of one’s social location and how that social location 

impacts one’s knowledge) translates into an epistemological advantage (like “an advantage when it 

comes to theorizing about knowledge and its production”). SKT says that knowledge is socially situated or 

achieved from a particular perspective. I agree in that I think the way people interact with the world and 

the way the world reacts to people are based on characteristics about their identities that are related to 

inequality and injustice. It’s these characteristics that I am interested in and these characteristics to which 

I’m referring when I say ‘marginalized identities’. So, although it’s true that whether James is a 

skateboarder affects what James knows, like where the best places to skate in town are, I care more 

about qualities like whether James is white or Black: qualities that are connected with injustice.9 What 

makes these qualities more interesting is that they are connected to injustice.10 

I am a standpoint theorist in that I think these characteristics affect what people know about the 

world (so, I affirm SKT) and I think that some of these characteristics are epistemically advantageous (so, 

I affirm TEA, as we will see in Chapter 2). However, I think that standpoint theory can be enhanced by a 

more detailed and nuanced analysis of other epistemic goods like intuitions, understandings, 

attunements, and affectivity. In the next section, I discuss with more depth other standpoint theorists’ 

 
9 Skateboarding might be connected to structural inequity in some way; I concede that but still think my 
example is straightforward enough to draw a distinction between qualities we typically think of as 
systematically connected to marginalization versus those that we do not. 
10 The injustices connected to these characteristics are structural in that they connect across different 
domains of life (domestic, professional, romantic) and these injustices are systemic in that they connect to 
each other and affect each other, compounding each other. So, those who possess the characteristics I’m 
describing would count as “oppressed” according to Marilyn Frye (Oppression 1983). 
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views about epistemology and knowledge, and I offer the Socially-situated Epistemic Good Thesis, or 

SEGT.  

2. Knowledge and Other Epistemic Goods 

 
Standpoint theorists are feminist epistemologists known for their views about knowledge and 

knowledge production. Consider these examples. 

In her article “Why Standpoint Matters”, Wylie gives an overview of some of the nuances of 30 

years of debate among feminist epistemologists, including standpoint theorists. Here is one of her 

descriptions of the debate: 

“Feminist standpoint theorists argue that gender is one dimension of social differentiation 
that may make…a difference epistemically. Their aim is both to understand how the 
systematic partiality of authoritative knowledge arises—specifically, its androcentrism and 
sexism—and to account for the constructive contributions made by those working from 
marginal standpoints (especially feminist standpoints) in countering this partiality” (2003, 
26, emphasis mine). 

 
Wylie (ibid, 26-27) continues that the beginning years of the standpoint theory research project were 

understood by feminist epistemologists as a project to construct a theory of knowledge. Those engaged in 

the project disagreed over whether that theory of knowledge was descriptive or normative and argued 

over various aspects of the theory continuing into the 1990s. Wylie then discusses SKT explicitly in the 

section “Situated Knowledge vs Standpoint Theory”, where she says: 

“[s]tandpoint in the sense that particularly interests standpoint theorists is our differential capacity 
to develop the kind of standpoint on knowledge production that is a “project”, a critical 
consciousness about the nature of our social location and the difference it makes epistemically” 
(emphasis mine).  

 
In other words, according to Wylie, standpoint theorists are interested in how having a critical 

consciousness about one’s social location affects one’s epistemology qua knowledge and its 

production.11  

Other standpoint retrospectives make similar claims about the aims and scope of standpoint 

theory. In “Is Standpoint Theory a Resource for Feminist Epistemology? An Introduction”, Sharon 

Crasnow claims that standpoint theories methodological successes “raise questions about knowledge 

production in the sciences more generally” (Crasnow 2009, 189, emphasis mine). Intemann’s (2010) has 

 
11 Recall that on my own view, critical consciousness is not required for a standpoint. 
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a nuanced and in-depth discussion of the notion of a standpoint as proposed by various theorists (784-

787), but ultimately, Intemann grounds her discussion in the same formulation of a critical standpoint 

theorist claim as the others above: social location affects knowledge production. 

For a complete overview of the history of standpoint theory, I think the above cited works offer 

excellent retrospectives. For our purposes, we should note that standpoint theory emerges from, on one 

hand, Marxist-feminist materialism, and on the other, 20th century feminist empiricism. With respect to 

Marxist-feminist materialism, consider Nancy Hartsock’s “The Feminist Standpoint: Developing the 

Ground for a Specifically Feminist Historical Materialism” (2019). Hartsock analyzes the epistemological 

commitments required for a Marxist-feminist historical materialism that “include[s] all human activity rather 

than focusing on activity more characteristic of males in capitalism” (ibid, 105). According to Hartsock, 

such a theory might allow for a historical analysis of all patriarchal domination over time rather than one 

limited to the Western societies in which Marx was interested. Hartsock’s analysis begins with the claim 

that women’s lives differ structurally from men’s (ibid, 106), suggesting the usefulness of standpoints as 

an epistemological tool, and she continues to develop her standpoint theory by examining Marx’s claim 

that the proletarian standpoint and the critique of capitalism are inextricably linked to human practice and 

labor relations (ibid, 108). Hartsock’s view that emerges is therefore one that takes seriously the idea that 

“reality itself consists of “sensuous human activity, practice” (ibid, 108). 

Hartsock argues that Marx’s claim that humans come to understand the world through activity is 

both ontological and epistemological,12 and “this starting point has definite consequences for Marx’s 

theory of knowledge. Humans…are what they do” (2019, 108). Thus, a feminist standpoint “begins from 

the sexual division of labor—understood…as the real, material activity of concrete human beings” (ibid, 

125). So, for Hartsock, a feminist standpoint necessarily depends on both the material circumstances, 

i.e., the concrete, lived experience of women qua laborers, and the social relations between women and 

other people. This analysis suggests an epistemology that is not limited to a narrowly construed focus on 

“knowledge” in a traditionalist sense, but an epistemology that is embodied, social, and considers notions 

like understanding. Hartsock then analyzes the division of labor between men and women to show how 

 
12 See also (Hartsock, Objectivity and Revolution: The Unity of Observation and Outrage in Marxist 
Theory 2019). 
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“male rather than female experience and activity replicates itself in both the hierarchical and dualist 

institutions of class society and in the frameworks of thought generated by this experience” (ibid, 118). 

For example, consider this description of male versus female labor: 

“Thus, the male worker in the process of production, is involved in contact with necessity, and 
interchange with nature as well as other human beings but the process of production of work 
does not consume his whole life. The activity of a woman in the home as well as the work she 
does for wages keeps her continually in contact with a world of qualities and change. Her 
immersion in the world of use—in concrete, many-qualitied, changing material processes—is 
more complete than his. And if life itself consists of sensuous activity, the vantage point available 
to women on the basis of their contribution to subsistence represents an intensification and 
deepening of the materialist world view and consciousness available to the producers of 
commodities in capitalism, an intensification of class consciousness” (ibid, 114). 

 

Thus, according to Hartsock’s view, women’s experiences doing domestic labor puts them in epistemic 

contact with material realities rather than the abstraction of production (as removed from labor). She 

continues after the above quote to give an example of a woman cleaning toilets that multiple men use. 

This kind of domestic labor constitutes her continuous contact with the “concrete, many-qualitied, 

changing material processes” of the world of use compared to the abstract production work men do (like a 

capitalist who only thinks about the process of production and is removed from the actual physical labor 

that produces goods in his factory). Social relations (like the division of labor) therefore affect how goods 

are produced, how society is structured, and how particular understandings of the world are perpetuated. 

So, Hartsock’s Marxist-feminist standpoint epistemology is concerned with embodiment and 

understanding, and her view of what counts as knowledge seems to include embodied knowledge. 

Ultimately, her project aims at showing how women’s perspectives count as standpoints (contrary to a 

strict reading of Marx) and how experiences can structure both social relations and the material world.  

On the other hand, feminist empiricists like Helen Longino (1990, 2019) and Miriam Solomon 

(2006) have been concerned with “increasing the objectivity of scientific communities and preventing or 

minimizing individual biases” (Intemann, ibid, 782). For example, in “Science as social knowledge: Values 

and objectivity in scientific inquiry”, Longino describes the first section of the book as an “investigation of 

scientific knowledge” (1990, 13) and the effects of values upon scientific reasoning: “What is called 

scientific knowledge, then, is produced by a community….Once propositions, theses, and hypotheses are 

developed, what will become scientific knowledge is produced collectively through the clashing and 

meshing of a variety of points of view” (ibid, 69, emphasis mine). Although Longino does discuss how 
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experience can influence descriptions of states of affairs (ibid, 220-222), her primary concern throughout 

the book is scientific knowledge as socially-mediated, public, value-laden explanations. Longino is 

primarily concerned with science. In her article “Social Empiricism”, Solomon distances herself from 

Longino, saying that she is less concerned with scientific knowledge but rather pragmatic goals like 

technological success or empirical reliability (1994, 339 and note 12).  

My overall point is this. Standpoint theorists have been historically concerned with knowledge, 

and knowledge-like epistemic goods, although sometimes their analyses (like Hartsock’s) discuss more 

nuanced epistemic elements. Standpoint theory originates in Marxist-feminist analysis and feminist 

empiricism, but these two historical discourses themselves concern, respectively, epistemology viz. the 

material world and social relations, and knowledge production and related notions as they occur in 

empirical inquiry. But I think there are several other epistemic goods that standpoint theorists ought to find 

interesting: intuitions, understanding, attunement and affectivity.13 Why should we call such things 

“epistemic goods”? I conclude this section by discussing the notion of epistemic goods and stating the 

Socially-situated Epistemic Goods Thesis, or SEGT, before turning to non-knowledge epistemic goods in 

sections 4, 5, and 6. 

2.1 What Is an Epistemic Good? 

 
An epistemic good is a state or capacity that is epistemic in nature, and that state is good insofar 

is it epistemically benefits someone and is desirable (in most cases).14 A state or capacity epistemically 

 
13 Although Hartsock does seem concerned with embodiment and understanding (which seem to count as 
knowledge on her view), her analysis is not concerned with what the notions are. Part of my project in this 
dissertation involves analyzing these notions and showing why they are valuable to standpoint theorists. 
14 My notion of ‘epistemic goods’ differs from ‘epistemic virtues’ as found in the virtue epistemology 
literature. Turri and Alfano (2017) describe virtue epistemologists as falling into two camps: reliabilists and 
responsibilists. The former group holds that virtues include faculties like perception and intuition, and the 
latter group holds that virtues are character traits like conscientiousness. Epistemic goods, according to 
my view, are epistemic states that one might be in, e.g., a state such that the agent has an intuition or a 
state such that the agent forms an all-out judgment. Epistemic goods might be characterized as faculties 
in some cases; virtue responsibilists might think that some epistemic goods I discuss, like intuition, are 
epistemic virtues. Reliabilists might think that some epistemic goods are properties of epistemic agents 
like, being in a state of understanding. The notion of ‘epistemic goods’ cuts across the reliabilist and 
responsibilist distinction. Nothing about my standpoint theory hangs on this. 
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benefits someone only if it puts one in cognitive contact with reality in some way.15,16 In her discussion of 

the history of ‘knowledge’ as the object of epistemological inquiry, Linda Zagzebski claims that 

“knowledge is a highly valued state in which a person is in cognitive contact with reality” (2020, 11). So, 

knowledge is an epistemic good insofar as it is a desirable epistemic state that puts one in cognitive 

contact with reality. Understanding is also an epistemic good. Understanding allows one to explain or 

grasp or apprehend an aspect of reality (thereby putting one in cognitive contact with reality). 

Understanding is an epistemic state, and it is a desirable one; it’s good to understand things. (We’ll talk 

more about understanding shortly but for now I present it simply as an example of an intuitive epistemic 

good.)  

Epistemic goods can be epistemic states or epistemic capacities. For example, ‘understanding’ 

can be an epistemic state: e.g., Carly understands that-p.17 But epistemic states can often be capacities 

or faculties too: e.g., Carly has a disposition or an ability to understand. Hereafter, I discuss cases that 

involve epistemic goods as epistemic states, but I also discuss cases in which epistemic goods work as 

epistemic capacities, like one’s capacity to form all-in judgments, or one’s capacity to be attuned to the 

world in such-and-such a way. 

Feminist empiricists have limited themselves by talking about scientific knowledge which seems 

to be propositional knowledge or knowledge-that (like on Longino’s and Solomon’s views). I think this can 

be attributed to historical contingency; standpoint epistemology emerged during a period of 20th century 

 
15 Some epistemic states might put someone into cognitive contact with reality “in some way” while being 
undesirable or non-beneficial. Suppose a mother irrationally believes her son might yet come home from 
a war. If a therapist tries to correct that irrational belief and resolve the mother’s irrationality, it’s not clear 
to me that her new epistemic state (e.g., believing her son is dead) is either desirable or beneficial from 
the mother’s perspective. So, I’m not sure that would be an epistemic good. For another example, 
suppose someone has somatic OCD that causes them to be hyperaware of bodily states that are 
normally not noticed such as blinking, breathing, or swallowing. People who suffer from somatic OCD are 
in cognitive contact with reality, but they indeed suffer as a result of that contact. So, the awareness that 
comes with somatic OCD seems neither beneficial, desirable, or good. There is a question of whether 
epistemic goods count as epistemic goods because they are good in some objective sense or in the 
sense that they are good from the perspective of the person possessing that epistemic state or capacity. I 
remain agnostic about the answer to this question and do not believe anything in my discussion hereafter 
hinges on this. 
16 By “contact”, I mean states or capacities that are veridical, cohere with the world, and are caused by 
sensations from the world or by testimony. Knowledge is the paradigmatic epistemic good but as we will 
see below, this description of epistemic goods captures epistemic states and capacities like “all-in 
judgments” and “understanding” as well.  
17 I discuss how this sort of case differs from knowledge more in section 4.  
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philosophy where epistemology was dominated by concerns about the justification requirement for 

knowledge. Additionally, feminist empiricists discussing standpoint were concerned with making science 

more reliable, more methodologically rigorous, and less prone to error; feminist empiricists wanted to 

discuss whether and how a diversity of standpoints among scientists contributes to scientific knowledge. 

On one hand, although feminist empiricists are concerned with knowledge production as it is affected by 

experience, they do not analyze epistemic goods like intuitions or understanding. On the other hand, 

Marxist-feminist materialists like Hartsock might discuss experience (qua embodiment or understanding) 

as it relates to knowledge production but do not analyze those notions. So, I offer SEGT: 

Social-situated Epistemic Goods Thesis (SEGT): socially-situated perspectives, i.e., 
standpoints, allow one to produce epistemic goods such as (a) intuitions and all-in judgments, (b) 
understanding, (c) attunement, and (d) affectivity.  
 

SEGT is a commitment that is theoretically valuable to standpoint epistemologists and unpacking SEGT 

expands the explanatory power of standpoint theory. Why should we think SEGT is true? Let’s discuss 

the four epistemic goods identified in SEGT.18  

3. Intuitions and All-in Judgments 

 
Philosophers use ‘intuition’ as a term of art; see (Pust 2019). I am not interested in the term as 

philosophers use it but rather ‘intuition’ as we use it in natural language: 

 “…research has shown that agents with sufficient experience in a given domain (e.g., 
neonatal nursing, fire-fighting, or chess) arrive at judgments and make decisions on the 
basis of a cognitive process other than conscious considerations of various options and 
the weighing of evidence and utilities. Such expert “intuitions” that some infant suffers 
from sepsis, that a fire will take a certain course, or that a certain chess move is a good 
one, appear immediately in consciousness” (Pust, ibid, sect 1). 

 
Consider “nursing intuition”—that is, the intuition of nurses. Judith Effken offers the following example of 

nursing intuition from scholar Gary Klein: 

“When I came on shift that day something was wrong. All of the data that we collected… 
was ok, but it was my gut feeling that this baby was septic. She just didn’t look good. Her 
general colour was off from what her normal colour was. Her perfusion was not as good. 
Her tone was not as good; she was just a little bit floppy. She had ‘sick eyes’. Her eyes 

 
18 As we will see throughout this dissertation, there are epistemic states that marginalized people can 
develop in virtue of their marginalization that seems harmful to them rather than good. So, one might 
wonder why I characterize SEGT as a thesis about “goods” rather than a more neutral phrase like 
epistemic “states”. I acknowledge that sometimes the epistemic states I discuss can be harmful to a 
marginalized person, but since my focus in this dissertation is on the epistemic advantages 
marginalization can bring, I use the term “goods” instead. 
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just looked wimpy, the colouring around her eyes was different, and they had a glassy, 
watery look” (Effken 2007, 188).19 

 
Intuition is a judgment that comes to one as an “all-in” judgment or a “gut feeling”. One becomes aware of 

an intuition as a gestalt judgment, perceived as immediate, and not acquired through a formal reasoning 

process (Rew 1987, 1988).  If one has an intuition that-p, one might or might not believe with certainty 

that-p. In the case quoted above, the nurse has a gut feeling that the baby is septic. The nurse’s 

description suggests that they are not certain but still has a strong belief that the baby is septic. However, 

we can imagine that the nurse did feel certain the baby was septic, saying instead “all of the data looked 

good but I had a strong gut feeling otherwise; I was quite sure the baby was septic”. 

Catherine Green offers an account of nursing intuition as a “practical intuition” composed of four 

aspects (2012, 98): 

(i) know-how (e.g., the kind of knowledge we have when we learn to ride a bicycle) 
(ii) well-trained sensory perceptions attentive to subtle details of complex, often rapidly changing 
situations 
(iii) a significant store of pertinent conceptual knowledge, and 
(iv) a history of habitual actions intentionally directed towards achieving the best outcomes for 
patients 

 
Applying Green’s account to the septic baby case above is illuminating. Assume the nurse in this case is 

an expert and is reliably aware of their own mental states in the way we expect most people to be. The 

nurse in the case above has embodied knowledge about nursing and particularly about babies; they know 

how healthy babies should look and feel and act. What makes this knowledge “embodied” is that the 

knowledge consists in knowing things like how a baby should feel in one’s arms when it is healthy, or how 

healthy babies look under fluorescent hospital lights. The knowing-how is embodied insofar as it is 

sensory; it involves one’s own sensations20 rather than just having propositional knowledge, e.g., that-a-

 
19 Effken cites Klein’s website as the source of this anecdote, but that website appears to no longer be 
available. However, Effken’s 2007 also offers a number of other citations for similar nursing stories in print 
immediately after this story from Klein. 
20 I use the term “sensations” to refer to qualitative properties that one might notice and recognize in 
virtue of having some experience. Some examples of sensations are: the feeling of getting hit with a 
snowball—the feeling of the pressure and coldness on your skin; the feeling of goosebumps rising up on 
one’s neck in response to the sensation of coldness and wetness. Some sensations can figure into 
patterns of associative connection; if I feel as though I am in danger whenever I hear the sound of 
footsteps behind me on a dark night, I might become more sensitive to listening for footsteps behind me 
on dark nights while walking to my car. As one’s attention to these patterns becomes more sensitive, and 
one’s ability to form gestalt, all-in judgments because of some sensations becomes more reliable, people 
become more skilled in certain respects. In the case of the nurse, as a nurse’s attention to patterns of 
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baby-should-look-thus-and-so. Additionally, the nurse has well-trained sensory perceptions that are 

disposed to notice subtle details of complex, rapidly changing situations. In the case above, the nurse 

notes that the baby is “floppy” and her color is sickly. The nurse also has a significant store of pertinent 

conceptual knowledge; they are a nurse with accreditations and education, and they possess conceptual 

knowledge like, e.g., infant biology. Finally, we can assume they have a history of habitual actions aimed 

at achieving the best outcomes for patients. According to Green, this aspect of nursing intuition is 

important to ensure a nurse pays attention to scientific best practices and evidence-based treatments 

(ibid, 109).  

Note that in this case, although the nurse produces a gestalt, immediate judgment upon seeing 

the baby—’the baby is septic’—that does not mean that the process by which the nurse arrived at the 

judgment is opaque to them. Recounting what they saw when they looked at the baby, they tell us a 

number of things that they noticed that appear to have factored into their judgment that the baby was 

septic: she was ‘sickly-looking’ and discolored, her perfusion was not as good as normal and she had 

strange coloring around her watery, glassy eyes. This aspect of intuition generalizes; even if an intuition 

seems immediate and opaque in the moment, the way one arrived at the judgment may be transparent 

upon reflection. 

In the same way experts like nurses or firefighters can develop practical intuition, marginalized 

people can develop practical intuition as a result of their standpoints. I offer a model of such practical 

intuition based off Greene’s above. Practical intuition is a disposition to generate intuitions. Marginalized 

people can develop practical intuition as a result of their standpoints. The practical intuition of 

marginalized people has four aspects: 

(i*) embodied knowledge 
(ii*) well-trained sensory perceptions attentive to subtle details of complex, often rapidly changing 
situations 
(iii*) a significant store of pertinent conceptual knowledge 
(iv*) a history of habitual actions aimed at surviving and thriving in a hostile world 

Let’s discuss each aspect in turn, and then analyze an example to see the model’s explanatory 

capabilities at work.  

 
things like “seeing the patient’s eyes and skin look a certain kind of way: sickly”, the nurse may be more 
reliably able to form the judgment: this baby is septic. As we will see, marginalized people sometimes 
develop similar epistemic faculties. 
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3.1 Explanatory Capabilities 

3.1.1 (i*) Embodied Knowledge  

On my view, a standpoint is a socially-located perspective one has in virtue of having a 

marginalized identity. Having a marginalized identity causes one to encounter marginalizing 

circumstances over and over and over again; a Black person will encounter racism, and a Black woman 

will encounter misogynoir. Women encounter sexism and misogyny. Disabled people encounter ableism. 

And so forth.21 Over time, these experiences lead one to develop the capacity for intuition: the ability to 

make gestalt, immediate, all-in judgments.22 

With experience, a nurse may develop a capacity for intuition that leads them to judge that a baby 

is septic, due to the nurse’s embodied knowledge of what a septic baby looks and feels like. They 

develop this capacity over time in reaction to patterns of experiences with relevantly similar qualities. 

Similarly, a marginalized person will develop an embodied knowledge that enables them (in part) to come 

to gestalt, immediate judgments, i.e., intuitions. This knowledge is “embodied” in that it develops in a 

person qua body, as a reaction to patterns of similar experiences over time. Intemann explains that 

standpoint theorists “take knowledge to be embodied rather than acquired through a universal, 

disembodied, rational mind. Different bodies are subject to different material conditions and forces that 

can give rise to different experiences and thus different evidence and beliefs” (Intemann 2010, 785). For 

example, in “Throwing Like a Girl” (1980), Iris Marion Young describes how gendered behavior becomes 

embodied. In the titular example, girls do not put their entire body into motion as they throw, whereas 

boys do. Girls stand relatively immobile and use only their arms to throw, compared to boys. Young also 

describes other ways in which gendered experience is embodied, like how men and women take up 

space in public. Women tend to have a smaller gait and take up less space, trying not to be intrusive, 

while men take up as much space in public as they want. These behaviors are socialized into people from 

 
21 I join other standpoint theorists in qualifying this kind of claim: I don’t think people with marginalized 
identities “automatically” or in every case encounter oppression. Nevertheless, it seems uncontroversial to 
me to make generic claims that, e.g., “Black people encounter racism”. 
22 Of course, the types of experiences people in a marginalized group might encounter can be specific to 
certain times and locations. So, a Black person from the beginning of the 19th century might have different 
intuition-generating capacities about racism than a Black person from the end of the 20th century. It still 
seems true to say that both Black people have a capacity to generate intuitions about, e.g., racist 
behaviors, though. 
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birth, causing them to learn how to move through the world as embodied, gendered beings. Different 

material conditions for boys and girls give rise to different behavior, and therefore different evidence and 

beliefs.23  

To illustrate how embodied knowledge can lead to intuitions in marginalized people, suppose a 

woman is on a crowded subway and a man reaches past her to grab the railing. As he does so, he 

brushes her breast. Suppose the woman has the intuition that the man is intentionally touching her 

breast. The man brushes her breast; the woman feels the touch of the man, and immediately the 

judgment presents itself to her: ‘this man is touching my breast intentionally’. 

In this case, the woman has had a lifetime of socialization and marginalization based on the 

material conditions of her life (like her perceived secondary sex characteristics). A history of experiences 

has taught this woman things like the way it feels when a man intrudes on her personal space with ill 

sexual intent. She notices his lingering stare and his subtle movements to get closer to her in the crowd. 

Like the nurse with the septic baby, the woman might be able to reveal the source of her intuition upon 

interrogation: e.g., she recalled seeing the man leering at her, and making strange, artificial movements 

through the crowded subway as though her were intentionally moving toward her. So, when her touches 

her breast, she intuits that the touch is intentional, due to her embodied knowledge of how men might act 

toward her in public. 

3.1.2 (ii*) Well-trained Sensory Perceptions Attentive to the Subtle Details of Complex, Often Rapidly 

Changing Situations 

We might call this “skilled attunement”. Because marginalized people encounter oppressive 

circumstances regularly, they learn survival strategies to navigate a hostile world. So, marginalized 

 
23 Although Young is not discussing knowledge, I think that the kinds of experiences Young describes 
illustrate how people know social norms in that they know what the norms prescribes and how to conform 
to it. So, even though someone with a critical feminist perspective might argue that “there’s no such thing 
as throwing like a girl, so girls cannot know how to throw like a girl”, I disagree. There is a sense in which 
one can “throw like a girl”—I talk more about this kind of phenomenon in section 4 when I discuss implicit 
understanding and common sense. Since there is a sense in which one can throw like a girl, people can 
know how to throw like a girl. Furthermore, one’s throwing might be influenced by social prescriptions 
regarding gendered behavior; girls are told to be reticent and not take up space, and that can affect the 
way one throws. So, the knowledge of how to throw like a girl is embodied: it literally shapes the way 
one’s body moves, demonstrating the norm physically and spatially. 
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people are attuned to some aspects of the environment that help them survive. This attunement is skillful 

insofar as it is learned behavior that develops over time and with practice.  

Recent empirical research suggests a physical explanation of how marginalized people learn 

what details in the environment are worth paying attention to for survival purposes (i.e., what details in the 

environment are “socially-salient” for survival). Kryklywy and Todd (2018) propose that one’s experiential 

history shapes “priority matrices” for how one perceives an environment. Causal histories at every level of 

biology, from genetic information and neuronal connections to macro-level events in one’s social 

environment, can cause one to prioritize one’s attention differently when one senses stimuli. Since people 

prioritize attention differently when they attend to some stimuli, people can perceive the same stimuli 

differently. In other words, because of the differences in two peoples’ causal histories, those two people 

can attend to an event differently, causing phenomenal differences in their experiences of that event.  

For example, empirical research has shown that traumatic experiences cause victims to prioritize 

trauma-related stimuli for years after a traumatic experience (Lee, et al. 2013); (Todd, et al. 2015); 

genetically-conferred differences in individuals’ neuromodulator availability can affect attentional bias 

towards emotionally salient factors in the environment, affecting emotional learning during development 

(Kryklywy and Todd, ibid); and political affiliation and concern about climate change can cause one to 

prioritize different aspects of climate change data (Whitman, et al. 2018).  

Kryklywy and Todd (ibid, 2) conclude that “long-term life history plays a crucial role in tuning 

attention in numerous complex ways. All of these may influence the representation of features or objects 

within a priority map.” They continue that the “priority landscape”— our cognitive framework for which 

stimuli or phenomenal qualities to focus on when perceiving a situation—are dynamic and affected by 

memory, context, and the perceived state of the world:   

“There is evidence that emotional salience, resulting from associative learning processes, 
interacts with visual salience to shape attentional priorities….Thus, the same given set of 
physical inputs results in dramatically different attentional landscapes. Moreover, the 
notion of feature-driven attention, while often conceptualized as purely stimulus-
dependent, inherently depends on the ability of a given system to detect these salient 
features. Our visual system may have an evolutionary predisposition to give specific 
stimulus features (e.g., colour, shape etc.) preferential access to attentional resources; 
however, through experiential learning, we also have the ability to reorganize the 
underlying physical systems to exhibit greater reactivity to formerly neglected features 
while reducing the previously afforded sensitivity to others. History can thus result in an 
ever-changing set of factors capable of engaging feature-based prioritization” (ibid, 2). 
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Focusing on specific features of the environment, viz., perceptual stimuli, causes one to have a particular 

phenomenal experience of the world. Since these dispositions to focus on some sensations can differ 

between individuals, two individuals can have different phenomenal experiences based on their 

perceptions of a single state of affairs. Moreover, these dispositions can change over time based on our 

experiences; the attentional modulation machinery shifts based on our life experiences, i.e., our history, 

and changes to prioritize the factors that are salient to our experience of the world.24  

 Skillful attunement is complex and requires a nuanced analysis. I remember one of the first times 

I ever got street harassed. I was walking home at night by myself. I was dressed up and wearing heels 

because I had been at a party. The street was quiet, dark, and empty of people except for one man 

standing next to a car under a streetlamp. I felt his stare on me and my body. I knew that he was going to 

say something to me. As I approached, that’s exactly what happened. I can’t remember what he said but I 

didn’t reply, tried to ignore him, and continued walking. He called after me, asking whether I was too 

much of a stuck-up bitch to talk to him. And then nothing else happened. I arrived home safely. 

 Upon reflection, I think that the feeling of being stared at and my intuition that the man would say 

something to me were based in part on environmental cues that I intuited to be significant; perhaps these 

included the man’s body language, the way my own body felt stiff and awkward, the silence between us 

despite his staring. Upon reflection, I sense significance in the way I was dressed—a dress and heels as 

opposed to sweats and sneakers. And I believe that in virtue of this experience (and others like it), I have 

now developed a sense of when I am going to be street harassed, by picking up on similar environmental 

cues and sensations. My capacity for street harassment intuition was built over time: the experiences of 

how it feels when men stare at me on the street, of feeling vulnerable walking down the street, of being 

intimately aware that there were eyes on me, all the little experiences of being a woman walking alone in 

a city laid the groundwork of my ability to intuit the danger of street harassment. Is this epistemic capacity 

reliable? Am I really “skillfully” attuned? It’s hard to say. It seems to me like it is right most of the time but I 

am probably cognitively biased to forget about instances where my attunement was unreliable. 

Cognitively, I know that the way I am dressed probably has little impact on whether or not I am street 

 
24 Similarly, (Huebner 2013) offers a view of “socially-embedded cognition” according to which human 
beings exploit the socially-ordered material aspects of their environment (like the way a supermarket is 
laid out), explaining some aspects of human cognition.  
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harassed. Has my capacity for skilled attunement kept me out of danger? Maybe, but maybe I was never 

in danger to begin with. I typically react the same way to all experiences of street harassment: I don’t 

react at all. So even if my skillful attunement is reliable, it’s hard to say whether it contributes to keeping 

me safe, since I act the same way regardless of what intuitions about my safety I have. 

 This analysis of my experiences getting street harassed points to a general problem with 

evaluating marginalized epistemic capacities. One might worry that marginalized people are apt to 

develop an oversensitivity to certain types of experiences (rather than a capacity for generating veridical 

judgments about the world in virtue of an appropriately-tuned sensitivity to some sensations). So, maybe 

a woman is oversensitive to environmental cues in virtue of an assault, and perceives men’s’ behavior to 

be “creepy” even when that behavior is innocuous. I agree with this worry, and think that oversensitivities 

like these are commonplace. It's hard to identify real marginalized epistemic skillfulness because 

marginalized epistemic skillfulness is not assessable in the same way, e.g., a nurse’s skills are. I think 

that marginalized experts are the best assessors of marginalized epistemic skillfulness. Of course, that 

assessment process might be opaque to those who are not themselves marginalized experts, and one 

might worry that this creates a regress problem because one doesn’t know whether the marginalized 

experts assessing others are themselves skilled rather than oversensitive to some perceived associative 

patterns. I think it is enough for my discussion of marginalized epistemic capacities here to note that my 

claims about marginalized epistemic capacities (along with other standpoint theorists) are restricted in 

scope. I think it’s plausible that some marginalized people develop, e.g., skillful attunement, some of the 

time, in response to some situations. As we will see in the next chapter, it's plausible that some people 

are marginalized experts. Still, even if rare, skillful marginalized epistemic capacities deserve study. And 

whether marginalized epistemic capacities are worth study is also a different question from how to tell 

whether a marginalized person is epistemically skilled versus just lucky, or has a reliable but non-veridical 

epistemic capacity. Answering the latter question is beyond the scope of this dissertation. 

3.1.3 (iii*) A Significant Store of Pertinent Conceptual Knowledge 

 
In order for a marginalized person to form intuitions, they need background beliefs that can, with 

sensations, help generate gestalt all-in judgments. In the analogous case of a nurse, a nurse might have 
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conceptual knowledge about biology: that the human circulatory system works thus and such a way, and 

that well-oxygenated skin looks pinkish in a white infant, and sepsis makes the blood more toxic and the 

skin change color. These “background beliefs”—conceptual knowledge of biology—in conjunction with a 

nurse’s attunement to subtle details in a patient enable the nurse’s intuition. For example, suppose the 

nurse sees that the baby’s color is “off” somehow, and it looks sickly around the eyes. The nurse has a 

“store” of pertinent conceptual knowledge, including a belief that when a baby looks sickly around the 

eyes, the baby might be septic. The sensation of seeing the baby’s color combined with the nurse’s 

background knowledge enables the nurse to intuit that the baby is septic; the intuition that the baby is 

septic presents itself to the nurse as an immediate, gestalt, all-in judgment. 

Marginalized people with practical intuition have significant stores of pertinent conceptual 

knowledge too. If we assume my skillful attunement to conditions that might lead to me getting street 

harassed is actually veridical, then that attunement is capable of generating reliable, correct intuitions on 

the basis of sensations combined with stores of conceptual knowledge that allows me to understand the 

significance of those sensations. For example, I know that men sometimes harm women walking alone at 

night, and that this violence is gender-based. That, combined with my (assumed) skilled attunement to 

sensations like “being stared at by a man while I’m walking alone at night on a dark street”, allows me to 

generate veridical all-in judgments like “I’m in danger”. 

3.1.4 (iv*) A History of Habitual Actions Aimed at Surviving and Thriving in a Hostile World 

 
Having a history of habitual actions aimed at surviving and thriving in a hostile world is an aspect 

of having practical intuition for a marginalized person because having such a history makes it more likely 

that a marginalized person is going to develop successful survival strategies and a disposition to pay 

attention to the right kind of sensations and details of the environment, which in turn generate intuitions 

that in fact cohere with the world.  

Marginalized people live in a world that is actively hostile to their existence. Part of having a 

practical intuition that enables one to survive in such a world is habitually practicing actions that enable 

one to survive. To continue with our example of women staying safe while alone at night, a woman is 

going to be better at noticing the subtleties of predatory men and vulnerable situations if she habitually 
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pays attention to her environment and the way men act, e.g., on the subway or walking across the street 

at night. Practice makes for practical intuition. (Again, I accept that some marginalized people develop 

sensitivities to sensations that result in something like a deformed, inaccurate attunement that is 

nevertheless compatible with one’s survival. My discussion here is restricted to cases of, e.g., actual 

skillful attunement). 

Let’s consider an example in-depth and analyze it using this account of practical intuition. In the 

first episode of the television series “Lovecraft Country”, three Black characters travel through the Jim 

Crow south (M. Green 2020).25  They stop for lunch at a diner, but they do not know whether the diner is 

safe for Black people. Their Green Book says that a safe diner called “Lydia’s” should be at the location, 

but they find a diner with a different name in that location instead. The characters decide to eat there 

anyway. When the characters walk into the diner, a lone white patron and the white server, the only two 

people in the establishment, stare silently. The white patron leaves after the Black characters seat 

themselves. The server brings the party menus after they prompt him, and then he disappears into the 

back of the restaurant. 

That the characters are unwelcome is made very clear given the white characters’ behavior and a 

general understanding of American social norms.26 One of the characters, Letitia, goes in the back to use 

the restroom. As the scene continues, though, another one of the Black characters, Tic, begins looking 

around the diner at stark white brick walls and white tile floors. He seems to be intuiting something, or 

reasoning about something, or something is dawning on him. He says to his remaining companion, his 

uncle, “remind me why the White House is White,” and his uncle replies, “War of 1812. British soldiers put 

the executive branch to torch. Then later when the slaves rebuilt it they had to paint the walls white to 

 
25 The scene I describe hereafter can be viewed at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8ppDjudk6cQ. 
One might objection to my analysis of this example because it is drawn from a work of fiction, but I think 
this scene is a realistic and illuminating portrayal of the kinds of epistemic capacities in which I’m 
interested. 
26 In the Jim Crow south, Black travelers were often discriminated against while attempting to find food or 
lodging. “Sundown towns” also banned Black people after dark. In some cases, traveling through these 
areas and stopping at the wrong establishment could endanger Black people, so much so that books 
were published indicating safe havens for Black travelers (e.g., Green Books) (Townsend 2016). 
26 While behavioral norms for things like greetings or being seated in a restaurant versus seating oneself 
in a restaurant will vary by sub-groups and contexts, it is clear in the scene and given a general familiarity 
with commercial dining establishments that the Black diners are unwelcome in the diner. 
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cover up…” and then both characters simultaneously say, “the burn marks,” as Tic slides a loose tile 

under his foot to reveal a scorched floor.  

Just then Letitia comes running out of the back (after overhearing the server on the phone talking 

about how the old diner, Lydia’s, was burned down, presumably because Lydia served Black customers) 

and shouts that the characters all have to leave immediately. A car chase ensues where the townsfolk try 

to kill the Black characters. 

Let’s consider the scene through the view of our account of practical intuition. We can say with 

some certainty that Tic, the character that realizes the party is in danger, has some background beliefs 

before walking into the diner about things like the safety of diners in the Jim Crow south for Black people 

like himself, or the likelihood that a Black person will be harmed traveling through the Jim Crow south and 

stopping for things like food or lodging. This is Tic’s pertinent conceptual knowledge as described by (iii*). 

Tic probably holds his beliefs in virtue of being a Black person who grew up in the Jim Crow south. He 

knows how Black people are treated by white people; he might have heard stories about other Black 

people being harmed, or he might have been put into danger because he traveled through the south 

himself in the past. Tic understands the necessity of the Green Book; if the south were not dangerous, the 

Green Book would not need to exist. These beliefs are “basal”. They serve as background information 

that is relevant to Tic’s intuition during the diner scene. In conjunction with new information that Tic gains 

as the scene progresses, these basal beliefs will help lead to Tic’s gestalt, immediate judgment that the 

party is in danger. 

As Tic enters the diner, he probably gains another new belief: the party is unwelcome in the diner. 

Tic probably gains this belief just as we, the viewers, gain it. The white people in the diner do not behave 

in accordance with typical friendly norms that one would expect in commercial, public establishments like 

a diner. The server does not smile or greet the party. He doesn’t give them menus or seat them. The 

other diner stares at them, saying nothing, and leaves soon after the party arrives. It is clear from the 

behavior of the white people in the scene that the Black characters are unwelcome. Anyone with a 

general understanding of American norms for contexts like these (e.g., a small town, public, commercial 

dining establishment) will glean from the scene that these characters are unwelcome. However, Tic 

probably experiences the behavior of the white patrons of the diner in the light of his (i*) embodied 
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knowledge. Tic might be attuned to subtle behaviors like the body language of the white patrons in 

reaction to his appearance. Tic might also feel uneasy as he enters the diner because of his beliefs about 

the level of danger he is in, and how his body feels as he enters what does not appear to be a safe space 

for Black people. 

After the party is seated Tic begins to intuit that the party is in danger. Viewers see Tic seated at 

the diner booth while his uncle peruses the menu. While the uncle seems nonplussed, Tic looks through a 

window to the street outside the diner before turning his attention inside. A radio plays softly but the 

scene is otherwise eerily quiet. We, the viewers, then take Tic’s perspective; his gaze, and ours, is very 

slowly drawn along the white brick walls. The slow movement of the camera seems to mirror Tic’s own 

qualitative experience; he is uneasy, but he doesn’t know why yet. He is slowly and steadily realizing 

something. He is sensing new things in the context of his basal beliefs and embodied knowledge. Tic has 

(2*) well-trained sensory perceptions attentive to subtle details of complex, often rapidly changing 

situations. He is also disposed to pay close attention to such details in this situation because he already 

feels uneasy. What do white walls mean, he asks? Tic might be thinking, in the case of the White House, 

white walls are meant to cover up burn marks. Why would a diner like this be burned? Wait, wasn’t there 

supposed to be a different diner here—Lydia’s? What happened to Lydia’s? Was it burned? Why was it 

burned? And so forth. In conjunction with the belief that the party is unwelcome in the diner and 

knowledge about the dangers Black people face in the Jim Crow south, the mental process comes to a 

head, and Tic suddenly is presented with an immediate, gestalt, all-in judgment, i.e., an intuition: the party 

is in mortal danger. Upon his realization, Tic may not know how he arrived at this judgment. Upon 

reflection, Tic might be able to see how he formed the judgment: racists or white supremacists probably 

burned down the old diner because the old diner, Lydia’s, served Black people, and he was slowly 

sensing and interpreting the scene, and so forth. In any case, Tic has the intuition that the party is in 

mortal danger. And very shortly, this intuition is proved correct.  

Part of what enables Tic to have the correct intuition in this case is (iv*) a history of habitual 

actions aimed at surviving and thriving in a hostile world. Tic knows entering the diner that he might be in 

a dangerous situation. He has practiced keeping himself safe in a world where white people in the South 

freely can threaten him with mortal danger. He has keen senses for such danger as a result of practice: 
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being habitually disposed to notice subtle details of a situation that might indicate danger and being able 

to interpret those details in the context of what he knows about being a Black person in the South during 

Jim Crow. 

What makes Tic’s practical intuition in this case noteworthy? Would a white person be capable of 

forming the same judgment? Yes. But probably not through practical intuition. A white person might need 

to go through a more formal reasoning process and still not arrive at an all-in judgment. Tic could tell a 

white person, “We are in mortal danger”, and the white person could believe Tic in virtue of his testimony, 

thereby forming the same belief as Tic. Additionally, a white person with the same basal beliefs as Tic 

and the same attention to subtle details could infer that the Black travelers were in danger through a 

similar mental process as the one in which Tic engages. But without an intimate connection to Black 

people or a Black community, a white person is less likely to have all of the relevant basal beliefs as Tic, 

and the ability to interpret relevant stimuli or even know what the relevant stimuli are in the context of 

those beliefs such that their reasoning process results in the judgment that the Black travelers are in 

danger. A white person is less likely to have the relevant basal beliefs regarding things like the danger of 

the Jim Crow south for Black people or why things like the Green Book guide exists because white people 

are less likely to need that information to survive in their daily life, or to have come across that information 

in their lives because it is not relevant to their existence. And although a white person can clearly infer 

that the party is unwelcome in the diner because the white characters in the scene violate general cultural 

norms, a white person lacks the embodied knowledge of how it feels to be a Black person unwelcome in 

such a space. A white person is likely to notice that the diner is painted white, but even if the white person 

knew the reason the White House is painted white, the white person is less likely to put that information 

together with other beliefs and infer that Black people in this particular situation, in this particular diner, 

are in danger. That judgment requires all of the relevant basal beliefs, embodied knowledge, attention to 

subtle details, and a habitual practice of trying to survive in a threatening world.  

3.2 Intuitions, Standpoint Theory, and Practical Intuition 

What does intuition have to do with standpoint theory? Most standpoint theorists talk about knowledge as 

“embodied” and so I do not think standpoint theory as described by Wylie (ibid) and Intemann (ibid) is 

antagonistic to or inconsistent with my remarks above. However, practical intuition as I have discussed it 
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above is something that other standpoint theorists have not discussed. And it’s worth discussing. Why? 

One reason that I’ll argue for in the next chapter is that having practical intuition is a kind of epistemic 

advantage that marginalized people have. Another reason is that intuitions are an epistemic good. Insofar 

as practical intuition reliably generates judgments that either cohere with the world or benefit the intuiter, it 

seems that intuitions are both desirable and beneficial.27 One might worry that practical intuition does not 

reliably generate such judgments. I’ll address this worry in the next chapter when I discuss internalized 

oppression.  

 There are many fields in which one could develop practical intuition. We have already noted 

some of those fields: nursing and firefighting. I suspect that most things one could become skilled at have 

some sort of corresponding practical intuition; one might have an intuition for whether a rock is particularly 

good to skip after skipping enough rocks in enough ponds. So, the connection is more between being 

skilled and having practical intuition; I discuss this connection more in the next chapter. Marginalized 

people gain practical intuition with respect to their domains of marginalization, i.e., the axes of identity 

along which they are marginalized and the knowledge such marginalization entails.28  

4. Understanding 

When we understand, we “grasp” or “see” or “apprehend” something. For example, knowing lots 

about how the subway works seems different, prima facie, than understanding how the subway works. 

When we understand how a simple machine works, we can physically grasp the machine and see how its 

part interact, causing the machine to perform a function. When we interrogate the “grasping” metaphor, 

we find that understanding seems to involve a sense of a thing’s manipulability and how its different parts 

interact (Grimm 2011). When we understand something, we similarly seem to comprehend that thing and 

how its parts interact with one another.  

Linda Zagzebski (2020) discusses the notion of understanding in a historical context, before 

giving her own account of understanding and differentiating it (in some respects) from knowledge. 

 
27 One question that might be interesting, particularly for someone more interested in the notion of 
knowledge within the framework of rarefied rationality is: are intuitions more desirable than knowledge? 
Are they preferable to knowledge? Can practical intuition generate true beliefs that a formal reasoning 
process cannot? 
28 See Chapter 2, particularly Section 4. 
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According to Zagzebski, understanding is “the state of comprehension of non-propositional structures of 

reality” (ibid, 66). So, on Zagzebski’s view, we can understand things like a work of visual art, a sonnet or 

a musical composition, and also things like the structure of the subway and how a city is laid out.  

Because (on Zagzebski’s view) understanding has to do with the comprehension of non-

propositional structures of reality and the way those structures’ parts interact: 

“[i]t follows that the object of understanding is not a discrete proposition. One’s mental 
representation of what one understands is likely to include such things as maps, graphs, 
diagrams, and three-dimensional models in addition to, or even in place of, the acceptance of a 
series of propositions” (ibid, 65). 

 
So, according to Zagzebski’s view of understanding, there are two senses in which understanding may be 

non-propositional. Firstly, in some cases, one’s understanding is non-propositional because it is 

knowledge-how.29 For example, it seems intuitively true to say that if one knows how to ride a bike, one 

understands how to ride a bike. One might be able to express that knowledge propositionally—say, by 

explaining to one’s child how to balance on the seat and push the pedals—but the knowledge itself (and 

the understanding) are both non-propositional.30,31 In the bike riding case, that knowledge might be 

embodied, consisting in things like muscle memory and proprioception. 

The second sense in which one understands is when one thinks about an object and its parts 

non-propositionally. For example, one’s thoughts might be both representational and non-propositional, 

like a map. One might, for instance, think about a subway map by imagining the map and how the cars 

move through the various tunnels and along track switches. When one is thinking about the subway, one 

might be picturing a map mentally. One’s understanding might also be affective or phenomenally 

 
29 Knowledge-how and understanding seem conceptually distinct but closely related. This is consistent 
with Zagzebski’s view: “understanding deepens our cognitive grasp of that which is already known” (ibid, 
68). It seems true that someone can understand that which one knows, and in some cases, perhaps that 
understanding can consist in being knowledge-how. Even so, I do not think this undermines SEGT. The 
concept of knowledge-how does not subsume all types of understanding (since some types of 
understanding are, e.g., representational). So, a standpoint theorist who holds SKT but not SEGT is not 
capturing the entire epistemic picture with respect to standpoints. 
30 Understanding seems to be distinct from but heavily connected to explanation. For example, we expect 
that teachers who understand a subject can explain it. Zagzebski notes with respect to skills, “one gains 
understanding by knowing how to do something well, and this makes one a reliable person to consult” 
about that skill and its domain (ibid, 65).  
31 Jason Stanley (2011) has argued that know-how is propositional. 
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qualitative: if I understand what you’re going through when you’re experiencing hardship, that might mean 

in part that I know how it feels.32 

4.1 Understanding Is an Epistemic Good 

Recall that an epistemic good is a state or capacity that is epistemic in nature, and good insofar is 

it epistemically benefits someone and is desirable. Something epistemically benefits someone only if it 

puts one in cognitive contact with reality in some way. 

Understanding is an epistemic state that seems good insofar as it is epistemically beneficial and 

desirable. Understanding is epistemically beneficial: it puts one into cognitive contact with non-

propositional structures of reality with respect to some structure, its parts, and the way those parts 

connect. Understanding also seems desirable. Those who have a great understanding of various subjects 

are seen as experts; those who can communicate their understanding make good teachers. We might 

describe someone with understanding of great depth and breadth as “wise”. Moreover, from the 

perspective of the one who understands, understanding provides one with a deeper “cognitive grasp” (in 

Zagzebski’s words) of what one knows.  

I imagine that there are cases where understanding is undesirable. For example, in the horror 

stories of H.P. Lovecraft, characters are often driven mad by forbidden knowledge and understanding of 

cosmic horrors beyond the human realm. However, this contrasts the way we usually think of 

understanding: it tends to be beneficial, desirable, and puts us in cognitive contact with reality in a way 

that seems to deepen one’s existing knowledge. 

 
32 The question of whether understanding is propositional is a live debate, and John Greco (2014, 293) 
cautions us to distinguish between the claim that understanding involves material structures and relations 
and the claim that understanding involves mental representations of structures and relations. So, Greco 
notes that it is important to distinguish between the object of understanding and the vehicle of 
understanding. One might therefore think that while one understands the connection between some 
subway lines in virtue of a mental representation of the way those lines are structured (i.e., the vehicle of 
understanding), the object of understanding in this case is the subway (cf. Grimm “Understanding”). 
Knowledge about that object might be expressed propositionally, e.g., I know that I need to transfer two 
times to get to Georgetown University from my apartment. I have no view about whether understanding is 
propositional in this way; I think understanding is representational in some cases and that claim seems 
consistent with the view of someone like Greco. 
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4.2 Marginalized Standpoints and Understanding 

Having a standpoint sometimes allows a marginalized person to have a unique understanding of 

things like social structures, hierarchies, and implicit social norms. For example, Alexis Shotwell claims 

that implicit understanding “names our background, taken-for-granted understandings of being in the 

world” (Shotwell 2011, x). Implicit understanding is non-propositional, embodied, and in some cases, 

affective or emotional (ibid, xi).33  

We can understand some phenomena that structure the experiences of marginalized people 

using the notion of implicit understanding. Consider embodied gender norms: the way women move their 

bodies through space is based on an implicit understanding of the world that women have in virtue of their 

oppression qua women. Women are socialized into a gender role that teaches them to be submissive, 

deferent, and to take up little physical space in public. In many cases, this behavior becomes non-

conscious as someone is socialized.34 We can imagine a woman who has never thought to question her 

gender or gendered behavior and who subscribes to dominant concepts of gender in the social imaginary. 

Why would such a woman ever think about why she scrunches up her body on the subway when a man 

spreads his legs into her personal space? She might go an entire lifetime acting without thinking. Such 

behavior is predicated on an implicit understanding: a taken-for-granted understanding of being in the 

world as a person who is not meant to take up space.  

 
33 Zagzebski’s account of understanding can help us make sense of Alexis Shotwell’s discussion of 
implicit understanding (2011). According to Zagzebski, understanding is an epistemic state in relation to 
non-propositional structures of the world. So, we can understand implicit understanding as an epistemic 
state or states of cognitive contact with unstated, background assumptions about things like social 
structures and hierarchies. 
34 It seems to me that some claims about embodied gender norms are compatible with embodied 
knowledge being contextual and identities being intersectional. There are a lot of ways of being a woman. 
For example, some women use public transportation and some don’t. But it’s also true, that there is a 
norm, writ-large, in American culture that says women ought not to take up space on public 
transportation. Neither the fact that some women don’t use public transportation, nor the fact that some 
places in America don’t have public transportation undermines the truth of the general claim “women in 
America ought not to take up space on public transportation”. Even this norm has exceptions; pregnant 
women are allowed to take up more space on public transportation. But the general claim is still true. 
Suppose that a woman has never ridden public transportation before. She gets on the subway and 
doesn’t scrunch up her body. In this case, the woman is not embodying the norm; she violates it. The 
norm still applies to her even if it fails to subordinate her in this instance. The norm subordinates women 
qua women. The norm is insensitive to whether a particular woman is a subway-riding-woman or a not-
subway-riding-woman. 
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Norms are embodied insofar as they involve our bodily comportments, our movements through 

space, our sensuousness and our affectivity. For example, when one sees a girl throwing reticently, 

without putting her entire body into it, standing immobile and using only her arms, one sees gender norms 

inscribed upon the world. It’s this sense in which norms can become embodied. Consider this illuminating 

passage from Eli Clare on the relationship between embodiment and “knowing gender”:35 

“Our bodies are not merely blank slates upon which the powers-that-be write their 
lessons. We cannot ignore the body itself: the sensory, mostly non-verbal experience of 
our hearts and lungs, muscles and tendons, telling us and the world who we are. My 
childhood sense of being neither girl nor boy arose in part from the external lessons of 
abuse and neglect, from the confusing messages about masculinity and femininity that I 
could not comprehend; I would be a fool to claim otherwise. But just as certainly, there 
was a knowing that resided in my bones, in the stretch of my legs and the arch of my 
back, the stones lying against my skin, a knowing that whispered, “not girl, not boy” 
(Clare 1999, 129). 

 
Marginalized people have a unique understanding of oppressive social norms; those norms “reside in our 

bones”; the norms are embodied. For example, I have thought about fatness in a scholarly context for 

several years and written about its phenomenology, but during the Covid pandemic of 2020 I gained 

weight due to the stress of the pandemic. In my case, I began to self-identify as fat for the first time in my 

life. At the same time as I began to self-identify as fat, I noticed my behavior changing. For example, I 

started wearing baggier clothing than I had before, and in some cases less vibrant or noticeable clothing. 

I found myself feeling embarrassed to be seen and perceived at all in public and mentioning my weight 

gain to friends I hadn’t seen in a while as though I needed to preemptively apologize. In one instance, I 

had not seen my hairdresser for over a year, since before the pandemic. After I made an appointment 

with her for the first time in sixteen months, I spent an inordinate amount of time worrying what she would 

think and wondering whether I should mention my weight gain, assuming she would immediately notice.  

I had propositional knowledge of social norms surrounding fatness before I self-identified as fat; I 

knew that, e.g., fat women ought to cover their arms and their necklines (whereas thin women do not 

usually have such a norm governing them, or the norm is less stringent).36 But it surprised me how easily 

 
35 Shotwell cites this passage to great effect in making a similar point about embodiment, sensuousness, 
and social practices (ibid, 135). 
36 Again, although one might disagree that it’s strictly speaking true that “fat women ought to cover their 
arms”, there is undeniably a social norm that prescribes this. So, I think there is also a sense in which it’s 
true that “fat women ought to cover their arms”. See my discussion in section 5.1 below of how implicit 
understanding as common sense can be contradictory (e.g., it can be both true and false that “fat women 
ought to cover their arms”). 



37 

 

and quickly I began following these norms myself when I felt like they applied to me. As I began to self-

identify as fat, I began to act in accordance with norms I already knew. Thus, my propositional knowledge 

that fat people ought to act in some ways became embodied. I began acting in accordance with the 

relevant norms once I felt like they applied to me. I thereby gained a new understanding of those norms. 

Other fat people describe how such norms become embodied through socialization37: 

“…you learn to watch what you say and watch who you eat around. I used to have this 
thing where I would hate people seeing me eat because I would think that people would 
be thinking to themselves “why is she eating?” especially in public. When I was 19 I had a 
boyfriend and I would go to his house and his family would offer me dinner and I would 
be starving and I wouldn’t take it because I didn’t want him to see me eating. But that was 
just normal for me.” 
 

“I remember standing outside the gym and these boys calling out something, and I didn’t 
realise for a couple of weeks but they were calling me Hulk. And that was it, I never did 
any sports ever again. I completely locked down in my own self and I moved into this 
invisible self. I just isolated myself, out of complete embarrassment of my own body.” 
  

“Andy: I’m so used to hiding in pictures … I would just stand behind my wife or the kids. 
So obviously it was playing on my mind. 
 
Tayla: Is that something you did on purpose? 
 
Andy: It started off that way yeah.”   

 

Fat people learn that their taking up space is undesirable according to the norms of body and beauty, and 

moralized as a matter of personal responsibility (Eller 2014). So, they hide in their homes or in pictures 

and remove themselves from public life. They are careful not to eat too much in public so that others don’t 

judge them. Thus, these norms become understood implicitly. They make up one’s background, taken-

for-granted understanding of being a fat person navigating the world.  

4.3 Standpoint Epistemology and Understanding 

Standpoints allow one to understand things like social norms and hierarchies. I have already 

argued for this claim above. But additionally, I think marginalized peoples’ understanding of these social 

norms and hierarchies can be unique or privileged insofar as their understanding is from their first-person 

 
37 The following three quotes are all taken from (Hancock 2015, 77-78). 
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perspective. Since their understanding is from their own perspective, it is phenomenal and embodied, in 

addition to or instead of being propositional.38  

In other words, I think having a standpoint enables one to understand rather than merely know 

oppressive social norms, because having a standpoint enables one to embody those norms rather than 

merely know of their existence. Consider above when I recounted my personal anecdote about identifying 

as fat and my behavior as I began to identify as fat. As a scholar, I knew that there were oppressive 

norms governing fat bodies. In fact, knowing about those norms is what caused me to become interested 

in fat studies and scholarship! I knew that, e.g., fat people might feel embarrassed to be seen in public 

due to value judgments they and others attached to fatness. But that was different from the understanding 

of that norm that I gained after I felt like I was fat. I felt embarrassed to be seen; I wanted to cover up and 

not be perceived. This understanding “deepened my cognitive grasp” of what I already knew. 

Julia Serrano recounts a similar experience with gender norms and gendered behavior after 

transitioning from male to female:  

“On an intellectual level, I knew that I would sometimes be dismissed or harassed once I 
started living as female, but I underestimated just how frustrating and hurtful each one of 
those instances would be. Words cannot express how condescending and infuriating it 
feels to have men speak down to me, talk over me, and sometimes even practically put 
on baby-talk voices when addressing me. Or how intimidating it feels to have strangers 
make lewd comments about having their way with me as I’m walking alone at night down 
dark city streets. And while I had numerous run-ins and arguments with strange men 
back when I was male-bodied, I’d never before experienced the enraged venom in their 
voices and fury in their faces that I sometimes do now - an extreme wrath that some men 
seem to reserve specifically for women who they believe threaten their fragile male egos” 
(Serano 2007, 223). 

 
Serrano knew that the world was sexist before she began presenting as female, and so she knew that 

sexist things would happen to her once she was perceived as a woman. But something about her 

cognitive grasp of the world changes pre- and post-transition. She describes how despite knowing that 

she would be condescended to and intimidated by men, having the actual experiences of those things 

differs from what she thought those experiences would be like. The qualitative frustration, hurt, and fear 

she would feel in those experiences was epistemically unavailable to her prior to the actual experiences. I 

 
38 I do not have a full theory of propositions, nor do I want to argue for the claim that propositions are not 
phenomenal in nature. That claim is outside the scope of this dissertation. It is enough for my purposes 
that first-person knowledge is phenomenally different than knowledge received via testimony. 
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think this is because after she transitions, Serrano understands the social hierarchy of gender, whereas 

she merely knew of it before.  

4.4 Objection 

One might find my claims above uninteresting, and unilluminating. They might object by saying 

that there is nothing interesting about marginalized standpoints and understanding because the 

phenomenon I’m describing is no different than any person’s understanding. For example, one might 

object thusly: 

Non-marginalized standpoints can also understand things, putting them in “deeper cognitive 
grasp” of that thing, compared to merely knowing that thing. Understanding something is not 
unique among marginalized people. Anyone with a perspective who understands something has 
a unique, privileged view of that thing. Understanding how to ride a bike is different than knowing 
that one has to balance the bike and push the pedals; such a phenomenon is uninteresting, and it 
follows that understanding versus knowing an oppressive norm is uninteresting too. 
 

I agree with this objection, in part: I do not think that the way a marginalized person understands an 

oppressive norm or how that norm affects their life is a different kind of understanding than the way one 

might understand how to ride a bike, or the way a privileged person might understand how oppressive 

norms affect the lives of marginalized people. But I do not agree with the objection that because the 

nature of marginalized peoples’ understandings are the same as other peoples’ understandings we ought 

not to care about marginalized peoples’ understandings. In particular, I think there are affective qualities 

that accompany some of marginalized peoples’ understandings, and the fact that some of marginalized 

peoples’ understandings are accompanied by those affective qualities is morally bad. So, we ought to 

care about marginalized peoples’ understandings. 

A marginalized person’s understanding of a norm might take the form of recognizing that a norm 

exists that affects one’s life, or merely that one’s life is affected by some kind of marginalizing, unjust 

force, without realizing that there is a norm corresponding to that marginalizing force. Consider two cases: 

in the first, Justine is a fat person and a fat studies scholar. She knows about the thinness norm, but she 

understands it as well, insofar as she understands how it impacts her life from her own perspective. She 

understands how it feels to be the subject of the norm. She understands how she embodies the norm by 

doing things like hiding in pictures or being hyperaware of what she eats in public. Justine’s 

understanding of the norm is accompanied by affective qualities like feeling sad or angry at the injustice 
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of the thinness norm. Justine might also feel bad about her body in virtue of the norm, and understand 

that she ought not to feel bad about her body because the norm is arbitrary and unjust. There might be 

affective qualities that accompany such an understanding as well; Justine might feel angry or sad that she 

unjustly feels bad about her body shape. 

In the second case, Justine is a fat person but not a fat studies scholar. She does not have a 

critical perspective on fatness. She still understands that there is a force in the world affecting her life, 

although she might not recognize that that force is the thinness norm, or that the thinness norm is unjust 

and arbitrary. She might not understand how she fails to embody the thinness norm. Still, her 

understanding is accompanied by affective qualities. She feels bad about her body in virtue of the 

thinness norm. She feels sad or angry that there is anti-fat bias in the world (despite not recognizing that 

bias as the result of an unjust norm).  

In both of these cases, it’s morally bad that Justine experiences these affective qualities. People 

suffer in virtue of experiencing things like sadness or anger, and in the case of someone like Justine, that 

suffering is unjust because it is the result of oppression. Because marginalized peoples’ understanding 

results in morally bad affective qualities, we ought to care about the phenomenon of marginalized 

peoples’ understanding; we ought to theorize about it. 

Let me clarify my remarks here in two ways. First, I do not think that the affective qualities 

accompanying a marginalized person’s understanding are unique either. Affective qualities might 

accompany one’s understanding of calculus. We can imagine a student who finally understands how to 

use derivatives after studying intently and that student being happy as a result. But affective qualities like 

these don’t seem morally bad. What sets a marginalized person’s understanding apart is that their 

understanding sometimes is accompanied by affective qualities that are morally bad.39 

Secondly, I do not think a marginalized person must understand the forces behind their 

marginalization in order to suffer. That’s clearly false. Someone can be completely ignorant of the forces 

affecting their life negatively while still suffering in virtue of those forces. But I do think that in some cases, 

a marginalized person’s suffering might be enhanced by understanding the forces governing their life, like 

 
39 And a marginalized person who suffers because of their understanding of the world suffers unjustly, 
since their suffering is in virtue of an unjust state of affairs. Marginalized understanding is important 
because it is connected with justice. 
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in the two Justine cases above. On this point, consider Robin Dillon’s case of Anne. Anne is a successful 

professional, and for Anne, being a successful professional is central to her self-conception. Anne has the 

respect of her colleagues and acts with self-respect; she doesn’t “sell her soul” for success. Yet, Anne 

also “cannot feel the worth of what she does and is”. She feels that all her successes are flukes and that 

people who praise her are just being nice. Moreover, Anne knows that she deserves to take pride in her 

accomplishments and believes herself respect worthy. As a result, “she is ashamed of her emotional 

incongruity” and cannot make her emotions consistent with her beliefs (1997, all quotes are from 232-

233).  

In Anne’s case, Anne suffers because of her inability to feel worthy of praise and her 

accomplishments, but she also suffers because there is an incongruity between her emotions and what 

she knows of herself to be true. So, Anne suffers two harms: the inability to feel worthy, and her shame at 

her inability to make her beliefs consistent with her feelings. 

I think cases like the first Justine case are analogous to the Anne case.40 People with a critical 

perspective on their marginalization suffer in virtue of their marginalization, and they might suffer an 

additional harm because of their understanding that a norm is oppressive: feeling shame at the inability to 

escape the effects of the norm. Justine knows that she suffers in virtue of an oppressive, unjust, arbitrary 

norm. Nevertheless, and in spite of this knowledge, she feels bad about her body. So, her suffering is 

enhanced. She suffers twice because of the norm, making the moral harm done to her even worse. So, in 

sum, my response to the objection that my discussion of understanding is uninteresting is that as 

standpoint epistemologists and philosophers who analyze oppression, we ought to care about the moral 

harms marginalized people suffer in virtue of their marginalization. So, we ought to care about the 

understanding of marginalized people, since it contributes to their suffering.41  

 
40 Indeed, these are the kinds of cases Dillon herself is concerned with; see the case involving Beth, who 
is a feminist but ashamed of her body (ibid, 233). Dillon’s piece is in part about the moral harms that are 
suffered in virtue of political marginalization and a lack of self-respect (see ibid, fn. 20), and she has her 
own discussion of understanding (239-241). However, Dillon does not put her view in conversation with 
standpoint theory. I discuss Dillon’s view on affectivity and basal self-respect in the next section. 
41 One might think that this claim conflicts with my earlier claim that understanding is an epistemic good, 
because epistemic goods are beneficial, and suffering seems non-beneficial. However, even though 
marginalized peoples’ understanding causes them to suffer, it also helps them to survive (making their 
understanding beneficial). Recall our discussion of intuitions and their connection to a history of habitual 
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5. Attunement and Affectivity 

Attunement is a way of “being in the world”. I use ‘attunement’ to refer to a relationship between a 

subject (i.e., a person qua perspectival, phenomenal self) and the world where the subject both shapes 

and is shaped by the world. A subject is attuned to the world in the sense that they pay attention to 

different things in the world, are interested in different aspects of the world with respect to things like 

goals and projects, and are sensitive to different aspects of the world. Below, I’ll discuss several different 

ways one might be attuned to the world: the first ways include Robin Dillon’s basal self-respect and 

Shotwell’s potentially propositional but currently implicit knowledge, followed by a discussion of Karen 

Jones’s basal security, and finally, Merleau-Ponty’s notion of body schema. First, though, let’s consider 

affectivity.  

I briefly discussed affectivity above with respect to understanding. I take affectivity to be a 

disposition to feel certain ways as a response to the environment. “A disposition to feel” is vague, and 

purposefully so. I do not want to commit myself to any claims regarding the nature of, e.g., emotions or 

their cognitivity. I also use the term “feel” loosely because when I talk about a disposition to feel, I want to 

include several types of feelings. For example, I think dispositions to feel include: “Mary is disposed to 

feel sad because of the thinness norm”, “Dorian is disposed to feel hungry when there is no food in the 

pantry”, and “Jewel is disposed to feel scared when walking home alone at night”. I include affectivity in 

my discussion of attunement because, as we will see, the way we are attuned to the world causally 

influences our affectivity, and our affectivity in turn causally influences our attunement inasmuch as it 

causes us to focus on certain aspects of the world and not focus on others. Let’s turn now to ways we 

might be attuned to the world. 

5.1 Dillon on Basal Self-respect 

According to Dillon, basal self-respect is: 

“A…fundamental orientation toward the self that underlies recognition and evaluative self-
respect, a prereflective, unarticulated, emotionally laden pre-suppositional interpretive 
framework, an implicit “seeing oneself as” or “taking oneself to be” that structures our 
explicit experiences of self and worth” (1997, 241). 
 

 
actions aimed at surviving and thriving in a hostile world, for example. For marginalized people, 
understanding hostile norms contributes to one’s ability to navigate the world successfully (if painfully). I 
discuss the notion of marginalized people navigating the world successfully more in chapter 2. 
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So, basal self-respect is a kind of “being in the world” that is basal insofar as it involves a prereflective, 

implicit, unarticulated framework that “structures” how we experience ourselves and our worth. For Dillon, 

basal self-respect explains various cases in which women have some knowledge about themselves, but 

that knowledge is inconsistent with feelings that they have. Recall the case of Anne we discussed 

previously. Anne knows she is worthy of respect and a competent member of her profession, but she 

doesn’t feel that way. She feels like a fraud or merely lucky in her success. Dillon argues that basal self-

respect explains this phenomenon: although Anne knows she is competent and worthy of respect, she 

has internalized psychological oppression in virtue of being a woman, and that oppression deforms her 

basal framework that underlies her reflective experiences of self-worth. Thus Anne “experience[s] 

damage as personal deficiency” (ibid, 246). Because Anne’s basal framework is prereflective and 

unarticulated, it does not explicitly contradict Anne’s beliefs that she is competent and worthy of respect. 

Affectivity is at the center of Dillon’s view, because Dillon is concerned with the basal frameworks 

of oppressed individuals, and “feelings of inadequacy, defectiveness, and being wrong are appropriate for 

individuals living a subordinated-group existence” (ibid, 247). One who is disposed to feel worthless or 

inadequate due to psychological oppression might focus on certain aspects of the world that reinforce 

those feelings. In Anne’s case, she might focus on how she as an individual failed to, e.g., secure a sale 

for her company, instead of structural factors at play (e.g., it’s a bad economy, the person she was 

discussing sales with was a man and might have had implicit bias against her, and so forth). As I noted 

above while discussing practical intuition, over time, patterns of focus become reinforced due to one’s life 

circumstances and personal history. Hopefully these patterns of focus benefit a marginalized person, but 

sometimes they don’t.42  

Here we find similarities with Shotwell’s discussion of one type of implicit understanding: 

potentially propositional but currently implicit knowledge. Potentially propositional but currently implicit 

knowledge might seem irrational (like Anne’s feelings of worthlessness and incompetency in light of her 

beliefs in her own competency and respectability).  

 
42 Again, I explicitly discuss worries about whether these patterns of focus benefit marginalized people in 
chapter two, when I argue that marginalized peoples’ patterns of focus usually constitute not only an 
epistemic good but actually an epistemic advantage. 
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One example of potentially propositional but currently implicit knowledge is racialized common 

sense. Shotwell draws from Antony Gramsci’s description of common sense as “the consciousness 

implicit in a person’s activity” which is “a significant part of ideology” (Shotwell, ibid, 33). Common sense 

is a background framework of ambiguous and incoherent ideas that shape our movement through the 

social world. Common sense is ambiguous in the sense that its ideas are not fully formed and contain 

unexamined, uncritical views about the world. It is incoherent in that it “can hold both p and not-p and not 

be particularly bothered” (ibid, 33). Shotwell affirms Gramsci’s description of common sense as the 

“folklore” of philosophy; that is, it shapes our “take-for-granted” assumptions about the world and 

conforms to most people’s conceptions about it.  

Racialized common sense is common sense according to the above description, but regarding 

race. In other words, racialized common sense is an ideologically-laden, ambiguous, incoherent “system 

of social relations held as unyielding and unquestionable through commonsense assumptions” (ibid, 35). 

Because the ideas underlying both racism and racialization are slippery and inchoate and yet pervasive, 

they remain hard to dismantle. Simply in virtue of growing up in a racialized society, most of us have the 

ability to navigate the world using racialized concepts. With further interrogation, we can know the 

contours of racialized concepts, revealing their contradictions (and thereby make the implicit 

propositional).43 However, the very fact that these concepts are implicit rather than explicitly propositional 

makes them difficult to challenge because their beliefs escape “rational scrutiny” (ibid, 36) (much like 

Anne’s feelings above).  

Like Dillon’s basal frameworks, common sense is a way of “being in the world” insofar as it 

provides a non-critical framework for how to interpret sensations, stimuli, and feelings. So, we might think 

of common sense as a type of attunement. Shotwell categorizes potentially propositional but currently 

implicit knowledge as a type of implicit understanding. And it does seem like Dillon’s notion of a basal 

framework is similar in some ways to implicit understanding generally. For example, they both might 

 
43 I think the kinds of cases Shotwell is primarily concerned with are those racialized concepts that involve 
value judgments. So, in the same way a fat person might hold implicit understandings of fatness that 
contradict with the way they view themselves (e.g., “fat people needn’t be ashamed of their bodies” 
versus “I am ashamed of my body”), racialized common sense notions might contradict with other beliefs 
one has. When an implicit understanding of these racialized common sense notions are interrogated and 
made propositional, one can more easily see how that proposition (or the propositions that make up the 
notion) contradicts other propositions. 
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involve embodied norms. However, I think understanding (per our discussion in the previous section) and 

attunement are related but distinct concepts. Both concepts involve ways of “being in the world” and 

feelings but neither circumscribe the exact same mental states. For instance, understanding involves, 

e.g., mental representations of social or material structures, whereas attunement seems to involve what 

one notices and takes as salient in a situation, and how that affects one’s orientation toward the situation, 

one’s interpretation of the situation, etc. 

5.2 Karen Jones on Basal Security 

Basal security is an evaluative framework for risk and vulnerability characterized by “dispositions 

of salience, interpretation, motivation, and affect” (Jones 2004, 9). Consider Jones’s description of how 

rape survivors have their basal security altered: 

“Survivors of random attacks frequently describe themselves as living in different worlds 
before and after the attack and describe the change in trust terms. In many cases, the 
difference between these worlds cannot be captured in terms of different beliefs held pre- 
and postattack. Before an attack a survivor might have been able to tell you the statistics 
regarding the prevalence of such attacks — she might have been able to cite the Federal 
Bureau of Investigation statistic that, in the United States, rape occurs on average once 
every two and a half minutes….We know in an abstract way, that the world in which we 
live is risky and that we are vulnerable….But it is one thing to assent to the proposition 
that the world is risky, and it is another thing to have one’s day-to-day experience of the 
world shaped by a pervasive awareness of one’s own vulnerability” (Jones 2004, 7). 
 

One’s basal security is a type of attunement; it is a way of being in the world. Jones’s basal security is 

similar to Dillon’s basal self-respect in that both are evaluative frameworks that serve as the background 

against which evaluations and interpretations are made. Both can be affected by things like motivation, 

affect, one’s dispositions to focus on some aspects of the world as relevant rather than others, and one’s 

dispositions to interpret sensations in some ways rather than others. In the case of rape survivors, a 

survivor may have lower basal security after being raped and therefore become more aware of their 

personal vulnerability in a situation. This can lead to them evaluating risks differently, but Jones points out 

that it needn’t. For instance, suppose a survivor wants to go for a jog. The survivor might estimate that the 

likelihood of her being attacked by a stranger while jogging is .01%. Suppose she would have estimated 

the likelihood of such an attack as .01% before her rape. In this case, the survivor makes the same 

evaluation of the likelihood of her being attacked while jogging both before and after her basal security 

has been lowered. But perhaps after her basal security has been lowered, the woman places a higher 
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significance on that .01% chance, so she decides not to go jogging. Even though the estimation of risk 

has not changed, its importance has: 

“Thus, someone with low basal security is likely to interpret a situation as containing 
reasons for self-protective action when someone similarly situated but with higher basal 
security would not. In this way, basal security contributes to determining the agent’s 
practical orientation toward vulnerability and safety” (ibid, p. 9). 
 

Note that before and after the rape, the survivor may know the statistics about the likelihood that she 

might be attacked while jogging. But after her rape, she is attuned to the world differently. Her basal 

security has been altered. She evaluates the same sensations and experiences differently than she did 

before. 

In “Disorientation and Moral Life” (2016), Ami Harbin discusses disorientation as undergoing a 

massively life-altering event unexpectedly. Basal security is a type of attunement, and experiences of 

disorientation can affect that attunement. Examining some of these cases can show us the impact of 

affectivity on basal security. Harbin begins her discussion by quoting from Wave, the memoir of Sonali 

Deraniyagala. Wave is about Deraniyagala’s experience of losing her husband, two sons, and parents in 

the 2004 Boxing Day tsunami, and her attempts to cope with the loss in the years following. Recounting 

the time immediately after the tsunami, Deraniyagala writes, “They are my world. How do I make them 

dead? My mind toppled” (2013, 29). Such drastic loss alters attunement by changing our place in the 

world and our relation to its people and things. I was 21 when my father died and I remember describing 

to a friend that it seemed like up was suddenly down. I don’t think that what I was trying to explain was 

that I suddenly knew new facts about the world. Rather, I felt attuned to the world differently. I felt more 

vulnerable. I felt disoriented. My understanding of the world, my place in it, my relation to it and to others 

seemed so drastically to shift that it was as though I had to teach myself something new and impossible.44 

 
44 Again, I note that attunement and understanding seem connected but distinct. Additionally, attunement 
is epistemic insofar as it is a way of seeing and being in the world—attunement is a way of being in 
cognitive contact with the world. In the case of me being attuned to the world differently after my father 
died, the world did not change, but I saw myself and my place in the world and in relation to others 
differently. I don’t think my attunement shifting primarily had to do with gaining new information or learning 
something. Rather, my understanding changed in terms of changing the way I placed significance on 
some facts or relationships instead of others. I saw some facts I already knew differently, like ‘I am 
mortal’. In some cases where I did learn new information, like ‘my father is dead’, that new information 
caused me to see existing relationships as more or less important. But it seems strange to me to think of 
attunement in these cases as an epistemic capacity that can be evaluated as more or less accurate with 
respect to its coherence with the world. What is the right amount of vulnerability when it comes to jogging 
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Trauma and loss through disorienting experiences highlight the effects of affectivity on 

attunement because they show how one’s evaluative framework for sensations and experiences can be 

shifted based on how one feels. If one feels disoriented and vulnerable, for example, that can shift one’s 

attunement because they feel like their place in the world, their sense of security, and their understanding 

of the world’s basic precepts have changed.  

Sometimes these shifts only make sense from the perspective of the disoriented person and 

might seem paradoxical or irrational to others. In their essay “Hypersexuality: the opposite spectrum of 

coping rarely discussed in sexual assault victims”, KiNG recalls how, following their rape in 2013, they 

became sexually promiscuous as a coping mechanism (KiNG 2015). Furthermore, because their behavior 

contradicted typical narratives about how rape survivors act—namely, timid, anxious, and sexually 

reticent—KiNG and their friends didn’t recognize the behavior as a response to trauma, and ignored the 

behavior. KiNG writes, “it was as if I adopted a similar mentality to my rapist and I wanted to win at the 

end of the night” (ibid). I think it’s difficult to make sense of this behavior except from KiNG’s perspective 

as a rape victim. In virtue of their experiences, KiNG’s basal security changes. Their understanding of 

what’s safe changes, and they begin taking control and manipulating sexual situations rather than acting 

in a way that conforms with the prevailing narrative about the sexual behavior of rape victims. Their 

attunement changes based on how they feel after their rape and what behavior makes them feel more 

secure and less vulnerable.  

5.3 Merleau-Ponty and Body Schema 

Katherine Ward describes Merleau-Ponty’s notion of body schema as “non-intentional, integrated 

with the environment, dynamic, and pre-personal” (Ward 2020, 16). Body schemas are a type of 

attunement because they are a way of “being in the world”; body schema describes neither a property of 

a person nor a property of the environment but the “integration of body, environment, and project” (Ward, 

ibid, 17); cf. (Merleau-Ponty 2013, 143).  

So, body schemas are a way of being in the world that dispose us to act in certain ways based on 

an integration of the body with the environment and a “project”. Ward cites the act of grabbing a coffee 

 
in the case of the rape survivor? How vulnerable and disoriented should I have felt after my dad died? I’m 
unsure these questions have good answers.   



48 

 

cup as one that is non-intentional but still incorporates a “project” (ibid, 16); when I am reading the paper 

and reach for my coffee, I aim at taking a drink of coffee without thinking about the position of my hand 

and directing it toward the mug. My body is integrated with the environment such that I am disposed to 

act in accordance with the physical space I inhabit to accomplish the project of getting the coffee mug. I 

simply move. I do not think about how my body moves through space, or how my body ought to move 

through the space to accomplish my project of grabbing the mug. I move; my body moves, in accordance 

with my project and the conditions of the environment. Such actions seem automatic but more than mere 

reflex; one’s body schema enables intelligent bodily action without the body itself being the object of 

intention (Ward, ibid, 17).   

According to Merleau-Ponty, body schema are pre-personal insofar as they take up a “pre-

personal tradition” (Merleau-Ponty, 2013, 265). One’s behavior and bodily movements are learned from 

others (whether from birth or when learning something new), and so the pre-personal circumscribes the 

possibilities for acceptable behavior one draws on when doing new things and learning how to move 

through space (cf. Ward, 2020, 19). In other words, we might think of the pre-personal traditions of 

movement and behavior as setting up the bounds of the logical space of movements and behavior one 

might learn to perform. The pre-personal also dictates these bounds in that we learn how to move and 

behave from others, and so we also learn what to pay attention to in the environment and not merely how 

to react to it. We’ll revisit this point below when talking about how body schema relates to standpoint 

epistemology. 

Although body schema are pre-personal in that the logical space of behavior and movement 

bounds how the impersonal “one” might act, one can still personalize their body schema (Merleau-Ponty, 

ibid, 265).45 It seems like there are a number of phenomena we have already discussed that might 

personalize one’s body schema: practical intuition, embodied understanding, trauma, and disorientation 

all might change the ways one moves one’s body non-intentionally (while still in accordance with a 

 
45 In other words, there are a limited number of physically possible ways that bound how I might pick up a 
coffee cup, but I might still personalize my body schema with respect to picking up the cup a certain way 
out of those possible. 
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project). These phenomena might also change the framework for one’s interpretation of sensations, and 

how one reacts to those sensations. 

5.4 Why Should Standpoint Epistemologists Care About Attunement? 

I have discussed a number of theorists’ concepts that we might characterize as attunement, or 

“ways of being in the world”. But as I have explained attunement, it seems trivially true that everyone is 

attuned to the world in some way, merely in virtue of being in the world. Why should standpoint 

epistemologists in particular care about attunement? Because standpoint epistemologists care about the 

epistemic lives of the marginalized. And being marginalized results in ways of being, i.e., attunements, 

that are epistemically notable.  

In particular, being marginalized can allow marginalized people to navigate the world more 

successfully by affecting their attunement. By “navigate the world more successfully”, I mean one is more 

likely to survive and thrive, meet one’s basic physical and mental needs, achieve one’s goals, and attain a 

sense of fulfillment.46 Marginalization can make more salient aspects of the world that might otherwise go 

unnoticed to by a privileged person. A marginalized person can be attuned such that they are more 

responsive to things like bigoted threats and subtle details that indicate one might be in danger. Consider 

this passage from bell hooks describing her experience growing up in the segregated South: 

 “As black Americans living in a small Kentucky town, the railroad tracks were a daily 
reminder of our marginality. Across those tracks were paved streets, stores we could not 
enter, restaurants we could not eat in, and people we could not look directly in the 
face….We could enter that world but we could not live there….Living as we did—on the 
edge— we developed a particular way of seeing reality….Our survival depended on an 
ongoing public awareness of the separation between margin and center and an ongoing 
private acknowledgment that we were a necessary, vital part of that whole” (hooks 1984, 
xvi). 
 

Being Black means being attuned to the world such that one understands oneself as under white people 

in the unjust racial hierarchy that orders our society. And as we have noted earlier, this understanding 

might come with practical intuition, including an ability to sense things non-Black people cannot. As Black 

scholars like W.E.B. DuBois and Patricia Hill-Collins have noted in their discussions of double-

consciousness and the insider-outsider dynamic, being Black is a way of being in the world that is 

 
46 I think that navigating the world successfully and the idea of being more or less accurately attuned to 
the world are different things, as discussed in note 45. 
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epistemically special. According to DuBois, double-consciousness is the “sense of always looking at 

one’s self through the eyes of another” (DuBois 1903/2003, 9). For a marginalized person, the dominant 

social narratives and hermeneutical resources do not accurately describe one’s experience. As a result, 

marginalized people learn to see themselves through the dominant social narrative’s lens, and with the 

available hermeneutical resources of the privileged. Hence, the sensation of double-consciousness: one 

sees themselves through their own eyes and their community’s hermeneutical resources, as well as 

through the eyes of the privileged. This aids survival, as hooks describes above. Hill-Collins also cites the 

hooks passage above when discussing the insider-outsider dynamic; the “outsider within” status confers 

the ability to see patterns that insiders cannot (Hill-Collins 1986). This point generalizes to other 

marginalized identities. Being a marginalized person is a way of being in the world that is epistemically 

special.47 

5.5 Attunement and Affectivity Are Epistemic Goods 

Epistemic goods are epistemic states or capacities that are epistemically beneficial and desirable. 

Attunement is a way of being in the world, and affectivity is a disposition to feel certain ways in response 

to sensations. Attunement and affectivity are usually epistemically desirable, making them epistemic 

goods. Attunement and affectivity are usually epistemically desirable because they put people in cognitive 

contact with reality; being attuned to the world allows one to evaluate risk and reward in ways that allow 

one to survive and thrive, especially for marginalized people. 

Marginalized attunement is notable for the ways it can generate epistemic goods in some cases, 

while being deformed and the cause of suffering in other cases. In many of the previous examples 

demonstrating ways of being in the world, the people in those examples had a deformed contact with 

reality. They suffered in virtue of their attunement, or their affectivity caused them to misweigh risks, or 

caused them to act inappropriately. How can we call those attunements and those affectivities 

epistemically beneficial?  

This is a recurring worry. Let me again emphasize that I think the complex texture of marginalized 

phenomenology and its connection to epistemology is what makes it interesting and worth studying. I 

 
47 I discuss this more in Chapter 2 when I discuss how standpoints are epistemically advantageous. 
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agree that marginalized people can be led astray by epistemic sensitivities that are maladaptive, or 

coincidentally non-harmful to their survival. But I hope that preceding examples have also established that 

there are cases in which marginalized people are capable of generating non-knowledge epistemic goods. 

These privileged epistemic capacities are worthy of study, and they form the basis of the remainder of my 

remarks in this dissertation.  

6. Conclusion 

In this chapter I have introduced standpoint theory and argued at length that there are epistemic 

goods standpoint theorists do not usually discuss in great detail: namely, intuitions and all-in judgments, 

understanding, and attunement and affectivity. To remedy this, I offered SEGT, or the Socially-situated 

Epistemic Goods Thesis, which states that these non-knowledge epistemic goods are produced by those 

with standpoints. One recurring issue that arose during this discussion was internalized oppression and 

maladaptive epistemic capacities, particularly concerning marginalized people. I continue to discuss these 

worries in the next chapter. In particular, I explicate the contexts in which marginalized people do in fact 

have epistemic advantages, and argue that in these cases, the marginalized people that are epistemically 

advantaged count as experts with respect to the domains of knowledge about their axes of 

marginalization. 
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CHAPTER 2: EPISTEMIC ADVANTAGES AND MARGINALIZED EXPERTISE 

 

Marginalization can result in expertise, but that expertise comes at a cost: internalized 

oppression, deformed attunements and desires, and oversensitivities to non-beneficial or even harmful 

aspects of the environment. The expertise available to marginalized people is often of great survival 

value. This expertise should be recognized for its worth and its costs. So, marginalized expertise and its 

costs are philosophically significant, and worth exploring. This chapter therefore explores those topics 

further.  

Specifically, the first half of this chapter asks what an epistemic advantage is, and in what 

contexts marginalized people are epistemically advantaged. The answer, roughly, is that marginalized 

people are advantaged when their epistemic capacities help them produce epistemic goods non-

marginalized people cannot reliably produce. I also discuss internalized oppression and deformed desires 

and attunements in this context.  

The second half of this chapter is about expertise. The epistemic advantages of some 

marginalized people lead them to become “marginalized experts”: experts with respect to their domains of 

marginalization (which, as I will argue later, include things like social scripts, community-based 

knowledge, identity maps, and survival strategies). I review philosophical literature regarding both 

cognitive expertise (like being an expert regarding some propositions) as well as practical expertise 

(which we might think of as know-how). I argue that marginalized people count as both cognitive and 

practical experts in some respects, before concluding the chapter by discussing how there are levels of 

expertise among marginalized experts. 

 

1. When Are Marginalized Standpoints Epistemically Advantageous? 

Recall The Thesis of Epistemic Advantage (TEA) claims that the standpoints of the marginalized 

are epistemically advantaged in some contexts. So, when are marginalized standpoints advantageous? 

Some standpoints are advantageous some of the time.48   

 
48 I want to be explicit and emphasize the scope and weakness of the claim. Some marginalized people 
develop skills that aid them in navigating the world with respect to their marginalization; some 
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1.1 Whose Standpoints Are Advantageous?  

Why are some marginalized people better than others at developing skills that help them navigate 

the world?49  Which marginalized people get epistemic advantages, and why? I don’t think there is a 

simple way to answer these questions, e.g., “X group of marginalized people get epistemic advantages 

when Y”. Part of the project in this chapter is explicating situations that could lead to marginalized 

expertise and developing privileged epistemic capacities. But, in short, I think some marginalized people 

are more epistemically advantaged than others because of three things: critical perspective and 

education, luck, and a connection to a community of other marginalized people. 

1.2 Critical Perspective and Education 

Other standpoint theorists use the term “standpoint” to mean a critical marginalized perspective, 

i.e., a marginalized perspective that is educated with respect to oppression and critical theory, and a 

perspective that is engaged in the political project of critiquing oppressive social structures. Developing a 

critical perspective and being educated with respect to social inequities can account for why one 

marginalized person is epistemically advantaged compared to other marginalized people. I will not 

belabor this point, because existing standpoint literature captures and explores it with depth; I mentioned 

some of the relevant authors in the previous chapter. But here is a quick example to illustrate how critical 

perspective can cause a marginalized person to develop epistemic advantages. Recall that in the last 

chapter I discussed my internalized feelings of fat oppression. Even though I have a critical perspective 

on these feelings now, that wasn’t always the case. A decade ago I was a recreational bodybuilder, and I 

was fatphobic. I was constantly dissatisfied with my body regardless of how closely it adhered to beauty 

norms. By chance, I befriended a cultural anthropologist who worked on food issues, and she challenged 

 
marginalized people develop skilled attunements and the ability to form reliable intuitions about the world. 
Some marginalized people develop understandings of the world privileged people might not. It’s not the 
case that all marginalized people have epistemic advantages compared to privileged people. It’s not the 
case that all marginalized people develop skills that aid them in navigating the world with respect to their 
marginalization. But some do. Sometimes marginalized people might have epistemic advantages that 
grant them skillfulness in navigating the world viz., their marginalization, while also having internalized 
oppression, deformed desires, and deformed attunements. Marginalized people are complicated 
epistemic agents. I aim to unpack more of this claim as we continue through chapter 2, and especially in 
section 4.6. 
49 Sometimes non-marginalized people can be epistemically advantaged in some contexts (namely, when 
the non-marginalized person has an intimate connection with marginalized people from some group). I 
discuss these cases more in section 1.1. 
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my fatphobic beliefs and taught me about healthism, diet culture, and the normative-ladenness of food in 

America. As a result of that friendship, I began working on fat studies research that continues to this day. 

I developed a critical perspective on fatness and fat oppression. Because of that perspective, I am more 

apt to notice things now like “I feel disgusted with my body after eating in a way that violates norms” or “I 

just positioned my body in a particular way to appear thinner in this photo”. I know how those feelings and 

behaviors are connected to fat oppression because of my critical perspective and education, and my 

critical perspective reveals to me features of the world that others might not notice. It draws my attention 

to those features. Other fat people without critical perspectives might act or feel the same way as me, but 

without knowing why, and without noticing that they are acting or feeling a particular kind of way. So, 

critical perspective and education can in this case explain why I have some epistemic advantages 

compared to other fat people. 

1.3 Luck 

One reason some marginalized people rather than others develop epistemic advantages is luck. 

In the 1990s, there was a dearth of public information available to transgender people. Most trans people 

who transitioned during that time lived in large cities where there were other queer people and medical 

resources available. Outside of cities, though, knowledge about being trans was not widely available. 

How would a trans kid who didn’t live in a big city come to learn about being transgender? They might 

only learn about the existence of trans people from watching TV. A teenager in the 90s might be flipping 

channels one afternoon and see an episode of Jerry Springer featuring trans people, or “The RuPaul 

Show” on VH1. Our Lady J, a trans performer and TV writer, reflected: “In the late-'90s, I would watch The 

RuPaul Show, and she was so ambiguous about her gender that it allowed me to see myself a little in her 

gender non-conformity. I didn't know if that was trans or drag or what that was. But I knew that it was 

somewhere under the umbrella” (Lambe 2022). Seeing trans people on TV in the 90s might be what 

caused someone to learn that they were transgender, to transition, to begin to develop epistemic 

advantages that promoted their survival (compared to other trans people that were unlucky and didn’t see 

trans people on TV). Other performers in the Lambe interview describe learning or admitting things about 

their identity that they wouldn’t have learned or admitted otherwise. In the interview, Alexandra Billings 

recounts how she was about to attempt suicide by swallowing pills when she turned on the TV and saw 
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trans strippers on a talk show. That experience led her to not swallow the pills and eventually transition. 

Seeing trans people on TV literally saved her life. After an experience like Billings had, one might begin 

trying to find out more about trans people, leading one to be more effective at finding trans healthcare and 

trans community members. In this way, a trans person who saw other trans people on TV might have 

epistemic advantages over a trans person who did not have a similar experience. And having the 

experience of seeing trans people on TV in the 90s might just have been a matter of luck in many cases. 

A trans person might have grown up in similar places to Billings—suburban Illinois—without access to 

trans narratives or trans community, and not have the experience of seeing trans people on TV. A person 

in those circumstances might not learn that they were trans; they might not develop epistemic capacities 

suited to making sense of their feelings and behaviors, or attunement to the world in a way that promotes 

their survival and flourishing. In this case, the difference between someone who develops advantageous 

epistemic capacities and someone who doesn’t is merely luck.  

There are other ways luck might influence someone’s developing epistemic advantages, too. 

Some marginalized people experience patterns of oppression. Some don’t. Suppose there is a billboard 

that contains a new racist dogwhistle. Suppose that a Black person must drive by that billboard every day 

on the way to work. That person might start to notice the dogwhistle in other contexts as a result. Another 

Black person who doesn’t have to drive by the billboard doesn’t develop the attunement to that phrase. 

The difference between developing versus not developing attunement to the dogwhistle in this case is 

mere luck. Since being exposed to patterns of oppression is something that can cause one to develop 

epistemic capacities like a disposition to form intuitions, skillful attunement, and so forth, mere luck might 

spur or prevent someone’s developing epistemic advantages. 

1.4 Connection to Community 

I discuss this more in section 4.6 but briefly, having a connection to other members of a 

marginalized group can cause a marginalized person to develop advantageous epistemic capacities. 

Let’s consider sex worker communities as an example. Sex work is dangerous. In addition to the mortal 

risks and health risks, sex work is criminalized in America. As a result, there is community-based 

knowledge among sex workers that consists in how to keep oneself safe and out of legal trouble. Let’s 

restrict our discussion to sex workers who work on the street. Some of their community-based knowledge 
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may be generalizable to street sex work in many places: don’t get into a vehicle on your own if there are 

many people in it, take note of any potential weapons in a vehicle, and so forth. Some of this knowledge 

may be more context-specific, e.g., the cops of this beat usually patrol around this time, there are good 

escape routes from the rooms in this hotel but not that one, and so forth. Some of this knowledge might 

also help shape skillful attunement. For example, sex workers are told to trust their instincts, but how do 

those instincts get honed?  Other more experienced sex workers can help by sharing community-based 

knowledge that would help newer sex workers survive, teaching newer sex workers what sensations to 

pay attention to. Having access to a community of other sex workers therefore can help a new sex worker 

to develop epistemic capacities useful to helping them earn income while also keeping them safe. 

1.5 When Are (Some) Marginalized Standpoints Epistemically Advantageous?  

Marginalized standpoints are epistemically advantaged when they are detecting features of the 

world that, from a first-person perspective, feature in sets of continuous and systematic oppressive 

experiences relating to one’s marginalized identity. Usually, this epistemic advantage derives from its first-

person nature. For example, one’s attunement is first-person by its nature; having a skilled attunement to 

certain aspects of the environment is an advantaged way of producing some epistemic goods. One’s 

practical intuition depends on one’s personal causal history, because repeated instances of oppression 

are what teach one to attend to certain sensations rather than others when making all-in judgments. 

Experiencing repeated instances of oppression and injustice over time can cause a marginalized person 

to develop epistemic capacities adept at noticing and interpreting environmental stimuli relevant to their 

marginalization. The epistemic capacities that become more well-adapted due to a personal history of 

oppressive circumstances relating to one’s marginalized identity include those we discussed last chapter: 

practical intuition, understanding in its various forms, and attunement.  

The notion of “oppressive experiences relating to one’s marginalized identity” is vague and ill-

defined. I don’t think I can give necessary and sufficient conditions to explain what I mean by it, but I think 

that I can gesture at an intuitive definition via a number of examples, which I’ll explore below.  

The practical intuition of marginalized people has four aspects: embodied knowledge, well-trained 

sensory perceptions attentive to subtle details of complex, often rapidly changing situations, a significant 

store of pertinent conceptual knowledge, and a history of habitual actions aimed at surviving and thriving 
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in a hostile world. Any person whose personal causal history contains repeated instances of oppressive 

circumstances is likely to have such practical intuition, because their survival depends on it.50 For 

example, in the last chapter, we discussed at length the case from Lovecraft Country in which Tic, in 

virtue of his practical intuition, forms the all-in judgment that his traveling party is in mortal danger due to 

racist violence. Practical intuition aimed at helping a marginalized person survive is developed over time 

in virtue of socialization. For instance, in “Of Our Spiritual Strivings”, DuBois describes his first experience 

of feeling Othered: 

“In a wee wooden schoolhouse, something put it into the boys’ and girls’ heads to buy gorgeous 

visiting cards - ten cents a package - and exchange. The exchange was merry, till one girl, a tall 

newcomer, refused my card, - refused it preemptorily, with a glance. Then it dawned on me with a 

certain suddenness that I was different from the others; or like, mayhap in heart and life and 

longing, but shut out from their world by a vast veil” (DuBois 1903/2003, 8). 

 

DuBois didn’t think of himself as different from the others in his class, until suddenly, in virtue of this tall 

newcomer’s actions, he did. This realization brought into focus an awareness of how his classmates 

perceived him as different from themselves. It is no wonder, then, that shortly after describing this 

experience, DuBois first mentions the notion of double-consciousness, calling it a “second sight” that lets 

Black people see themselves through the eyes of privileged white people. DuBois’s life experiences were 

shaped from his childhood by his axis of marginalization, namely his skin color.51 These experiences 

caused him to develop double-consciousness, which allowed him to notice things about the world that 

others could not see. In practical intuition terms, DuBois’s life experiences of oppression and injustice as 

a Black man shaped his embodied knowledge and conceptual knowledge: DuBois learned how Black 

people were supposed to act in accordance with racist social norms, as well as what white people thought 

about Black people. DuBois also gained a capacity for “well-trained” attentiveness to stimuli and 

sensations, like the capacity that disposed him to notice his Otherness. Over time, DuBois’s experiences 

qua Black man caused him to have sensations of stimuli that others with more privileged racialized 

identities would not. Marginalized people face oppressive circumstances but still want to have fulfilling, 

 
50 This avoids one worry with TEA: namely, that marginalized people “automatically” have an epistemic 
advantage. Marginalized people need to develop their epistemic capacities that aim at survival in order to 
have epistemic advantages, by having the kind of social history that contains repeated instances of 
oppressive circumstances.  
51 I use the term “axis of marginalization” synonymously with “axis of oppression”, following the 
intersectional feminist tradition. 
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enriched lives, like anyone. Thus, marginalized people, like DuBois, act habitually in accordance with 

survival and fulfilment. In conjunction with, e.g., practical intuition, understanding, and attunement, one’s 

survival as a marginalized person involves complex skills of interpretation, understanding, and judgment.  

Developmental experiences like DuBois’s don’t need to begin when one is born, either. Various 

trans experiences can cause one to develop advantageous epistemic faculties in virtue of a new gender 

presentation or a new self-understanding. For example, in her memoir about growing up as a trans 

woman, Janet Mock describes her teenage years after beginning an estrogen regimen to halt the effects 

of male puberty and begin the effects of female puberty: 

“As my body began evolving, the world treated me differently, and I learned firsthand that society 

privileges physical beauty….This desirability put me in sharp focus of the male gaze. Being 

subjected to catcalls, whistles, and unsolicited phone numbers became a norm, and during my 

nights out in Waikiki with Wendi and her gaggle of trans gal pals, I quietly based my self-worth on 

the number of times I made a guy’s head turn” (Mock 2014).  

 

As Mock’s body changed, the way the world related to her changed. She became the target of male 

attention. In turn, her attunement changes: her basal self-respect increases as she gains social cache in 

virtue of her femininity. The way the world relates to Mock also begins socializing her into womanhood; 

we can easily imagine that as Mock became more accustomed to her treatment by men, she also learned 

how to care for and protect herself from predatory men. 

Another example is Natalie Wynn’s video titled “Gender Critical” (2019), in which Wynn discusses 

her transition from male to female, and how a large part of that transition involves being re-socialized from 

male to female. The process of resocialization involves being treated differently by other people viz., 

one’s new gender, and these new experiences help shape one’s lived experience in a new gender. Such 

experiences don’t merely involve other people treating a trans person differently; they change the way a 

trans person sees themself and relates to other people and the world around them. So, they affect one’s 

understanding and one’s attunement—their being in the world—while also causing one to develop new 

practical intuition. One learns to pay attention to new sensations and environmental cues, and begins 

developing embodied and conceptual knowledge, all of which help one to survive and thrive in 

accordance with one’s new gender presentation. 
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1.6 Epistemic Goods and Intimacy Between the Marginalized and Non-Marginalized 

Even people who are not themselves marginalized but are intimately connected with a 

marginalized group can develop a capacity for producing epistemic goods relevant to that group’s 

marginalization. In Jane Lazarre’s “Beyond the Whiteness of Whiteness: Memoir of a White Mother of 

Black Sons” (1996), she describes her life as a white Jewish mother raising Black sons. She writes that 

“like any Black person I have ever known, I now perceive both obvious and subtle racism in the 

immediate world around me every single day” (ibid, xx). Lazarre describes herself as a white Jewish 

woman from a non-observant family that “still valu[es] its Jewishness” and a first-generation college 

student (ibid, xvii). Eventually, she becomes a college professor, author, and writing teacher. Lazarre’s 

experiences shape her attunement and understanding of her place in the world; she grows up in a white, 

Jewish family, and her mind develops in virtue of her experiences qua white, Jewish, working class, first-

generation college student. When she becomes the mother of two Black sons, her capacities for practical 

intuition, understanding, and attunement don’t begin to shape themselves qua “Blackness” or “Black 

experiences” but rather qua white mother of two Black sons. Her connection to Black people and Black 

bodies is still intimate enough to change her epistemic capacities in ways relevant to the oppression of 

Black people, though: 

“I went to a matinee in New York City recently, a delightful musical, accompanied by a good 

friend. I saw immediately that there was not one single brown face in the audience or in the play. 

My older son, Adam, is an actor now, and I thought: he could not even audition for these parts, 

nor for parts in many other productions, although race is not an issue in the plot in any way. 

Agents send Black actors for auditions only when race is specified, he tells me. When there is no 

specification, only white clients are sent. After the play, my friend and I went for a drink at a 

nearby hotel. Again, I traveled in a white world, comfortably invisible in a way I would never be if I 

were with my family. Even in this multiracial city….there is a corridor of unalleviated whiteness. 

No longer a segregation legally enforced, it is there all the same. Most of the time, there are two 

different worlds, and I see it, feel it, am no longer privileged to be blind to it, as most white people 

are” (ibid, 11, emphasis mine). 

 

Although Lazarre’s epistemic capacities are qua her intersectional identity as a white Jewish woman, part 

of her identity includes being the mother of Black sons. She is shaped by Blackness in virtue of being 

connected to Black people. That relationship—her intimate connection with Black bodies and Black lived 

experiences—allows Lazarre to start picking up on environmental cues and stimuli in the world that she 

otherwise wouldn’t: cues that are relevant to the oppression of Black people. In practical intuition terms, 

Lazarre begins to have well-trained sensory perceptions attentive to the details relevant to the 
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marginalized lives of Black people. Perhaps she understands how it feels to be uncomfortable in majority 

white spaces. This feeling isn’t the same as the feeling of discomfort her Black sons might have in 

majority white spaces, because they themselves are the target of racist norms. Nevertheless, Lazarre 

becomes attuned to the world differently; for example, her basal security might change in virtue of 

evaluating circumstances differently, viz. the safety of her sons. 

A non-marginalized person’s ability to develop epistemic faculties that are sensitive to the 

embodiment of the marginalized becomes even more obvious in the case of physical disability. In 

“Holding the Net: Caring for My Mother on the Tightrope of Aging”, Melanie Merriman (2017) recounts her 

elderly mother’s decline in ability during the last several years of life, when Merriman served as her 

mother’s caretaker. Over the course of the book, Merriman’s mother’s abilities diminish more and more, 

and Merriman must learn to make decisions on her mother’s behalf as her mother’s physical and 

cognitive faculties both decline. For example, during one trip to visit possible senior living arrangements, 

Merriman and her mother have to take a flight to North Carolina. Her mother starts to tire in the security 

line and eventually needs a wheelchair in order to continue. The two almost miss their connecting flight as 

a result (ibid, Chapter 6). On the return journey, Merriman makes sure to reserve a wheelchair ahead of 

time. As she becomes more familiar with her mother’s diminished abilities, she starts responding to 

environmental stimuli differently.  

The change is demonstrated more explicitly as an embodied change later in the memoir. 

Merriman’s mother is in a nursing facility for care after she receives a pacemaker. Merriman discusses 

how the level of care is less intensive at the nursing facility, and so she needs to help her mom herself:  

“Just as the dinner trays arrived, Mom needed to use the bathroom again. I had paid attention to 

the earlier bathroom ballet, and I was ready to try it on my own: Aim the wheelchair toward the 

wall with the grab bar. Once Mom has hold of the grab bar, push gently on her back so she can 

stand; slide the chair back; then help her lower her pants and ease down onto the toilet seat. 

Leave the room to give her some privacy, but stay close by. When she’s finished, get her to grab 

the bar again, and help her to stand. Use the large, damp wipes from the box on the back of the 

toilet to clean her up. Pull up her pants, push the wheelchair close, and lock the wheels. Standing 

behind the chair, put your arms under her arms to brace her as she sits” (ibid, Chapter 16). 

 

Merriman continues on to say that this “dance” became a very familiar one over the next few months of 

her mother being in the nursing home. Anecdotes like these demonstrate that the close relationship of a 

caretaker with their charge causes attentiveness to new aspects of the environment (like when Merriman 
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pays close attention to how to help her infirm mother use the bathroom) to become implicit, embodied 

knowledge and ability (like when Merriman no longer has to think about how to help her mother move to 

use the bathroom).52 

It’s possible that not everyone in oppressive circumstances will have epistemic capacities 

enabling them to interpret relevant perceptual cues in the right kind of way. For example, a fat person 

could take their repeated failures to lose weight by weight-loss dieting as a failure for which they were 

personally responsible, instead of viewing this failure in the context of a moralized and oppressive system 

of body norms. In this instance, we might say the fat person is attuned to the world in a way that 

embodies the social stigma of fatness: their basal self-respect is deformed, and they act with a body 

schema that, e.g., leads them to hide behind others while taking photos. Instead of having an 

understanding that places the repeated failure to lose weight through dieting in the context of a healthist 

society, they instead react to the failure to lose weight by forming false beliefs about their personal and 

moral responsibility for being fat. They react by changing their relations to others and objects and their 

dispositions to act. 

Additionally, there could be cases in which subtler stimuli are not interpreted correctly because of 

internalized oppression or a deformed belief system. In cases of stereotype threat, a marginalized person 

hearing a negative stereotype about their identity group causes that person to perform more poorly on a 

task than they would have otherwise. According to the American Psychological Association, the 

mechanism by which stereotype threat occurs is by “rais[ing] inhibiting doubts and high-pressure 

anxieties in a test-taker’s mind” (Stereotype Threat Widens Achievement Gap 2006). One study found 

that stereotype threat occurred when students merely recorded their race and were not made overtly 

aware of the negative stereotype or told that the test they were taking measured their cognitive abilities 

(ibid). One can explain the results of the study as follows: a subtle perceptual cue is cognitively processed 

within a network of internalized oppressive beliefs (e.g., one’s understanding of oneself, or one’s 

attunement), resulting in poorer test performance. Students who experience stereotype threat are able to 

 
52 The Merriman case is therefore an example of how behavior that encodes an identity and its related 
social norms becomes embodied (much like behavior that encodes gender norms). 
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pick up on the oppression-relevant environmental stimuli, but because they have an internally oppressive 

cognitive framework of beliefs, it negatively affects their performance. 

The point is that no oppressed person is going to receive an “automatic” epistemic advantage in 

virtue of belonging to an oppressed group. TEA claims that:  

Some standpoints, and in particular the standpoints of the marginalized, are epistemically 

advantaged in some contexts. 

Only those who experience sustained, systemic oppression related to their social, hierarchical identity, or 

are intimately connected to people who do, will receive an epistemic advantage in virtue of their identity.53 

That epistemic advantage is one’s capacity for attending to marginalization-relevant stimuli and 

sensations, for understanding social structures, cues, and hierarchies, and for being attuned to the world 

in a way that promotes survival. The kinds of features of the world that factor into marginalized 

experiences from a first-person perspective are the kinds of features one’s practical intuition and 

understanding become shaped around, and it is in circumstances where these features are present, 

essential to the production of epistemic goods, or where these features factor substantially into 

explanations about the world that marginalized or marginalized-adjacent standpoints are privileged.54 It is 

these contexts in which TEA applies. It is in these contexts where marginalized standpoints are 

advantaged. 

In other words, the epistemic advantage TEA refers to is the capacity of one who undergoes 

oppressive experiences over a period of time to pick up on oppression-relevant stimuli in the environment 

(like the kind of stimuli relevant to marginalized practical intuition), make all-in judgments, develop 

understanding qua marginalized identity, and become attuned to the world in virtue of that identity. Most 

of those who undergo oppressive experiences tend to be oppressed people, but there are non-oppressed 

people who are intimately connected to oppressed people who develop oppressive-circumstance-

sensitive epistemic capacities. There are also members of marginalized groups who do not undergo 

 
53 So, being exposed to repeated patterns of oppressive experiences in virtue of one’s marginalized group 
membership is a necessary but not sufficient condition for developing marginalized epistemic advantages. 
54 I specify that these features of the world are experienced from the first-person perspective to rule out 
features that are relevant to one’s oppression but intuitively are not the types of features we are talking 
about. For example, one’s genotypic traits will in many cases be features of the world relevant to one’s 
oppression, but those are not the kinds of features at which one’s epistemic faculties are able to aim. 
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oppressive experiences. As a result, they don’t have an epistemic advantage with respect to detecting the 

relevant stimuli. Additionally, not everyone will have the basal beliefs or understanding to interpret 

oppressive-circumstance-relevant stimuli correctly, form the correct all-in judgments, and so forth.  That 

requires something close to the robust notion of a standpoint: the ability to perceive the environment in 

virtue of one’s social location, and the ability to interpret that data in light of one’s critical consciousness, 

where critical consciousness is a basal framework of beliefs, knowledge, and understanding. This leads 

to a tiered system of expertise in which only some of those with the epistemic advantages of the 

oppressed are able to understand their relation to oppressive environments. We’ll return to this point at 

the end of this chapter. In section 2 below, I consider the worry that internalized oppression undermines 

my remarks above.  

2. Internalized Oppression 

Things like a personal history of oppression, depression, trauma, blocked access to educational 

resources55, and more can cause one to internalize their own oppression. Internalized oppression refers 

to when a marginalized person develops an understanding of themself that consists in pernicious false 

stereotypes and myths about their social group. Sandra Bartky (1990) discusses this phenomenon when 

she analyzes internalized gender shame as an affective, practical, perceptual phenomenon. In “Shame 

and Gender”, Bartky describes a class that she taught to high school teachers. Many of her pupils were 

40- and 50-year-old women, and they outnumbered the men in the class two to one. Bartky describes 

how, despite being in the majority, the women were “noticeably quieter in class discussion than the men”, 

who spoke confidently and often. The women’s speech was “marked by hesitations and false starts; they 

tended to introduce their comments with self-denigrating expressions” and use questioning tones which 

turned declaratives into “request[s] for help” (p. 88). She continues that their style of speech and even the 

 
55 A marginalized person might be able to change their internalized oppressive beliefs with access to 
educational resources and the conditions required to access those resources. For example, if a 
marginalized person has access to a university library, adequate time to do research, and the required 
educational background to make sense of critical theories, the marginalized person might be able to 
correct false oppressive beliefs they have about their marginalized group. Or, a person might read some 
educational material in a Twitter thread that changes their internalized oppressive beliefs. However, if 
access to educational resources is blocked (e.g., not having university library access or a reliable internet 
connection) or the necessary conditions required to access educational resources are blocked from being 
obtained (e.g., not living near a university with guest library access or attending a university or not use a 
search engine effectively), that marginalized person cannot correct their false oppressive beliefs. 
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way they handed in their papers—pressing them together to be physically smaller—communicated a lack 

of confidence. Bartky concludes that: 

“…the demeanor of my female students in that suburban classroom bore the characteristic 

markers of shame, of a shame felt directly or anticipated: In their silence, the necessity for hiding 

and concealment; in the tentative character of their speech and in their regular apologetics, the 

sense of self as defective or diminished. The fear of demeaning treatment could be seen in the 

cringing before an Other from whom such treatment was anticipated; shame could be read even 

in the physical constriction of their bodies” (p. 90). 

 

Bartky claims that the behavior of the women in her class is the result of internalized oppression. 

According to Bartky, the women in the class, despite outnumbering men, have internalized female body 

and behavior norms as shameful; they act submissive and quiet and reticent, even among other women 

and when their class is led by a woman; they are unsure of themselves because of internalized 

oppressive norms and exhibit these norms physically and verbally.56 Recall also our discussion of Robin 

Dillon’s Anne case from the previous chapter. Anne knows she is competent at her job but nonetheless 

feels like a fraud, which deforms her basal framework of self-respect. Thus, Anne’s internalized gender 

shame is affective, practical, and perceptual: she experiences her doubts and feelings as a personal 

deficiency that affect her self-worth. 

It might seem obvious today that people can become socialized to act in stereotypical ways. 

Indeed, in the European philosophical tradition the notion that gendered behaviors are cultivated through 

socialization dates back at least to John Stuart Mill’s 1869 piece “On the Subjection of Women” (Mill 

1869). However, Bartky describes a phenomenon beyond merely exhibiting behaviors reinforced in virtue 

of one’s gender socialization. She describes a psychic experience that one has in virtue of that 

socialization: a “pervasive affective attunement to the social environment” and “within the larger universe 

of patriarchal social relations, a profound mode of disclosure both of self and situation” (p. 85). This 

psychic experience creates a general internal sense of reticence, lack of confidence, shame and itself 

results in gendered behavior. Furthermore, this internal sense of oneself is the sense that one is deficient 

and defective, independent of the belief that one is deficient and defective. 

I propose that the psychic experience Bartky describes is explicable in terms of the non-

knowledge epistemic goods we discussed in the previous chapter. For example, we can imagine that the 

 
56 Although one might reject Bartky’s analysis, it is plausible enough to be illustrative for my purposes. 
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“psychic experience” of one of the women in Bartky’s class is characterized by feelings of uncertainty and 

meekness. Bartky importantly notes that shame can exist alongside beliefs like, in this case, ‘I am 

capable of producing the work this class requires’ (ibid, 95). The student is attuned to the world in a way 

that belies her gender shame. She feels unsure of herself. She feels discomfort raising her hand to 

answer questions or speaking up. She has an implicit understanding of the norms of femininity, which 

require her to comport her body in a certain way by shrinking it. She understands that she must talk in a 

certain way, raising her voice at the end of a sentence and turning statements into questions. Her 

understanding characterizes how she sees herself as embedded in the world, and the relations she sees 

between herself and the world around her.  

A female student might believe “I am capable of doing the work required for this class”, but 

understand herself as someone who behaves in accordance with gender norms (like “women are not as 

good as men at doing classwork” or some similar denigrating norm). The student’s belief and her 

understanding can co-exist without contradicting each other because the understanding is non-

propositional; some understanding is representational. Attunement is non-propositional, because it is a 

way of being, and includes dispositions to act in some such way. So, in spite of the student’s belief that 

she is capable of doing her required classwork, Bartky’s student might still submit her work reticently. The 

understanding of herself as someone incapable of performing adequately in class “resides in her bones”. 

In describing the psychic experience of internalized oppression, we begin to build a framework for 

understanding oneself and oneself qua being in the world as a marginalized person, i.e., how one relates 

to other people, objects, and institutions. Oppressive messages received from the dominant social scripts 

and norms can deform one’s perception of themself, causing one to internalize one’s own oppression. 

Internalizing one’s own oppression can lead one to have a deformed view of oneself, self-worth, 

circumstances, or even one’s own desires: 

“[S]uppose that I, the object of some stereotype, believe in it myself — for why should I not 

believe what everyone else believes? I may then find it difficult to achieve what existentialists call 

an authentic choice of self, or what some psychologists have regarded as a state of self-

actualization….It is hard enough for me to determine what sort of person I am or ought to try to 

become without being shadowed by an alternate self which, with work and encouragement, might 

sometime have emerged. For the talented few, retreat into the imago is raised to the status of art 
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or comedy…Zsa Zsa Gabor is not so much a woman as the parody of a woman” (Bartky 1990, 

24).57 

 

 

Figure 2. A picture of Zsa Zsa Gabor at the height of her popularity 

Internalized oppression can therefore put one in a worse epistemic position than they would otherwise be, 

in virtue of causing one to have false beliefs about the world and draw false conclusions from evidence. 

Since internalized oppression can deform the frameworks of beliefs by which one evaluates evidence and 

interprets stimuli, the effects of internalized oppression go beyond merely causing one to have false 

stereotyped beliefs about oneself and social group. One might reason poorly from deformed first 

principles. For example, one might have a fascist ethno-nationalist worldview based on internalized 

oppressive beliefs about one’s own race.  

2.1 Does Internalized Oppression Undermine Marginalized Epistemic Advantage? 

 

I think the claim that “marginalized epistemic privilege is a significant phenomenon worthy of 

detailed study” and “internalized oppression exists” are consistent statements. Internalizing dominant, 

oppressive belief systems via the social imaginary seems inescapable, so it seems inevitable that 

marginalized people are going to have their beliefs, self-image, attunements, and affectivity influenced in 

virtue of those beliefs.  

The examples of internalized oppression, deformed attunements, and oversensitivities to some 

sensations we have discussed so far show that internalized oppression is a nuanced phenomenon, and I 

 
57 I have edited this quote to a remove a racist characterization of Muhammed Ali. 
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don’t think it undermines my claim that some marginalized standpoints are epistemically advantaged 

some of the time. My claim will be true even if one marginalized person has an epistemically advantaged 

standpoint once (although I believe that marginalized standpoints are epistemically advantaged often 

enough to be worth considering as the basis for this project). Moreover, I join other standpoint theorists in 

denying that marginalized epistemic privilege is something that all marginalized people get 

“automatically”. I think that marginalized epistemic privilege derives, as I claimed above, from luck, 

education, and community. The first part of this dissertation argues at length that marginalized 

standpoints are epistemically privileged in certain respects, and I share narrative and fictional examples 

that illustrate these privileges. So, I take my (weak but still interesting) claim about marginalized epistemic 

advantage to be well-founded. Some marginalized standpoints are epistemically advantaged some of the 

time. Some marginalized people are capable of producing, e.g., reliable, veridical intuitions and all-in 

judgments about the world, are skillfully attuned to some sensations, and so forth. This epistemological 

phenomenon is worth philosophical study. 

3. What Counts as an Epistemic Advantage? Diving Deeper 

Why should we think that marginalized folks have an epistemic advantage? We have established 

that there is something interesting happening, epistemically speaking, but why should we think that 

whatever is going on counts as an “advantage”? Intuitively, an advantage makes someone unequal in a 

beneficial way, with respect to a particular field or scope or in a certain context. We commonly think of 

advantages when we think about sports, as well as survival fitness. 

For example, Michael Phelps has multiple advantages among swimmers: there are facts about 

his body that hold, and within the context of competitive swimming, these facts describe Michael Phelps’s 

capacities that are unequal to other swimmers in a beneficial way. An article in Scientific American 

(Hadhazy 2008) cites Phelps’s proportionally longer wingspan, which gives him a further reach. 

Additionally, Phelps is supposedly double-jointed: “his size-14 feet reportedly bend 15 degrees farther at 

the ankle than most other swimmers, turning his feet into virtual flippers” (ibid).  He also produces half the 

lactic acid—the chemical that leads to fatigue during muscle use—of the average athlete. These 

phenotypic anomalies are advantages in the field of competitive swimming. In 2008, Phelps won an 

Olympic gold medal in the 100-meter butterfly final by one one-hundredth of a second. A longer-than-
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average reach might have been the difference between first and second place for Phelps. Or it could 

have been flipper-like appendages propelling him further than other athletes per stroke, or it could have 

been his greater-than-average constitution from a lack of lactic acid. These properties of Phelps, within 

the realm of swimming, are advantages in that they make Phelps unequal to other swimmers in a way 

that benefits him. Compared to the average swimmer, Phelps is benefited by his anomalous biology, 

making him a greater athlete. 

We also think of advantages in the context of survival fitness. For example, ‘aposematism’ is a 

term that refers to an animal’s brightly colored appearance, which warns potential predators against 

things like poisonousness. Aposematism is advantageous to animals that possess it. By advertising their 

poisonousness, they are less likely to get eaten, compared to animals that are not aposematic. In this 

way, with respect to survival and reproduction, aposematic animals have an advantage over animals that 

are not aposematic.58 

The epistemic abilities of the marginalized are advantageous for the same reasons Michael 

Phelps’s biologically anomalous properties described above and aposematic animals’ bright coloring is 

advantageous. The epistemic abilities of the marginalized make them epistemically better off in certain 

contexts. They are sometimes unequal to other knowers in an epistemically beneficial way. Marginalized 

people have experiences that others don’t. Marginalized peoples’ lives are shaped by a multitude of 

marginalizing experiences. These experiences consequently shape the marginalized person’s epistemic 

capacities. In turn, a marginalized person may have two capacities that other non-marginalized people do 

not: 

A. They can access evidence that people outside of the marginalized group cannot. 

B. They can synthesize a range of experiences to form all-in judgments that people outside the 

marginalized group cannot.59 

 
58 There is a robust philosophical debate over the nature of “fitness” with respect to explanatory power in 
biology. The debate concerns whether fitness is a trivial notion “bereft of explanatory power” (Rosenberg 
and Bouchard 2020, section 1). This issue is irrelevant to my use of “advantage” in the epistemic context, 
because I am not trying to define advantage in terms of fitness. 
59 My analysis that follows in this section is restricted to comparing marginalized people with non-
marginalized people who are not intimately connected to marginalized people in such a way that the non-
marginalized people develop epistemic capacities that attend to oppression-relevant circumstances. In 
other words, in what follows in this section, when I say things like “marginalized people can access 
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These capacities make some marginalized people epistemically unequal to other people because in 

virtue of these capacities, some marginalized people can do things that privileged people cannot, and 

therefore those marginalized people are epistemically unequal to non-marginalized people (in the specific 

context of cases in which the marginalized person has more evidence or better inferences).60 

Furthermore, these inequalities are epistemically beneficial to marginalized people. In virtue of these 

inequalities, marginalized people can produce epistemic goods that privileged people can only be familiar 

with via testimony. So, these unequal capacities count as advantages. Let’s examine each capacity more 

closely. In what follows, my claims are always non-global unless otherwise stated. In other words, I 

always mean some marginalized people have epistemic advantages, some marginalized people can 

access evidence others cannot, and so forth. 

3.1 Marginalized People Can Access Evidence and Detect Patterns That People Outside of That 

Marginalized Group Cannot  

There are two types of evidence that marginalized people can access and to which non-

marginalized people have no direct epistemic access. The first type of evidence is qualitative. It is 

evidence derived from qualitative properties, e.g., sensations like how someone’s voice sounds, or 

proprioceptive properties like how one’s body feels in relation to another body. These are phenomenal 

qualities; they are only perceivable from the first-person perspective. Evidence grounded in these 

sensations is significant because it allows marginalized people to have a unique path to forming 

judgments. Some of this evidence includes sensations themselves, while some of it is phenomenal and 

derived from sensations. In other words, marginalized people can uniquely give uptake to some evidence 

in the world; they can perceive things that others cannot. Such evidence is still communicable. A 

 
evidence and make inferences that people outside the marginalized group cannot”, I effectively mean 
“marginalized people can access evidence and make inferences that people outside the marginalized 
group cannot, excepting those non-marginalized people who have intimate connections with marginalized 
people and as a result develop epistemic capacities that are attentive to oppression-relevant 
circumstances”. I will explicitly state when this is not the case in some examples. 
60 To complete the analogy with biological fitness, one would not claim that sharks are better at surviving 
than snakes, all things considered. One might restrict their claim that sharks are better at surviving than 
snakes to the scope of in the ocean. Similarly, marginalized people have an advantage with respect to 
accessing evidence and making inferences that people outside the marginalized group cannot. This 
makes them epistemically better off in a certain context. Marginalized people are not epistemically better 
off full-stop. They are better off epistemically in contexts in which their epistemic advantages allow them 
to produce epistemic goods others cannot. 
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marginalized knower can tell a non-marginalized knower that person’s voice sounds like thus-and-so 

thereby granting access to the same evidence to a non-marginalized knower through testimony. But the 

non-marginalized knower cannot themself give uptake to that evidence. 

For example, the way a man’s voice sounds can serve as evidence that a man is being a 

misogynist. Or the proprioceptive feeling of a man being inside someone’s personal space can serve as 

evidence that a man is acting predatorily; maybe a woman on the subway has a sense that a man is 

being a creep to her or getting ready to try to grope her in virtue of the way a man is holding his body in 

relation to hers, just barely inside of her personal space. Maybe this sense is implicit. The same types of 

feelings can be present when a woman walks alone at night. Nighttime strolls can make women feel 

uncomfortable and ‘creeped out’ without women knowing why they feel that way.61 The phenomenal 

qualities of an experience feed into a woman’s practical intuition and serve as evidence for judgments 

that a situation is unsafe.  

Moreover, we know that this evidence is phenomenal, available only from the first-person 

perspective, and derived from experience because of testimony from people who have gone through 

changes of identity in their lives. Recall the stories of Julia Serrano and Janet Mock from Chapter 1 and 

earlier in this chapter. After these trans women transitioned and began being treated as women, their 

experiences with men changed. And in turn, the way they perceived men in future interactions changed 

with respect to their phenomenal experiences. Serrano describes the feeling of a man’s fury and disdain 

for her authority on a topic as a woman. Mock describes the feeling of closeness and the tone of voice a 

man uses to address her and how those tell her he is attracted to her. These phenomenal qualities 

enable marginalized people to access a class of evidence that can allow them to form beliefs in a unique 

 
61 Returning to the internalized oppression worry, one might think senses can be misled by propaganda or 
oppressive ideology, like in this example. Perhaps a woman mistakes the degree to which she is at risk 
walking to her car at night or gets ‘creeped out’ irrationally when there is no reason to feel uneasy. 
Nonetheless, the existence of such situations consists with my view. Even if a marginalized person is 
mistaken sometimes about conditions relevant to their marginalization, they still count as having an 
epistemic advantage if they are epistemically unequal to privileged people in a beneficial way. If it’s the 
case that women are consistently better at evaluating when they are in danger at night compared to non-
women, and women are consistently better at this evaluation due to epistemic access to evidence that 
non-women do not have or a capacity to make all-in judgments that non-women don’t possess, then it’s 
the case that women are better at evaluating when they’re in danger at night due to an epistemic 
advantage they have compared to non-women. I submit that the first part of the conditional holds, and 
thus its consequent. 
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way: firsthand, and from their own perspective qua marginalized person. Without such direct access to 

evidence, one would only be able to form a belief about e.g., misogyny or lack of safety walking home at 

night or attraction from a man based on testimony. Moreover, the perceptual ability itself is a developed 

epistemic capacity. Knowing what kinds of evidence to track is part of practical intuition. Marginalized 

people develop this capacity over time in response to experienced sustained, repeated oppressive 

circumstances. Serrano’s and Mock’s experiences illustrate this point: after they begin transitioning to 

women, they begin to develop well-trained sensory perceptions (e.g., what kinds of sensations to track), 

embodied knowledge (e.g., how a man’s tone feels), and conceptual knowledge (e.g., that men react in 

hostility or attraction to certain behaviors). Many facets of their practical intuitions depend on sensations 

and feelings that are only available from the first-person. 

Additionally, marginalized people have direct access to more evidence-supporting judgments 

than non-marginalized people. Suppose that I teach my boyfriend that sometimes men can touch women 

in ways that feel predatory or uncomfortable in public settings even though the touch might appear benign 

to others. Now suppose my boyfriend and I are both on the subway, and a man repeatedly keeps 

grabbing a rail behind me but brushing my breast each time. My boyfriend might see this and interpret the 

actions of the man as benign, despite knowing that men act predatorily sometimes in exactly this kind of 

way. However, I know in virtue of my first-person experience, that the man’s touch is predatory rather 

than benign. In this case, I know because of the first-person phenomenal qualities of the experience that 

the man is acting predatorily. Both my boyfriend and I are aware of the mind-independent qualities of the 

experience—the way the man moves, the distance he is from me, the way he reaches for the rail, the fact 

that he keeps brushing my breast—but something about those qualities, as experienced from the first-

person allows me to form the judgment that the man’s touch is predatory. In this case, both my boyfriend 

and I have epistemic access to some evidence, but I have access to additional phenomenal evidence 

insofar as I am aware of what it feels like to be the object of the man’s touch, and that evidence is what 

allows me to make the judgment about the man’s touch being predatory.  

My ability to form an all-in judgment that the man’s touch is predatory derives from my 

marginalized practical intuition qua woman. But something that aids my practical intuition is conceptual 

and embodied knowledge, and selective attunement: I recognize the elements of predatory behavior 
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because I’ve seen such behaviors escalate. I know how it feels to be in similar situations and how those 

situations can change rapidly depending on my actions. In this case, my boyfriend has no experience with 

these things, at least from his own perspective and personal history. My boyfriend might have conceptual 

knowledge of how it feels to be in a similar situation; he knows that it feels thus-and-such a way. In 

contrast, I know how it feels to feel thus-and-such a way. Moreover, part of my capacity to give uptake to 

the relevant evidence in this case is that my boyfriend does not share a standing vulnerability to being 

treated as an object for the touch of strange men. As I move through the world, I am vulnerable to the 

touch and gaze of men. I am attuned to the world such that I act to protect myself. My boyfriend does not 

have to contend with this vulnerability; his attunement is not configured by such a basal insecurity. He 

does not constantly need to be vigilant against the touch and gaze of men, unlike me. So even if my 

boyfriend and I have access to the same evidence in this moment, even if my boyfriend can empathize 

with me about what I am experiencing and form the same judgment as me, his epistemic capacities are 

still different (and epistemically unequal, in this instance) to mine. He might attempt to interpret the man’s 

behavior in light of my reports and infer what is happening; my judgment is all-in, as a result of my 

practical intuition and my attunement to the world qua woman. 

Marginalized people also have access to non-qualitative evidence that privileged people do not. 

Access to this non-qualitative evidence develops in virtue of a marginalized knower’s disposition to attend 

to some types of sensations rather than others and their lived, historical experience as a target of 

oppression. Marginalized people become disposed to notice certain things about the world that non-

marginalized people are not. Marginalized people become sensitive to some aspects of the world to 

which the privileged are not. In the diner scene from Lovecraft Country, it seems like Tic has a sense that 

the party is in danger, before he realizes or becomes aware of his belief that ‘we are in danger’. He 

attends to aspects of the environment like the whiteness of the diner walls and the behavior of the white 

people in the diner. A white person could attend to these aspects of the environment too, but because of 

Tic’s history of oppression and his developed epistemic capacities for marginalized practical intuition and 

understanding, those aspects of the environment become relevant to Tic’s forming of an all-in judgment 

that the party is in danger. Tic’s epistemic capacities involve, again, pattern recognition, developed in 

response to repeated instances of oppression. 
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In the case of both qualitative and non-qualitative evidence to which marginalized people have 

privileged access, it is possible for non-marginalized people to develop the ability to access this evidence. 

But this can only happen with sufficient time and being embedded within the marginalized community and 

among the marginalized people, such that the intimate connection to marginalized lived experiences is 

able to develop and shape the epistemic capacities of the non-marginalized person. Furthermore, even 

when non-marginalized people become sensitive to the same stimuli as marginalized people, their 

epistemic capacities will still differ, because marginalized people have sustained vulnerability to the 

conditions of oppression. 

Marginalized people have epistemic advantages compared to non-marginalized people, because 

marginalized people can directly access and give uptake to qualitative, phenomenal evidence, and non-

qualitative evidence that non-marginalized people cannot. This enables marginalized people to produce 

epistemic goods and develop epistemic faculties in a way that non-marginalized people cannot. So, this 

epistemic inequality counts as an epistemic advantage. 

Marginalized people have another capacity that non-marginalized people do not have, as well: 

3.2 Marginalized People Can Synthesize a Range of Experiences to Form All-in Judgments That 

People Outside the Marginalized Group Cannot 

In the section above, we discussed how marginalized people can develop epistemic capacities 

such that they can synthesize a range of experiences and attend to evidence non-marginalized people 

cannot. Recall the case of Francesca and Aaron from the first chapter. Francesca is being sold a 

computer by a sexist salesman. Francesca knows that the salesman is acting sexist in virtue of evidence 

to which Aaron does not have access: how the computer salesman’s voice sounds, qua sexist. Suppose 

Aaron is not educated in how tonal properties correlate with sexism. Francesca and Aaron both might 

have perceived the property of the salesman’s voice as being such-and-such hertz, and such-and-such 

decibels. They both may have had access to the same tonal and audible qualities of the experience of 

hearing the salesman talk. But only Francesca could perceive those qualities as sexist.  

In this case, I don’t think that there is some sensation, e.g., sexist, that is perceived by 

Francesca. More precisely, Francesca has epistemic capacities that are able to attend to or are disposed 

to notice qualities like the tone of the man’s voice (in conjunction with other perceptual information about 
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the experience) and generate the all-in judgment that the man is being sexist when addressing her. Her 

belief is justified, in part, because of her past experiences with men who are speaking down to her, and 

the perceptual qualities of the salesman talking to her in a condescending tone of voice. Forming the 

judgment depends on Francesca’s marginalized practical intuition—her well-trained sensory perceptions 

and understanding in particular—as well as selective attunement borne of experience. 

There are sensations to which marginalized folks will have privileged access in virtue of their 

epistemic capacities. I mentioned in the last chapter that attentional modulation strategies of the brain can 

change the way that two people perceive a single situation; that is, two different people’s perceptions of a 

single state of the world can have different phenomenal properties. However, it can also be the case that 

two people can have perceptions of a single state of the world with similar or identical phenomenal 

properties but the beliefs that those two people form about the state of the world differ because of the 

basal, background beliefs those people hold. In the case of Francesca and the computer salesman, 

maybe Francesca and Aaron both perceive the salesman as sounding and moving the same way, but 

because of Francesca’s past experiences living in a world where she was treated in sexist ways, she is 

able to recognize the salesman’s behavior as an instantiation of a pattern of sexist behavior and form the 

judgment that the salesman is acting sexist. So, in this case, by drawing on evidence that both a 

marginalized and non-marginalized person can access, the marginalized person is able to form an all-in 

judgment that the salesman is acting sexist. Francesca forms a judgment that Aaron is likely unable to 

make, and so Francesca produces an epistemic good that Aaron likely could not have despite Aaron 

perceiving the same state of affairs. This point is close to but not identical to the one made above with 

respect to the predatory man on the subway. In both cases, there is some evidence that a woman has 

that leads her to form a judgment, while a man does not have that evidence and consequently, does not 

form that judgment. In the subway case, the point is that someone can have access to evidence that 

someone else doesn’t even if they experience the same state of affairs. In the computer salesman case, 

the point is that the marginalized person is able to make a judgment that the non-marginalized person 

more reliably despite having access to the same evidence. To put the point another way, Francesca is 

capable of discerning the dismissiveness of the salesman through her skillful attunement to his tone in a 

complex, rapidly changing situation. There are lots of linguistic markers that an expert might use to 
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discern dismissiveness, like vocal inflection and gestures. But these markers could be opaque to 

Francesca; nevertheless, she is able to form her judgment that the salesman is sexist.  

Being able to form all-in justified, veridical judgments that others are not is a capacity that makes 

one unequal to other knowers in a beneficial way, because one is capable of producing an epistemic 

good that other knowers are not. The epistemic capacities of marginalized people (in marginalization-

relevant circumstances) make them better epistemic agents. They are likely to know more or produce 

veridical judgments. Even in cases where they don’t know more, their beliefs that do not rise to the level 

of knowledge are more likely to be correct, or at least more justified, because they have access to more 

and better evidence than non-marginalized people. So, the epistemic capacities of marginalized people 

are advantageous. In summary, TEA claims:  

Some standpoints, and in particular the standpoints of the marginalized, are epistemically 

advantaged in some contexts.  

Now, we know what that means. The standpoints of the marginalized are epistemically advantaged in the 

sense that marginalized people more reliably have epistemic access to evidence that non-marginalized 

people do not, their evidence is possibly more justificatory, and marginalized people more reliably have a 

capacity to form judgments about the world that non-marginalized people cannot, in contexts where 

epistemic access to oppression-relevant features of the world is essential to produce epistemic goods. 

4. Marginalized Expertise and Deference 

With respect to the domain in which they have epistemic advantages, marginalized people are 

experts, and that entails that these marginalized experts deserve deference from people who are not 

marginalized experts. What do I mean by “expertise”? Since marginalized people produce a number of 

epistemic goods, including knowledge and understanding, we need to have at least a rough account of 

“cognitive expertise”: that is, expertise with respect to some propositional knowledge. Additionally, as we 

have seen, marginalized expertise involves capacities like practical intuition and skilled attunement. So, 

we need to account for a sense of expertise that corresponds to doing and knowing how—a sense of 

expertise that is related to being skilled; I will refer to this kind of expertise as “practical expertise”.    

Both cognitive and practical expertise have a long history of philosophical discussion. In the 

Charmides, Socrates asks how we can determine whether someone is an expert. Plato and Aristotle 



76 

 

discuss concepts related to skill and expertise in their exploration of technē (Pavese Summer 2021, 

section 9.1). Let’s consider each type of expertise in turn. 

4.1 Cognitive Expertise 

Alvin Goldman gives an account of cognitive expertise according to which cognitive expertise is 

mainly a matter of knowing truths in some domain substantially more often than others (“veritistic 

superiority”) as well as knowing how to investigate questions in that domain.62 Plenty of detractors take 

issue with various aspects of Goldman’s view (Coady 2006, Scholz 2009, Croce 2019) and with his 

methodology of conceptual analysis (Majdik and Keith 2011, Scholz 2018, Quast 2018). I do not want to 

get bogged down in the weeds of the cognitive expertise literature. I focus on Goldman’s account of 

expertise only because it is among the first conceptual analyses of expertise in philosophy, and it fits our 

intuitions about expertise well enough for our purposes.63  

According to Goldman’s account, there are two aspects to cognitive expertise. The first is 

knowing truths in some domain substantially more often than others. Some marginalized people fulfill this 

requirement, because SKT and TEA are true. SKT says that people achieve knowledge from their 

standpoint, so some marginalized people produce knowledge in some domain. Call these people 

marginalized knowers and the relevant domain the “domain of knowledge about one’s axes of 

marginalization”. That domain includes knowledge like other standpoint theorists have discussed. For 

example, recall our review of knowledge production in the sciences from chapter one and how women 

were better positioned to produce knowledge about clitoral orgasms or archeological discoveries. I also 

take the domain of knowledge about one’s axes of marginalization to include knowledge like the 

knowledge that someone might have in virtue of their personal history qua marginalized person. For 

example, a trans woman might know that because her voice is deeper than most cis women’s voices, she 

 
62 See  (Goldman 2001); more recently, Goldman considers a number of issues about expertise, including 
whether it is social or veritistic in his (2018) before ultimately defending a contextual notion of expertise. 
63 Quast’s (ibid) is a notable, recent, technical and rigorous account that analyzes expertise as a social 
kind where experts fulfill a certain role in, for example, a technical domain. I don’t think anything in my 
remarks here hang on adjudicating these disagreements. My standpoint theory doesn’t depend on having 
a set of necessary and sufficient conditions under which someone counts as an expert. Although I cannot 
analyze every potential account of expertise and whether it is consistent with my claims about whether 
marginalized people are experts about their domains of marginalization, I maintain that my claims are 
agnostic with respect to accounts of cognitive expertise generally (excepting accounts that are, say, wildly 
counterintuitive or ameliorative). 
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is safer ignoring catcalls rather than responding to them; she has learned through experience that 

because her voice is deeper, catcalling men will realize she is trans and become aggressive if she vocally 

responds. Men can also become aggressive if their catcalls are ignored, so part of knowing she is safer 

ignoring catcalls involves the trans woman’s knowing that there is risk whether she ignores or responds, 

and knowing which risk is greater. Note that knowing the relative risks and possible consequences of 

ignoring versus responding is the type of thing we might intuitively think of as expertise. 

Marginalized knowers also know things in the domain of knowledge about their axes of 

marginalization more often than non-marginalized people, because TEA is true. One reason is that 

marginalized knowers must know some things in order to survive. Consider the trans woman above: she 

might learn that it’s safer for her to ignore catcalls after one or two dangerous experiences responding to 

men’s catcalls, and in virtue of this new knowledge and her desire to remain safe, she ignores catcalls. A 

cis man is not usually going to be the subject of catcalls, and so he’s less likely to know about the danger 

of sudden aggression from catcallers and how that relates to transness specifically. Of course, a cis man 

can hear testimony about these dangers and thereby know them, but that’s going to happen less often 

than trans women knowing about such dangers in virtue of their being acquainted directly with such 

dangers just by living their lives.   

Furthermore, my reading of TEA states that marginalized standpoints are epistemically 

advantaged in some contexts: namely, when one’s standpoint enables one to explain things because of 

their privileged ability to sense certain aspects of the world. So, marginalized knowers are going to know 

some types of things substantially more often than non-marginalized people. This fulfills the first part of 

Goldman’s account of cognitive expertise. For example, when marginalized knowers have an epistemic 

advantage that allows them to explain certain aspects of the world non-marginalized people cannot, those 

marginalized knowers are going to know things (like how a certain feature of the environment is present) 

substantially more often than the non-marginalized. Recall the case with Francesca and the sexist 

computer salesman. Francesca knows that the salesman is being sexist, because of her epistemic 

capacity to intuit his dismissiveness via the phenomenal qualities of his speaking. Her non-marginalized 

boyfriend does not know the salesman is being sexist. This kind of case isn’t odd, either. Anyone who has 

a history of being marginalized in virtue of their social identity is apt to gain knowledge and other 
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epistemic goods in virtue of that marginalization. Non-marginalized people are less likely to produce the 

same epistemic goods, just because they don’t experience marginalization. 

It’s not always true that marginalized people are better positioned epistemically to have 

knowledge about their axes of marginalization than others. A rich, housed woman is not going to 

experience the world qua woman in the same way a poor and unhoused woman would. For example, a 

rich woman who lives in a New York City penthouse with a doorman might be wealthy enough to take 

private cars everywhere she goes. When she leaves her penthouse, she goes through the door of the 

apartment building and immediately into a waiting vehicle. She arrives at her destination and goes from 

the car into another building. By comparison, the poor and unhoused woman walks or takes the subway 

everywhere. The poor and unhoused woman might experience street harassment and develop epistemic 

capacities related to that harassment (like how to keep oneself safe, which places to avoid in order to 

decrease the chance of being street harassed, and so forth) whereas the rich woman will not. This 

difference is in virtue of one woman’s physically moving through the world by walking most places versus 

the other woman’s using a vehicle to get everywhere. Despite examples like these, as we have seen, 

there is a regular, non-accidental connection between marginalized people having some epistemic 

advantages and being able to produce knowledge others are not.  

One might worry that there is no property that unifies all members of some social group, like the 

rich housed woman and the poor unhoused woman above. So, one might continue, there is no property 

that can explain why all members of some group have some epistemic advantages. However, I think this 

worry misses the mark. Standpoint epistemologists agree that marginalized people do not automatically 

gain epistemic advantages because they are marginalized. So, I do not need to explain how all members 

of some social group have epistemic advantages. Only some members of a social group are going to 

have epistemic advantages like privileged access to some sensations. In particular, marginalized people 

must have a personal history of experiencing oppression to generate the relevant epistemic goods. 

Having a personal history of experiencing oppression is the property that unifies the group of, e.g., 

women with epistemic advantages per TEA.64 

 
64 One might continue to insist that my reasoning here is faulty and that my view still runs into an 
intersectionality problem: namely, that there are no such things as “woman experiences” or “oppression 
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Not all women have the same kinds of experiences, nor do they have the same experiences of 

oppression. For example, not all women have experienced intimate partner violence. Not all women have 

experienced derogatory misogyny in a professional context. Not all women have encountered institutional 

obstacles to obstetric care or terminating a pregnancy. But most women have had experiences of 

marginalization in virtue of being women, so it’s true that most women are going to have some epistemic 

advantages with respect to, e.g., detecting some features of the environment and producing epistemic 

goods like understanding and skilled attunement. Not all women will have epistemic advantages in virtue 

of being women, and not all women with epistemic advantages will have the same kinds of epistemic 

advantages. Women with marginalized expertise might have differing practical intuitions, or different 

bodies of knowledge with respect to their marginalization. But these claims are consistent with TEA.  

Furthermore, I don’t think that I need a theory of what a woman is, or in virtue of what property 

someone is Black, and so forth, in order to make general, obviously true claims about the marginalization 

of these groups. My project assumes that these groups are marginalized, and this project explains 

features of epistemology viz., marginalized people. That these groups are marginalized is a fair 

assumption; if people are not willing to accept that assumption, I fear they will not be on board with the 

rest of the project either. My claim is that women have their marginalized practical intuitions, 

understandings, and attunements, and knowledge in virtue of womanly experiences, not that those 

womanly experiences are what makes someone a woman. I have no view on what makes someone a 

woman, or a member of any other marginalized group. 

There is a non-accidental regularity with which marginalized people know things in the domain 

correspondent to their axes of marginalization. Because marginalized people have a regular, non-

accidental connection with knowledge that non-marginalized people do not have, I think marginalized 

people count as knowing more “substantially” more often that non-marginalized people, with respect to 

 
qua woman” that all women experience that can unify all women as a group. My reply is that insofar as 
this is a problem for me, this is a problem for any philosopher who wants to talk about oppression. We 
seem to talk intelligibly about woman as a group, which seems like prima facie evidence that women have 
some sort of grouphood (at least based on the methodology of analytic philosophy in the 20th and 21st 
century that gleans metaphysical truth from the structure and content of language). Finally, a view of 
group ontology that requires ever-smaller identities in virtue of intersectionality is subject to its own 
problems, like, e.g., how can we talk intelligibly about “women” if women lack grouphood? So, an 
insistence on intersectionality being a problem for my view does not move me. See also, e.g., Frye 2011, 
Mikkola 2006, Stoljar 2011, and others for discussion of the grouphood problem in feminist metaphysics. 
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the domain of knowledge about one’s axes of marginalization. So, with respect to that domain, 

marginalized people fulfill the first part of Goldman’s account of cognitive expertise. 

Marginalized people who have a critical consciousness are going to know how to investigate 

questions relating to their marginalization, fulfilling the second part of Goldman’s account. If one is 

involved in a political project, like anti-racism or intersectional feminism, one is going to have an 

explanatory framework for understanding the world through a critical lens. Such an explanatory 

framework makes it more likely that a marginalized knower will know, e.g., how to start thinking about 

questions relating to their oppression. For example, many trans women with more masculine-coded 

features know things like “if I dress in a feminine way, and do my makeup in a certain way, and act in 

accordance with more traditional feminine norms of behavior, I am less likely to suffer violence in public”. 

One might wonder why this claim is true. A trans woman with a critical consciousness is likely to know 

where to begin investigating why this claim is true, because they have an explanatory framework that 

explains phenomena like violence against trans-femmes. So, such a trans woman might begin thinking 

about historical European notions of gender non-conformity and their relationship with imperialism and 

colonialism. Knowing how to investigate questions related to their marginalization might also involve one’s 

practical expertise, as we will see below. 

4.2 Practical Expertise 

We do, however, need a more nuanced understanding of practical expertise, since non-

propositional knowledge epistemic goods like know-how and practical intuition have been a focus of this 

dissertation. One significant disagreement among theorists of practical expertise is whether that expertise 

lies in the “automatic”, habitual, non-conscious practice of some behavior (Guthrie 1952, Dreyfus and 

Dreyfus 1986, Dreyfus and Dreyfus 2004, Fitts and Posner 1967, Wulf and Lewthwaite 2016), or whether 
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it requires effortful cognition (Montero 2016, chapter 3, Annas 2011).65,66 Neither group of theorists trades 

in necessary and sufficient conditions67 and I will not attempt to develop such a view of practical expertise 

here. We might characterize the former group as “habitualists”: they claim practical expertise is essentially 

relative effortlessness with respect to the practice of a skill. The latter group—call them “deliberatists”—

argue that practical expertise requires deliberate practice, a desire to improve one’s skillfulness, and 

effortful cognition that is sensitive to things like changing conditions.  

Consider the following two examples as illustrative of the difference between the two views. The 

first is someone operating a vehicle. Someone who is learning to drive needs to think consciously of the 

way that they operate the pedals, how quickly they move into a turn, and what rules of the road apply at 

stop signs. They might go through a checklist when turning into traffic or parallel parking: did I look both 

ways, did I signal my intent, and so forth. As one becomes more skilled at driving, driving becomes 

habitual. As we drive more, we become competent at driving without consciously thinking about it, to the 

point that sometimes we might drive somewhere we don’t intend to; Annas gives the example of driving to 

the closed entrance of a parking garage despite knowing that the entrance was closed, because one was 

lost in thought (Annas, ibid, 102). For habitualists, drivers that are skilled at driving, those who habitually, 

non-consciously, effortlessly drive count as experts. The intuitive contrast between these drivers as 

experts and between, e.g., new, learning drivers motivates the view. 

The second example involves the orthodox barbell squat in weightlifting. The orthodox barbell 

squat is notoriously difficult to do correctly. The squat is a compound lift, meaning that many muscles in 

the body work together to lift the weight. The maneuver requires keeping one’s back straight, pushing 

from one’s heels, and balancing a barbell on one’s shoulders. A successful squat is one where the lifter 

 
65 There is also a large literature on the ancient Greek notion of technē, which is translated as skill or 
craft. I follow Annas (ibid, 103), who claims that trying to transpose this notion into a contemporary setting 
is both anachronistic and misguided, since practical skills had a significantly different role in ancient 
societies versus contemporary ones (with a few exceptions). It’s better for our purposes to start with our 
contemporary notions and examples of expertise and theorize from those, so considering the technē 
literature is beyond the scope of this dissertation. 
66 There are also views that expertise consists in a social role, as mentioned in the previous section, and 
views that practical expertise involves being a quick study (cf. Montero, ibid, chapter 3). I set aside these 
views because they are not relevant to my main concern, which is discussing whether the epistemic 
capacities of the marginalized count as expertise viz., acquired skillful attunement, sensory faculties, and 
intuition. Since these epistemic faculties are acquired passively and practiced habitually, the 
habitualist/deliberatist debate is of central concern. 
67 With the exception of Quast (ibid). 
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engages the targeted muscle groups—mainly the glutes and quads—while doing all of the above, and 

without bending their back. One fails at the lift if one’s form breaks down while lifting the weight; squatting 

is considered dangerous because improper form can lead to serious back injuries. 

I am skilled at the orthodox barbell squat. I have been doing it for a long time. I have studied the 

proper form of the lift from squat experts like professional coaches. In the beginning, part of becoming 

skilled at the squat involved consciously thinking about things like how to hold the barbell, how to hold my 

back while lifting the barbell, how to balance the barbell on my back while lifting the weight, where to put 

my feet while lifting the weight, and so forth. Even now, when I am lifting a heavy amount of weight, I 

have to do these things: I concentrate on the movement of my body and its relation to the barbell as I lift.  

I might be an expert at the barbell squat according to the deliberatists. Why? Because my 

practice of squatting is deliberate: over time, I have deliberately aimed to improve my ability to perform 

the barbell squat safely and successfully. According to Montero, “experts engage in skill-building” (ibid, 

66).68 Annas claims expertise means striving to improve even when one is competent or extremely skilled; 

even concert pianists, fluent non-native French speakers, and professional golfers aim to retain and 

sharpen their skills (ibid, 105). Expertise also requires a sensitivity to changing conditions. Annas offers 

an example wherein she is an expert pianist: 

“While it is true that my ability to play expertly may require that I have developed some 
physical capacities in my fingers such that certain movements are ‘automatic,’ the playing 
itself is not routine or automatic—or rather, if it is, my playing is not expert. For one thing, 
the expertise is not detached from the person’s ability to think and decide consciously; 
the playing is continually responsive to my thought about the piece, my decisions to 
speed up or slow down, and the like. If I resolve to play the first movement more feelingly 
or romantically than usually, I won’t find myself at the end of it having played it the usual 
way or again, if I do, this is a failure of expertise. Rather, my playing is constantly 
informed by and sensitive to my thinking in a way that produces, and is in turn responsive 
to, feedback” (ibid, 102).69 

 
Similarly, in the case of my barbell squatting, when I am attempting to successfully lift a heavy weight, I 

am sensitive to the feedback of the situation. I move quickly and with deliberateness while performing the 

 
68 I am probably not an expert, strictly speaking, on Montero’s full account of expertise, because people 
she classifies as experts tend to have ten or more years of daily, deliberate practice with some skill (ibid, 
64). My weightlifting and especially squatting practice has typically been more casual than this over the 
past fifteen years. 
69 Annas (ibid, 107-108) also discusses expertise as it relates to “flow”, which is a sort of psychological 
state in which one is focused but also acting effortlessly. Flow is similar in some ways to practical 
expertise, and there is a large literature on flow. But that discussion seems orthogonal to my project, 
since I am concerned primarily with analyzing practical expertise.  
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lift, but I am also sensitive to sensations like whether my body feels right: whether I am balancing okay, 

whether I am bending my back, whether I am struggling to push from my heels, whether my glutes and 

quads are doing most of the work. If I feel like I am failing at the lift because my form is breaking down, I 

will drop the weight to avoid injury. So, I am sensitive to the conditions of the lift and what I am attempting 

to do (lift, perhaps, a heavier weight than I normally lift) while engaging in the squatting practice. But since 

I am sensitive to these sensations and adjust them consciously or effortfully while squatting a heavy 

weight, I would not count as an expert according to the habitualists.  

 Why does the disagreement between habitualists and deliberatists matter to us? Because I think 

that marginalized people are experts in a practical sense: I have pointed to epistemic goods like practical 

intuition and skilled attunement as evidence for this claim. The disagreement bears on my claim that 

marginalized people are experts. And I will argue in Chapter 3 that privileged people ought to defer to 

marginalized people because of their expertise. So, exploring the notion of practical expertise here bears 

on the ultimate upshot of this dissertation project. 

 My view on the disagreement is this: I am not sure that habitualists have identified the right 

essence of expertise, and I think the deliberatist view is too strict. Despite deliberatists getting many 

cases right, the view rules out people we intuitively think of as experts.  

With respect to the habitualists, it seems compatible with our intuitive notion of expertise that 

experts perform effortlessly in some cases. For example, I expect that a chess grandmaster could beat a 

new chess player with relative ease. I doubt they would need to exert much cognitive effort to beat a new 

chess player. I expect a grandmaster to have many strategies memorized by rote, and to perform 

counters against a non-experienced player without much thought: we might think of this as a form of 

‘habituation’.  

On the other hand, we would expect a grandmaster who is playing against another grandmaster 

to be effortful in their cognition. A grandmaster has a significant store of conceptual knowledge, like 

strategies and counterstrategies, and they are skilled; they are capable of seeing permutations of many 

possible moves ahead, in virtue of practiced, experienced, and honed cognition. But they are sensitive, 

too, to the conditions of the game. They act with deliberation and intention and change their behavior 
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according to new information. This behavior seems more akin to the kind of practical expertise that 

Montero and Annas describe: deliberatism.  

However, deliberatism rules out what we might call “everyday experts”. Everyday experts are like 

those habitual drivers; they are driving experts, particularly in comparison to teenagers. Montero 

acknowledges this exclusion. She says she is explicitly trying to develop a view of practical expertise 

according to which someone driving for their daily commute does not count as an expert, whereas a 

professional racecar driver does (ibid, 61). She notes that her definition is stipulative and conflicts with 

other theoretical approaches, in addition to some commonsense notions (ibid, 67). She also addresses a 

number of exceptions to her account (ibid, 68-69). According to the deliberatism, someone like the chess 

grandmaster does not count as an expert when they play a newbie. This seems wildly counterintuitive to 

me and goes against the grain of how we normally think of expertise. So, even though deliberatism 

coheres with some of our intuitions about expertise, I think the view is too strict.70  

4.3 A Third Path: Practical Expertise as Non-accidental Superior Performance 

Ericsson, Prietula, and Cokely (2007) offer a relativistic notion of expertise that involves 

reproducibly superior performance. This view rules correctly on all of the examples we have considered 

so far: expert drivers versus novices, chess grandmasters versus newbies, concert pianists versus piano 

students, and experienced squatters versus untrained or new squatters. Notice that in each of these 

cases, I have offered a comparison class for the expert. That’s because the notion of superior 

performance is relative. Superiority is a comparison; the reproducible superior performance view relies on 

comparing those who are experts to those who are not. Montero (ibid, 60-61) takes issue with the account 

for this reason, bringing up objections that include: comparison classes that have few members with little 

difference in skill or where there is no strict demarcation in skill between classes are hard to demarcate or 

judge with respect to superiority, and class are demarcated arbitrarily in some cases.  

 
70 One promising way of moving the debate forward might be to develop a view on which expertise is a 
property of a performance or an instance of a behavior rather than a property ascribed to people 
generally. We already talk this way; we might say someone served a tennis ball expertly, or expertly 
played their hand in a poker game. Developing such a view is beyond the scope of this dissertation but is 
a direction for future research.  
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For our purposes, I think it is a virtue of the non-accidental superior performance account that 

who counts as an expert is contextual and relative.71 Consider, for example, when we are comparing the 

epistemic faculties among many different women: a white cisgender woman, a Black cisgender woman, 

and a Black trans woman. All of these women will probably have some experiences in common, like 

being harassed by men while walking on the street. We can imagine that each woman has become 

skilled in, for example, making the all-in judgment that some group of men on the street is about to harass 

her. Relative to the group, men, it seems likely that each woman is going to count as an expert at 

producing such judgments.72 But each woman has an intersectional identity: white, cisgender woman, 

Black cisgender woman, Black trans woman. As a result of these intersectional identities, each woman is 

likely to have had some experiences of marginalization specific to her intersection of identities. For 

example, because a Black trans woman is subject to different types of misogynistic violence than a white 

cisgender woman—namely, transmisogynoir—the Black trans woman probably has expertise related to 

producing some kinds of all-in judgments the white cis woman cannot produce. So, depending on what 

epistemic faculties we want to focus, we can determine different comparison classes for judging who is an 

epistemic “expert”.   

I offer one minor revision of the reproducible superiority view: the notion of reproducible should be 

replaced with non-accidental. What do I mean by non-accidental? I mean there is a connection between 

an expert’s skill and their ability to produce superior performances, and that connection is not 

coincidental. I think the notion of non-accidentally superior gets closer to our intuitions about expertise, 

while also subsuming the notion of regularity. For example, there is a non-accidental connection between 

a concert pianist’s ability to offer superior performances (compared to piano students), and that 

connection has to do with the concert pianist’s skill. The pianist will also regularly produce superior 

performances (compared to piano students), in virtue of their skill. The revised view also rules out people 

who are “naturally skilled” as being experts. So, for example, if someone just so happens to have a knack 

for skipping rocks, they might reliably produce better rock skips than people who have never skipped 

 
71 However, I still offer an account of expertise gradients in the form of tiers; see section 5 later in this 
chapter. 
72 Even this simple case is a little more complicated: trans men who have lived presenting as women for 
some time might have this same capacity. So, our comparison classes might need to be a little more 
specific. Note that we can still specify the relevant classes, though. 
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rocks. Maybe their knack is in virtue of some biological or neurological properties. Nevertheless, it’s just 

arbitrary that the natural rock skipper is better than non-rock skippers. We might say there is a connection 

between the natural rock skipper’s skill and their ability to produce superior rock skips, but that connection 

is accidental; their skill doesn’t have the right connection to things like practice, the development of the 

rock skipping capacity, being able to explain the rock skipping craft, and so forth. So, by revising the 

reproducible condition of the view to non-accidentalness, we have captured our intuitions about the 

relationship between expertise and skill while also offering a more robust and simpler explanation than 

mere reproducibility. 

4.4 Marginalized Practical Expertise  

 Many marginalized people are experts according to the non-accidental superior performance 

view. Their performance is as epistemic agents, producing epistemic goods and developing epistemic 

capacities. Their comparison class is privileged people: marginalized people non-accidentally produce 

superior epistemic “performances” compared to privileged people. They produce superior epistemic 

performances because they have epistemic capacities that surpass the capacities of privileged people.  

Marginalized people are skilled with respect to, e.g., producing all-in judgments, attuning to relevant 

sensations and aspects of the world, and understanding things like social norms and one’s place in social 

hierarchies.  

 Why should we think of marginalized people’s epistemic capacities as skills, or as a form of 

practical expertise? After all, I have argued at length that the development of these capacities is passive: 

marginalized people become better at producing epistemic goods like all-in judgments simply by being 

exposed to repeated oppressive experiences. If that’s the case, aren’t marginalized people with 

advantageous epistemic capacities accidentally producing epistemic goods? Aren’t they more like the 

naturally talented rock skipper than the chess grandmaster or the concert pianist? 

 No, marginalized people who have superior epistemic capacities produce epistemic goods non-

accidentally. It might be difficult to see how marginalized people are like a chess grandmaster or a 

concert pianist, but the analogy is less obscure when we consider a type of practical expertise like 

nursing. Recall our discussion of the analogy of nursing intuition and marginalized practical intuition from 

Chapter 1. The claim that nurses are experts coheres with both our intuitions and also the non-accidental 
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superior performance account of practical expertise. We don’t typically think of nursing duties as a 

“performance”, but compared to a nursing student or an untrained random person, nurses are going to 

produce superior results while attending to their duties: changing IV lines, moving patients to keep them 

from getting bedsores and to rehabilitate their mobility following surgery, keeping track of multiple tasks in 

a fast-changing environment with lots of different duties and patients, managing multiple people’s 

medications, and so forth. Nurses are skilled at these things. And they are skilled in virtue of practice, 

developing their nursing abilities intentionally and through repeated instances of behavior, and studying 

conceptual bodies of knowledge like biology. Some nurses might not be experts. They might not be able 

to reliably produce good patient outcomes, or they might just get lucky in producing good patient 

outcomes. Being an expert nurse consists in mastering and deploying the kinds of skills that constitute 

expert nursing. Some of these skills are embodied, others perceptual, others still based in conceptual 

knowledge.  

 Some nurses are able to make all-in judgments in virtue of their nursing intuition. This capacity 

relies on things we associate with expertise: a large store of conceptual knowledge, embodied 

knowledge, i.e., know-how, well-trained sensory perceptions attentive to certain aspects of a rapidly 

changing environment, i.e., skillful attunement, and a history of habitual actions aimed at producing good 

patient outcomes. Being able to produce all-in judgments that are reliably veridical is a skill. There is a 

non-accidental connection between that skill, its component capacities and bodies of knowledge, and 

being able to produce veridical all-in judgments.  That connection is what explains why nurses can 

produce these epistemic goods and non-nurses or novice nurses can’t. Some of the skillfulness involved 

in developing a nursing intuition is passive. One needn’t actively develop the embodied knowledge of how 

to look at a potentially septic baby or how to know when a patient is going to be a problem patient in a 

way that makes one’s job more difficult. One develops that knowledge merely by working in a hospital 

and having potentially-septic baby and difficult patient experiences. A nurse might practice some skillful 

attunement, like listening to the subtle differences in healthy and non-healthy hearts through a 

stethoscope. But some of the types of sensations skilled nurses attend to will become part of a nurse’s 

attunement in virtue of repeated exposure to those sensations. Over time, a nurse develops a capacity for 
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detecting things like the sallowness of a baby’s skin or the irritable tone of a difficult patient. That 

development can be passive rather than active, and without undermining the nurse’s expertise.  

 The skillfulness of marginalized experts is analogous. Marginalized people develop a capacity to 

produce veridical all-in judgments because of many things being true: they have embodied knowledge 

relevant to producing those judgments, they are skillfully attuned to some sensations, they have a 

significant store of pertinent conceptual knowledge, and importantly, a history of trying to survive and 

thrive in a hostile world.  

Consider the following example about learning to expect catcalls: 

“Even if they are never verbalized, the rules of bodily conduct for females become clear 
early on: when school administrators reprimand you for the inch of midriff that shows 
when you lift your hands straight in the air or youth group leaders tell you that the sight of 
your unintentional cleavage is what causes godly young men to fall, you learn that your 
body is dangerous and shameful and that it’s your responsibility to cloister it in a way that 
is acceptable to everyone else….Now that a context has been established, imagine 
walking down the street, to the grocery store or to meet up with a friend, and hearing a 
car slowing down as it approaches you from behind. You’ve learned to be intuitive to the 
sounds that precede a catcall: a car decelerating, the sound that air makes as it passes 
through an open window at low speeds, and the split second of dead silence just before 
the whistle or whoop or “Damn, girl” or whatever other asinine sentence fragment gets 
hurtled at you. If you say nothing and keep your eyes on the ground, it’s over in less than 
a minute, at which point the car and the catcaller drive away and you continue on your 
way” (Goodwin 2012). 
 

Goodwin’s description is illuminating and rich in detail, offering an excellent example of how the capacity 

for making an all-in judgment is skilled, even though some components necessary for making such 

judgments are developed passively. First, Goodwin tells us that the norms of female comportment and 

dress are learned just in virtue of being socialized as an adolescent and young adult. This socialization 

includes experiences like being reprimanded for one’s dress in school. As a result, one develops both 

conceptual and embodied knowledge. A woman learns via socialization how to comport herself, the 

norms surrounding her body and dress, and the social meaning of her body and behavior. Note that this 

learning is often non-intentional and passive. Women do learn them, though, and merely in virtue of being 

socialized qua women. Embodied and conceptual knowledge about things like the social meaning of 

one’s body and dress are necessary for making the all-in judgment that one is about to be catcalled 

because otherwise, one has no context in which to make the judgment. Without that knowledge, a catcall 

might seem arbitrary or inexplicable. But with that knowledge, one has certain expectations about the 

environment, like how men might behave on the street. 
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 Goodwin then describes the actual experience of intuiting that a catcall is about to occur. She is 

attuned to certain aspects of the environment. She’s learned that certain sounds tend to precede catcalls, 

like the slowing of a car and the sound wind makes passing through a lowered window. The development 

of this skilled attunement, too, is non-intentional. It seems unlikely that women set out to become more 

adept at predicting catcalls. It just happens, in virtue of being catcalled repeatedly. Moreover, this skill—

detecting certain features of the environment related to an incoming catcall and intuiting those into an all-

in judgment—is related to survival in a hostile world. Note how Goodwin says that if she keeps her head 

down and doesn’t respond, the whole experience will be over in a minute. Her capacity to form all-in 

judgments about incoming catcalls allows her to prepare herself and not be startled by the catcall. She is 

able to pretend like it doesn’t affect her, and the experience is therefore fleeting and less dangerous. 

Catcalls can always escalate into a more dangerous interaction but ignoring them is one way to make that 

less likely. 

Although the capacity for producing all-in judgments about incoming catcalls is mainly developed 

passively, that capacity is skilled and counts as practical expertise. There is a non-accidental connection 

between being skilled at producing all-in judgments about catcalls and those all-in judgments being 

veridical. The non-accidental connection is that there is a regularity between having things like relevant 

knowledge, skillful attunement to aspects of the environment, and a desire not to escalate catcalling 

interactions, and being able to produce all-in judgments about catcalls: one who has developed the 

relevant bodies of knowledge and skillful attunement will be able to produce veridical all-in judgments 

about catcalls. Just because these aspects of practical intuition are developed passively doesn’t 

undermine their skillfulness, nor does it undermine the expertise of a woman with respect to producing all-

in judgments about catcalls. And these all-in judgments, in addition to being veridical, are going to be 

superior to the types of all-in judgments men will make about catcalls. Men are usually not positioned 

socially to develop the capacity to make all-in judgments about catcalls, so their judgments, to the extent 

that they have them at all, will be incorrect more often than a woman’s.73  

 
73 We have to allow for exceptions here. There are undoubtedly some men who have the capacity 
Goodwin describes and many women who do not. Furthermore, men’s bodies are becoming more 
objectified although I suspect it is still uncommon or less common for men to be catcalled. These claims 
still allow that men might suffer street harassment in other forms, and they do not undermine my remarks 
here. 
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The point generalizes. The epistemic capacities marginalized people have count as practical 

expertise, and the epistemic goods marginalized people produce in virtue of those capacities are superior 

“performances” with a non-accidental link between the capacities and producing superior epistemic 

goods. 

4.5 The Domain-Related Experience Objection 

 I have argued that marginalized people are experts; they are experts with respect to knowing 

things in the domain of knowledge about their axes of marginalization, and they are experts with respect 

to producing epistemic goods that are superior to the epistemic states privileged people might produce. I 

have also argued that the cognitive and practical expertise of marginalized people relies on the passive 

development of epistemic capacities through the process of socialization (among other things).  

One objection to my account of marginalized expertise claims that experience in a domain does 

not correlate with expertise. For example, empirical research shows that physics professors are not 

significantly better at solving introductory physics problems than their introductory students (Reif and 

Allen 1992). So, the objection continues, why should we think that marginalized people become experts 

merely from exposure to marginalizing circumstances? Why wouldn’t their skills stagnate? Why should we 

think they develop any skills at all? Furthermore, what is the “domain of knowledge about one’s axes of 

marginalization”? 

 My response to the question of why marginalized people become experts is: not all do, and there 

are some reasons (as we have seen) that make the difference between marginalized people who become 

experts and those who don’t. Some marginalized people become experts in order to survive. Not all 

marginalized people are experts; epistemic advantages conferred by marginalization are not automatic. 

Still, some marginalized people navigate a hostile world in virtue of being experts at producing epistemic 

goods and knowing things relevant to their survival and thriving. 

 Why should we think some marginalized people become experts in order to survive? Because of 

survival fitness. Human beings adapt to their environment, and marginalized people adapt to living in a 

hostile world. I do not mean this entirely literally; marginalized people without expertise do not simply die. 

But I do think that there are clear advantages to becoming better at navigating a world hostile to one’s 

existence. In some cases, the advantage might be survival: think of a woman trying to manage the 
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riskiness of incoming catcalls by ignoring them.74 But more often, I think the adaptation of marginalized 

people to their environment is more about quality of life; it’s more about thriving in spite of marginalizing 

circumstances. These adaptations might include developing behaviors that allow one to conform to 

oppressive social norms; think of a fat person moving to the back of photographs to be less visible.75 

Such behavior develops because it provides cognitive relief from the stress of being seen in a photo as a 

fat person and the social meaning of one’s body in that context. Adaptations might also include 

developing epistemic capacities that allow one to go against oppressive social norms; perhaps a fat 

person develops a sense of basal self-respect that lets them avoid some degree of the psychic toll 

endured from violating the thinness norm. Double-consciousness, the ability to form useful, veridical all-in 

judgments, implicit understanding of social norms: these are all adaptations to a hostile world. And human 

beings as a species are adaptive. One way of putting my point is this. The general claim that it’s in the 

nature of people to survive and thrive despite their circumstances is true. And the more specific claim 

about the nature of marginalized people to survive and thrive in spite of their marginalizing circumstances 

is true too.76  

 There isn’t a necessary connection between a marginalized person’s experiencing marginalized 

circumstances and their developing skill and expertise at managing their life in spite of those 

circumstances.77 So, I agree in part with the domain-related experience objection. Just like some non-

human animals are less fit for survival, some marginalized people are going to be less skilled at 

 
74 I don’t mean to imply that women who do not ignore catcalls are somehow blameworthy or morally 
culpable if they get hurt because they escalated a catcalling situation. Moral and causal responsibility 
diverge (Sartorio 2005, Paul 2000, Yablo 2002). 
75 Such skills are also epistemic. It is true of the world (in North America and Europe) that there is a 
thinness norm, and it is also true that violating the thinness norm comes with consequences. A fat 
person’s ability to navigate the world to reduce their tension with the norm is an example of their 
expertise: deploying skills that are beneficial to their lives. In the case of moving to the back of a group 
when a photograph is taken, the only benefit might be less psychological distress: “if I move to the back of 
the group, I won’t look as fat in this photo”. Still, that’s enough to be beneficial to a fat person’s life viz., 
reducing the tension between their existence and world hostile to them. 
76 One might worry that it’s not true being in a greater degree of cognitive contact with the world is 
generally more adaptive. However, it seems like if cognitive contact with the world and adaptive fitness 
are not causally related, it’s quite mysterious why human beings have survived and thrived as much as 
they have, or why having access to greater amounts of information lead to technical advancement. A full 
discussion of this point is outside the scope of this dissertation but see FitzPatrick (2021) for an 
analogous discussion in the evolutionary debunking argument literature regarding the defense of moral 
realism. 
77 There is, however, a non-accidental connection between a person’s marginalized circumstances and 
their developing skill and expertise, as I argued above.  
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navigating a hostile world. Some marginalized people suffer greatly in virtue of their internalized 

oppression and deformed epistemic capacities. But the same is true of privileged people. These claims 

are consistent with my assumption that social forces structure and affect most of our lives, rather than our 

personal choices, because my claims are not that some marginalized people are more or less skilled in 

virtue of their choices. The development of one’s epistemic capacities and bodies of knowledge as a 

marginalized person surely depend on many things, including the structural circumstances of one’s life. 

 So, my response to the domain-related experience objection is partly that I agree: some 

marginalized people will not develop skills that aid them in navigating the world viz., their marginalization. 

Some marginalized people might develop some skillfulness but not enough that we would consider it 

expertise. And some marginalized people will develop expertise: cognitive expertise with respect to the 

domain of knowledge about one’s axes of marginalization, and practical expertise with respect to 

producing epistemic goods like all-in judgments, understandings, and self-respecting attunements that aid 

in protecting oneself from the harms of marginalization.  

4.6 The Domain of Knowledge About One’s Axes of Marginalization 

 Let’s now consider the final question: what is “the domain of knowledge about one’s axes of 

marginalization”? The domain of knowledge about one’s axes of marginalization includes epistemic goods 

one develops in virtue of being oppressed, and that are advantageous to one’s survival and having an 

improved quality of life qua marginalized person. Furthermore, there must be a non-accidental connection 

between one’s producing some epistemic goods and one’s having advantages with respect to surviving 

and thriving. I am not aiming to give a definition of the domain of knowledge about one’s axes of 

marginalization here, but I want to illustrate the category with examples while ruling out some of the 

epistemic goods that don’t belong in the category. For example, say that someone knows that 2+2=4 

because they are marginalized; suppose that they went to a particular school in a particular neighborhood 

because they were marginalized, and learned that 2+2=4 at that school. Furthermore, knowing that 

2+2=4 is advantageous with respect to someone’s survival; being able to do basic math is a requirement 

for many jobs, getting into a university, and so forth. Still, there isn’t the right kind of connection between 

one’s being marginalized and one’s learning that 2+2=4, and one’s ability to live better in virtue of having 

that knowledge. I want to rule out cases like this, so there must be a non-accidental connection between 
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one’s ability to produce epistemic goods like knowledge and having those goods improve one’s ability to 

survive and thrive.     

So, what are some examples of the domain of knowledge about one’s axes of marginalization? 

That domain covers things like social scripts, knowledge based in one’s marginalized community, identity 

maps, and survival strategies and patterns of oppressive circumstances. All of these things contribute to 

one’s survival and one learns about them in virtue of being marginalized. So, there is a non-accidental 

connection between knowing, e.g., social scripts, and having a better quality of life. Moreover, these 

things count as epistemic goods because they are beneficial in the sense that they better equip someone 

to navigate the world, while also putting someone into cognitive contact and reality. Let’s consider these 

examples with more detail. 

4.6.1 Social Scripts  

 

Social scripts are sets of behavior that are expected in certain social situations. They are 

connected to social norms about one’s identity. For example, a set of social scripts governs a typical 

university classroom. Students act in certain ways in accordance with their roles as students; on the first 

day of class, they sit facing the front of the room. All of the students sit in one direction with the 

expectation that the professor will face them in order to teach; this sitting behavior is determined by what 

is socially expected of the students. They are pupils who receive instruction, and they attend most 

significantly to the professor: hence, the seating arrangement. This behavior is “scripted” insofar as it’s 

expected. Students expect to sit in such an arrangement when they walk into a traditional classroom with 

a new professor; the “student script” tells them how to act in class. New college students might not know 

the scripts yet. They might not know what to expect or the social norms governing their behavior as 

students. So, a new college student might do something like raise their hand and ask the professor if they 

can use the restroom. Asking for permission to use the restroom is not a norm in a college classroom. If a 

new student engages in this behavior at all, they will quickly learn asking for permission to use the 

bathroom is contrary to what’s expected of them as students. So, they learn new social norms, thereby 

writing more of their social script. Social scripts help us navigate the world. 
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There are social scripts for marginalized identities too. Recall Goodwin’s (2012) discussion of 

catcalling began with learning about the value of her female body in virtue of socialization, and particularly 

experiences like being reprimanded in school about dress codes. Through socialization, one learns social 

scripts: expectations for how they will act, in accordance with social norms. Knowing the social scripts that 

apply to one’s marginalized identities help one navigate the world. For example, until recently it was 

common for trans people seeking hormones and other treatments to need a letter from a therapist 

affirming their transness; they would take this letter to a doctor who would then give them hormones 

because they “were really trans” as opposed to say, a mere sexual fetishist.78 It was common knowledge 

in the trans community that therapists would only write letters for “real” trans people, meaning trans 

people that the therapist judged to be deserving of hormone treatments. Therapists decided who 

deserved hormone treatments by judging things like how well someone “passed” as their target gender 

and how well they acted in accordance with the norms governing femininity or masculinity, depending on 

the direction of the transition. As a result, in order to gain access to medical care, a trans woman seeking 

hormones would need to show up to a therapy appointment looking feminine: having long hair, wearing 

dresses or other feminine-coded articles of clothing, wearing makeup, acting in accordance with norms 

governing female body comportment, and so forth. If judged insufficiently feminine, the trans person 

would not receive a letter saying they could have hormone treatments. So, knowing certain social 

scripts—not just social scripts governing women but also social scripts governing trans women in the 

context of seeking medical care—helped a trans woman in these circumstances to survive and better her 

quality of life. Moreover, there is a non-accidental connection between a trans woman having this 

knowledge (possessing an epistemic good) and being able to gain access to hormones (survive and 

thrive in a hostile world). Having this kind of knowledge can depend on being able to investigate 

questions in one’s domain of expertise. So, although a trans woman herself might not know how best to 

access medical care like hormones, she is still positioned to gain that knowledge through her 

marginalized community.  

 

 
78 The historical reasons for this have to do with transphobic research that dominated scientific and 
academic discourse about trans people, particularly, women, in the 1970s and 80s. The damage done by 
that body of work is only recently beginning to be remedied. 
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4.6.2 Community-based Knowledge 

 

Even when marginalized people are not personally equipped to answer a question about the 

domain of knowledge relevant to their marginalization, perhaps due to lacking personal familiarity with a 

subject or lacking relevant events in their personal causal history, marginalized people are usually going 

to be better epistemically positioned to find answers to the question because they are (usually) more 

intimately connected with other members of their marginalized group. Let’s consider another case 

involving trans healthcare. 

Medical facilities lack institutional knowledge about trans health. For example, it is well-

documented that many medical providers are woefully unprepared to treat trans individuals. Data from the 

2015 United States Trans Survey (James 2016), a comprehensive survey of trans people in the United 

States, shows that “one-third (33%) of respondents who had seen a provider in the past year reported 

having at least one negative experience with a doctor or other health care provider related to being 

transgender. This included having to teach the provider about transgender people in order to receive 

appropriate care (24%), being asked invasive or unnecessary questions about being transgender not 

related to the reason for the visit (15%), or being refused transition-related health care (8%)” (ibid, 96). 

Additionally, when asked about health providers’ knowledge of trans health care specifically, half (56%) of 

respondents had a provider specifically for transition-related care. Of those, 17% of respondents said that 

their provider only knew “some” things about the subject, while 8% said that their provider knew “almost 

nothing”, and 10% were unsure (ibid, 97). For respondents with a separate provider for routine care, 54% 

were unsure how much that provider knew about health care for trans people, 16% said their provider 

knew “some” things, and 24% said their provider knew “almost nothing” (ibid, 98).  

There are also a number of barriers for trans people trying to access medical care. In addition to 

either insensitive or unknowledgeable providers, many trans folks do not have medical insurance, and 

those who do often find that their insurance does not cover needed transition-related treatments (ibid, 

Chapter 7). How, then, do trans people find out about medical treatments, seek medical care, and access 

things like hormones or surgical procedures? Trans people finding answers to their questions about trans 
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medical care is an example of a marginalized person investigating the domain of knowledge relevant to 

their axis of marginalization (recalling Goldman’s other condition for cognitive expertise).79  

Because of the failure of institutions and the medical establishment to provide care, there is a 

wealth of in-community knowledge supporting trans folks who are attempting to find out more about 

transition-related care or access things like hormones. In Redefining Realness, Janet Mock discusses her 

experience obtaining hormones when she was underage, at 16 years old in Hawaii:  

“This underground railroad of resources guided me during the years of uncertainty, giving me an 

agency that empowered me to take my life, my body, and my being into my own hands. Wendi 

and I were low-income trans girls of color. We didn’t have many resources, but what we were 

blessed with was being at the right place at the right time. Hawaii’s community of trans women 

was vast and knowledgeable. There was a deep legacy of trans womanhood passed on to us by 

older women who had been exactly where we were” (Mock, ibid, Chapter 10).  

 

But Janet Mock wasn’t just “in the right place at the right time”. Similar underground railroads of 

knowledge and medical resources have existed for years in gender non-conforming and queer 

communities. These resources are depicted in popular culture touchstones such as Paris is Burning 

(Livingston 1990) and Pose, a television series that premiered in 2018, which depicts a stylized version of 

ball culture and the gay community in New York during the AIDS crisis. As described above, community 

knowledge existed for the latter half of the twentieth century that described how to avoid gatekeeping, the 

practice of medical practitioners preventing trans people from obtaining hormones and other medical care 

if they did not conform to traditional gender norms (Ashley 2019). Today, innumerable discussion threads 

on various methods for obtaining and DIYing gray-market hormones exist on websites like Reddit and 

4chan, as well as communities devoted to helping trans people navigate insurance and choose medical 

providers (e.g., r/TransDIY and r/Transgender_surgeries). 

Being a marginalized person means that someone will have access to community knowledge 

more reliably than a person not in that marginalized group. So, there is a non-accidental connection 

between being marginalized and having the ability to produce epistemic goods that are advantageous for 

one’s survival. In the above examples, there is a non-accidental connection between being trans and 

being able to learn social scripts to avoid being gatekept by medical providers. That non-accidental 

 
79 At least for those trans people that desire medical care related to their transition. 
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connection means one will reliably be able to produce the epistemic goods related to their survival, in 

virtue of being marginalized. Why? Because being a marginalized person means that one is far more 

likely to either be embedded in a community containing the relevant knowledge, or know members of a 

community that can answer one’s questions or point one in the direction of an answer. Trans people are 

more likely to know about the existence of the subreddits mentioned above, or are more likely to gain 

access to spaces in which people talk about things like self-administering hormones. Spaces where this 

knowledge is held and discussed are often in-group spaces that are only accessible to members of the 

group. 

Here is another example. Suppose a hidden Facebook group called TSW exists for trans sex 

workers. The members of the group share pictures of themselves, gossip and banter, and discuss 

surgical procedures, surgeons, and hormone regimens. Hidden Facebook groups are not searchable 

from the site’s public index; they can only be accessed with a direct link or if one is invited to the group. 

So, TSW is usually only going to be accessible to trans people, and particularly, trans sex workers, 

because trans sex workers already in the group are only going to select other trans sex workers to join 

the group. TSW is a source of community knowledge that is only accessible to someone either in the 

community or intimately connected to the community. Suppose Derrick is not a trans sex worker. How 

would Derrick access the knowledge in TSW? Ordinarily, in order to for Derrick to do so, someone would 

have to either tell Derrick about the content of TSW or vouch for his membership in the group despite him 

not being a trans sex worker. Given the sensitive nature of the information in the group, Derrick is unlikely 

to know about the existence of the group or its members unless Derrick is intimately connected with 

someone who knows about TSW that that person is comfortable talking to Derrick about TSW. Without 

that intimate connection, Derrick is probably not going to know that the group exists or that it contains 

some knowledge. 

 Of course, again, there are exceptions. Some forms of marginalization are isolating, such as 

being abused by a domestic partner or belonging to an insular religious community. In such cases, that 

isolation may lead to deformed desires or false beliefs (e.g., an abused domestic partner normalizing their 

partners abuse). Isolated marginalized people are unable to draw on community knowledge to explain 

their situations by the very nature of their situations, but community knowledge can be helpful if and when 
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isolated marginalized people leave the circumstances of their isolation. Consider the comfort an abuse 

survivor may find in a support group with other abuse survivors. The explanatory power of community 

resources post-facto can be helpful to provide context and understanding to one’s past experiences being 

isolated and marginalized. Other exceptions include when a trans woman is unable to tap into the 

underground network of resources described above or when members of racialized groups, or disabled 

people, or queers have experiences that are so different from other members of that group that they are 

not able to draw on any type of community knowledge resources or are not sure where to begin to look to 

answer questions they might have about their marginalized identity. But these are exceptions. Being a 

member of a marginalized group may cause one to have the types of experiences that will make them 

more likely than people who are not members of that marginalized group to investigate questions about 

being a member of that group or know people or sources of knowledge that can help them investigate 

and answer those questions. As a result, some marginalized people fulfill the second part of Goldman’s 

account of what makes someone an expert. 

4.6.3 Identity Maps  

 

Identity maps “function in a multitude of ways to guide and direct exchanges with one’s social and 

material realities” (Haslanger, Gender and Race: (What) Are They? (What) Do We Want Them to Be? 

2012, 228). For instance, Katherine Jenkins deploys the notion of identity maps to explain gender identity: 

“S has a gender identity of x iff S’s internal ‘map’ is formed to guide someone classed as a 
member of X gender through the social or material realities that are, in that context, characteristic 
of Xs as a class” (Jenkins 2016, III.c). 
 

The specifics of Jenkins’s account of gender identity aside, the account is illustrative of identity maps 

generally. I take them to be like social scripts but extended and changing through time. So, one’s identity 

map might contain prescriptions for behavior based on one’s identity, along with e.g., assigning 

importance to material objects or social norms.80  

 
80 Elizabeth Barnes (2019, 7-8) criticizes Jenkins’ view of gender specifically and identity maps generally. 
Of identity maps, she says that they are ill-defined and giving conditions for them will either make them 
too precise and therefore exclusionary or too vague and therefore trivial. I do not disagree with Barnes’s 
worries about defining identity maps. However, I am not employing a precise definition of identity maps. I 
am merely using the term ‘identity map’ to gesture at an imprecise but still useful concept. 
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 The content of one’s identity maps depends on socialization, the material conditions of one’s life, 

and concepts in the social imaginary. For example, having a gender identity map related to being a 

woman allows one to navigate the world qua woman. Navigating the world as a woman doesn’t just 

involve social scripts. As we have seen, it also involves things like knowing the social meaning of one’s 

body. Social scripts for a woman and knowing the social meaning of one’s body as a woman are learned 

through socialization and repeated experiences, but also understanding what’s implicit or common sense 

as determined by the social imaginary. So, one’s gender identity map qua woman might also involve an 

understanding of the common sense, inchoate, contradictory meanings of womanhood: woman as 

simultaneously maternal, resilient, sexy, demure, and so forth. There is a non-accidental connection 

between one’s being a woman and that gender identity map.81 That connection explains why a woman’s 

marginalized identity qua woman is related to her producing epistemic goods, like an understanding of 

common-sense social meanings regarding womanhood. Her understanding might contribute to her ability 

to live in accordance with or in defiance of feminine norms. So, there is a non-accidental connection 

between her marginalized identity and producing epistemic goods that enable her to live better. 

4.6.4 Survival Strategies and Patterns of Oppressive Circumstances 

 

 Survival strategies are strategies for surviving the material conditions of one’s oppression. For 

example, strategies might develop as a result of one’s double-consciousness, e.g., a woman who knows 

that placating a man who is making her uncomfortable may prevent him from becoming violent. 

Sometimes these strategies help one to survive, not necessarily in the sense that they prevent bodily or 

mortal harm, but that they help one preserve oneself and help one to flourish in a bigoted and biased 

capitalist world, such as in the case of code-switching between AAVE and formal English to gain the 

respect needed to participate fruitfully in professional or educational settings.  

Patterns of oppressive circumstances are those patterns related to one’s axes of marginalization 

that, by noticing, marginalized people enhance their ability to survive in an oppressive world. These are 

 
81 There isn’t a necessary connection between being some gender and having that gender identity’s map 
because trans people exist. Someone might be a woman but lack the woman identity map, or part of it. 
Nevertheless, there is a regularity between being a woman and having that gender identity, and it’s a 
non-accidental regularity; it’s not a coincidence that people who are woman usually have woman maps. 
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the same patterns at which marginalized person’s practical intuition and skillful attunement are aimed. For 

example, we discussed cases above in which women noticed a man’s tone of voice or body language, 

and those properties indicated the man was acting sexist or predatorily. These are patterns that persist in 

the world; as a result of their persistence over time, women develop the capacity to recognize patterns of 

behavior and understand that this behavior demonstrates sexism or predatoriness. Other examples are 

things like the racist phenomena of not getting called back for job interviews because of having an 

“ethnic” sounding name, or repeatedly getting turned down for dates because of a disability. These are 

the material circumstances and states of affairs that one’s epistemic faculties aim at; these are the same 

states of affairs to which marginalized people have privileged epistemic access and about which 

marginalized people can produce epistemic goods like all-in judgments and understandings. 

Survival strategies and the skillful attunement to patterns of oppressive circumstances are 

epistemic goods that marginalized people produce. Furthermore, there is a non-accidental connection 

between someone’s marginalized identity and their ability to produce epistemic goods like survival 

strategies and a capacity for skillful attunement. Those epistemic goods enable marginalized people to 

live better. 

All of the examples above demonstrate the types of things that are covered in the domain of 

knowledge about one’s axes of marginalization.82 That domain contains epistemic goods that help one to 

 
82 One objection to my description of the domain of knowledge about one’s axes of marginalization 
derives from intersectionality. The objection claims that because identities are intersectional, there is no 
such thing as the domain of knowledge about, e.g., Blackness, only the domain of knowledge about some 
incredibly specific intersectional identity, e.g., Black, disabled, queer, cisgender, Muslim-ness. My reply to 
this objection is that it is a general worry about feminist ontology that intersectional identities undermine 
any claims about general identity groups (M. Frye 2011); (Young, Gender as Seriality: Thinking about 
Women as a Social Collective 1994); (Bernstein 2020). Insofar as this is a trouble for me, it is a trouble for 
everyone who is relying on a feminist ontology that reifies social groups. In any case, it is true that among 
people who share marginalized identities, there are common, overlapping experiences. These 
experiences form the basis for the domain of knowledge in which marginalized people have expertise. 
Many trans women with differing intersectional identities might have differing experiences and differing 
practical expertise with respect to some epistemic faculties. Nevertheless, there will be (probably) be 
experiences among them that overlap, including experiences that are had in virtue of expectations about 
gender, ideas in the social imaginary, and so forth. So, I think it is still coherent to talk about the domain 
of knowledge about one’s axes of marginalization. Depending on the context, we might want to narrow 
that domain. So, instead of talking about a group of trans women, we might be specifically interested in 
the domain of knowledge related to being a Black trans woman, or a trans sex worker. The things 
covered in a domain of knowledge related to one’s axes of marginalization depend on one’s intersectional 
identity, but the questions we ask about those domains are contextual and we can narrow or broaden our 
inquiry depending on the context. 
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survive and thrive while navigating a hostile world, and marginalized people produce those goods in virtue 

of being marginalized. And there is a non-accidental connection between their producing those goods and 

living better. 

Marginalized people are pro tanto experts regarding the domain of knowledge about their axes of 

marginalization. Their expertise is not guaranteed merely by having a marginalized identity, but they 

generally are going to have a greater level of expertise than non-marginalized people, and in some cases, 

people who are not marginalized along the same axes. It is good epistemic practice to defer to those with 

more expertise than us, so we generally ought to defer to the judgments of marginalized people when 

discussing matters within the domain of their axes of marginalization. We will explore this implication of 

the expertise of marginalized people more in Chapter 3. In the next section, I expand on the ideas of tiers 

of expertise among marginalized people, before concluding this chapter. 

5. Levels of Expertise 

There are levels of expertise among marginalized people. Some marginalized people are experts 

insofar as they are capable of producing superior epistemic performances (i.e., producing reliable, 

veridical epistemic goods) more often than others. This expertise comes simply from having the right 

kinds of marginalized, historical experiences that lead one to develop a marginalized practical intuition 

and the kinds of epistemic capacities we’ve been discussing. Some marginalized people might not rise to 

the level of experts, for reasons we have discussed: they may be skilled, or not adept at all with respect to 

producing some epistemic goods.  

There is also another level of expertise beyond typical marginalized expertise, which is a level of 

expertise that corresponds roughly to the robust notion of “standpoint” that theorists like Harding have in 

mind: not just a socially situated perspective but a socially situated perspective embedded within a 

framework of critically motivated political beliefs.  

Consider a situation in which two members of a marginalized community have an oppressive 

experience but only one has the hermeneutical resources to articulate and understand the experience. 

For example, trans women who begin to be treated as women might start getting catcalled in the street by 

men. This can be a confusing experience for trans women because being catcalled is degrading and 

humiliating and can sometimes make a woman feel like she’s in danger. On the other hand, because the 
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person being catcalled is a newly-passing trans woman, the experience can be one that’s validating and 

even celebrated. In a blog post titled “The Paradoxical Duality of Cat-calling”, Rachel Williams describes 

just this experience: 

“In addition to fear and disgust, I also felt a boost to my self-esteem because being cat-called is 

an indication that hormones and my presentation are working such that people perceive me to be 

female. That is my goal, and it feels good to get positive evidence of getting closer to that goal” 

(Williams 2017). 

 
Making sense of this experience could be difficult for a trans woman without a number of hermeneutical 

resources such as feminist concepts, concepts in trans and queer theory, and a sufficient understanding 

of her own identity. We could imagine the trans woman without hermeneutical resources saying 

something like: ‘I felt uncomfortable and unsafe being leered and jeered at, but it also made me feel good 

because I got recognized as a woman. How can I feel both ways at once? Isn’t it bad that men make me 

uncomfortable?’ On the other hand, a trans woman with greater hermeneutical resources available to her 

might say something like: ‘Society is oppressive insofar as it rewards me for performing my gender 

identity only in a certain way. While I am made uncomfortable by catcalling, it also represents people 

validating my gender identity and a certain sort of privilege; I’m only subject to the violence that cis 

women are subject to, rather than trans-specific forms of violence. Within a transphobic society, that feels 

validating and good while also making me feel uncomfortable.’ Indeed, that is just the type of analysis that 

Williams proceeds with in her blog post: “It’s not that I liked being catcalled...It’s not so simple as either 

liking it or not liking it” (ibid). 

Williams’s level of expertise differs from our imagined trans woman with fewer hermeneutical 

resources. Both trans women have a level of expertise that enables them to perceive a state of affairs as 

being both, e.g., oppressive along multiple axes while also being affirming, while only one of the two trans 

women has a level of expertise corresponding to a basal framework of beliefs about existing in the world 

qua trans woman that enables her to understand the catcalling experience with more subtlety and depth. 

This analysis corresponds well with my intuitions about expertise generally. Experts should be able to 

offer more robust and powerful analyses of phenomena that cohere with and connect to other 

phenomena. We would expect that a physics graduate student could give a better explanation of some 

basic physical phenomena than a layperson, and a full physics professor a better explanation still (even if 

the professor is no better than the student at solving physics problems). The former might deploy 
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concepts with some adeptness and display some familiarity with the subject, explaining how something 

like quantum entanglement works as a localized phenomenon, whereas the latter might deploy concepts 

with even more adeptness and connect the notion to a larger, more generalized theory. The same might 

be true of a trans woman without feminist concepts present in her basal framework of beliefs versus a 

trans woman who does have feminist concepts in her basal framework; the former might be able to give 

us a simpler but still somewhat adept explanation of her experience of being catcalled, whereas the latter 

might be able to give us a more adept explanation that fits into a greater system of explanation viz., queer 

theory and a world view that recognizes systemic patriarchal oppression. 

6. Conclusion 

In this chapter, I discussed how to make the Thesis of Epistemic Advantage, or TEA—the claim 

that marginalized standpoints are advantaged in some contexts—plausible. Doing so involves carefully 

examining what contexts those are. I argued against the internalized oppression objection to TEA, and 

explained how marginalized people have epistemic advantages over the non-marginalized (sometimes). I 

also argued that marginalized people are experts, and that expertise demands deference in some 

contexts. I will explore this theme at length in the following chapter, by developing my view about the 

Attitude of Deference, an epistemic and normative attitude for how people without marginalized expertise 

should act in conversations with marginalized people.  
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CHAPTER 3: THE ATTITUDE OF DEFERENCE 

Some marginalized people are marginalized experts: they are experts with respect to the 

domains of knowledge related to their axes of marginalization, and they are practical experts with respect 

to navigating a world that is hostile to their existence. Standpoint epistemologists have discussed whether 

(the people I am calling) marginalized experts demand deference.83 What does it mean for marginalized 

expertise to demand deference? Who demands deference from whom? When is this deference 

demanded?  

This chapter seeks to answer these questions. My view is that we ought to treat marginalized 

people as presumptive experts when we are trying to form beliefs in contexts where marginalized 

expertise is relevant. This presumptive expertise is defeasible, like other sources of epistemic goods: 

some (or all) marginalized experts have internalized oppression which might affect their reliability as 

sources of information regarding their marginalized group’s experiences, beliefs, survival strategies, and 

so forth. If we find out that a marginalized person isn’t a reliable source of information regarding their 

marginalized group’s experiences, we no longer have to regard that person as an expert (and therefore 

we don’t have to regard them as a reliable source of the relevant epistemic goods). Sometimes we don’t 

know who is a marginalized expert and who isn’t. Sometimes marginalized experts disagree. Sometimes 

marginalized experts have intersectional identities which affect the experiences that they have in ways 

that are relevant to their expertise. In short, the world of marginalized expertise is complicated. This 

chapter aims to sort through these issues and thereby give practical advice for engaging with 

marginalized experts and their testimony.   

In the first part of this chapter, I discuss what deference means in the context of standpoint 

theory, and what marginalized expertise entails about deference. Specifically, I argue that deference (in 

this context) does not mean uncritically accepting what an expert says is true, or automatically acceding 

fully to their technical authority. It simply gives us a defeasible reason to believe what they say. So, 

standpoint epistemology is not a (mere) “deference epistemology”.84  Standpoint epistemology instead 

offers us compelling reasons to listen to marginalized testimony: some marginalized people are 

 
83 See, e.g., Táíwò n.d., where he discusses that applying standpoint epistemology seems to call for 
deference. 
84 Cf. Toole “What Standpoint Epistemology is Not”. 



105 

 

marginalized experts on the domain of knowledge related to their axes of marginalization. Someone’s 

expertise offers us a reason to consider that person’s perspective when we are forming beliefs related to 

their area of expertise, or making decisions related to that area of expertise. So, we should treat 

marginalized people as presumptive experts, and consider their perspectives when we are trying to form 

beliefs about, e.g., justice and oppression as they relate to that marginalized group, or when we are trying 

to decide, e.g., how to go about implementing a justice project. I call this epistemic attitude the Attitude of 

Deference (AD). 

In addition to being epistemically reasonable and defensible, AD can help achieve justice. The 

second half of this chapter deals with how AD can help achieve justice through storytelling and 

understanding.  

1. What Is the Attitude of Deference? 

 

Let’s consider a real-world case that illustrates the complexities of applying standpoint 

epistemology outside of a purely theoretical context. Discussing this case will help us develop our view 

about AD. 

BLM: The George Floyd protests occurred in the summer of 2020 in response to the murder of 
George Floyd by Minneapolis police. Media coverage of the protests presented the protestors’ 
anti-racist activists’ clarion demand: abolish the police.85 As the protests continued over the 
summer, public discourse surrounding the protest messaging and protestors’ demands became 
more complicated. Campaign Zero, an organization founded by former anti-racist organizers who 
worked in Ferguson, Missouri after the police murder of Michael Brown, began to demand a 
collection of police reforms collectively called #8cantwait.86 The #8cantwait campaign urged 
police reform via legislation, asking cities to implement policies like banning chokeholds and 
requiring police to de-escalate situations. The #8cantwaitcampaign was then amplified on social 
media by celebrities like Oprah and Ariana Grande, confusing public discourse about the 
protests. 
 

In BLM, there are two groups of activists demanding political change. One group, the abolishers or 

abolitionists, want to see a significant structural change take place that would either eliminate or alter 

beyond recognition police in America. The other group, the reformers, want a less radical change that 

would preserve police and their current social and institutional role in America, while altering the 

organization in ways they claim would help reduce racist police violence. Both groups are led by Black 

 
85 Kaba 2020. 
86 See Yglesias 2020, Coleman 2020, and https://8cantwait.org/. 
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anti-racist organizers. Both groups see their proposed changes as being incompatible with one another: 

abolishers claim that reform will not effectively reduce racist police violence, while reformers hold that 

policing is a valuable institution that ought not to be abolished. So, we have a complicated and 

emotionally charged political conversation taking place in public, where marginalized people who are 

directly affected by the issue have different competing views about what changes ought to be 

implemented.  

Call cases like the above “conversations”. Hereafter, I use conversations to refer to any context 

where a marginalized person’s marginalized expertise might be relevant (in an epistemic sense, e.g., 

forming beliefs, assigning warrant to reasons, and so forth). So, conversations include situations where 

activists are talking with other activists about the best approach for a direct action, activists speaking to 

the public at a protest, and hanging out and chatting with organizer friends at a party. I’m also considering 

discourse such as an academic using testimony for research purposes (so, in many sections of this 

dissertation, when I cite a marginalized group member’s testimony, I am in conversation with that 

testimony). 

In conversations, people who are not marginalized experts should adopt The Attitude of 

Deference (AD). It is hard to give a principle that summarizes the attitude as a precept. Instead, here is a 

characterization of how someone adopting AD might think: 

I should treat marginalized people as presumptive experts: that is, with the same type of 

deference I should treat other potential experts. My presumption of their expertise gives me a good 

reason to think what they are saying is true. I do not have to uncritically accept that their claims are true, 

but I do have a good reason to think they are true; my belief in the truth of their claims has some warrant. 

I should engage with a presumed marginalized expert with the same type of epistemic humility with which 

I would engage other potential experts.  

AD is a good attitude for anyone to have, but it is especially important that people without 

marginalized expertise hold AD. AD combines three aspects: the presumption of someone’s status as a 

marginalized expert, a principle of charity, and a sense of epistemic humility. In the remainder of section 1 

below, we will analyze these aspects of AD with more detail in view of BLM, the police abolition versus 

reform case described above.  
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1.1 Presumption of Marginalized Expertise 

Consider BLM. Suppose a person considering the views of both sides in BLM is white, and not 

typically involved in anti-racist organizing. So, this person does not have relevant marginalized expertise 

with respect to the abolish versus reform discussion insofar as they do not have any of the epistemic 

advantages that might be derived from living as a Black person in a white supremacist society. 

Nevertheless, suppose they have background beliefs that might be relevant to reasoning in this situation 

and coming to form an opinion about how police violence ought to be addressed: they are a social and 

political philosopher with relevant beliefs about the institution of the police and its actual role in 

perpetuating white supremacy, violence, and class stratification in America. Despite not being directly 

involved in anti-racist activism, they write about justice from an intersectional feminist perspective, so they 

have an interest in having correct beliefs about things like what ought to be done about police violence in 

America.  

So, this philosopher is trying to form a belief about a political program with goals that upon being 

achieved, and perhaps leading up to being achieved, would reduce significantly or eliminate police 

violence in America. And as a result, they are in conversation with two groups of Black anti-racist activists 

with different competing and contradictory visions for what that goal ought to be. In deciding whether they 

ought to agree with the abolishers versus the reformers, the philosopher has three options: (i) they could 

presume the abolishers’ and reformers’ expertise (and therefore give each group’s marginalized 

testimony presumptive, defeasible weight that could increase one’s warrant for certain beliefs), (ii) the 

philosopher could not presume anything about either group’s expertise, and (iii) the philosopher could 

presume neither group contains marginalized experts.87 In cases such as BLM, AD calls for (i) the 

philosopher to presume that marginalized people are marginalized experts. Why (i) rather than (ii) or (iii)? 

Since there are presumably fewer marginalized experts than there are marginalized people, it seems 

epistemically safer to either remain neutral or presume non-expertise. In the remainder of this section, I 

will argue that although (ii) and (iii) are epistemically less risky attitudes, (i) is a reasonable, defensible, 

and preferable attitude toward marginalized speakers. 

 
87 The philosopher could also presume that one group contains marginalized experts and the other does 
not, but I don’t think this view is reasonable and worth considering.  
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 We normally evaluate expertise based on either the qualities of a claim’s speaker (Goldman 

2001) or through assessment of their claim. In the former case, if I am speaking to a new doctor who 

recommends a certain treatment, and then I notice the doctor’s degree hanging on the wall is from 

Harvard Clown College rather than Harvard Medical School, that gives me a reason to be skeptical of the 

doctor’s expertise. I therefore can lower my credence in the belief that I need to follow that doctor’s 

recommendations. In the latter case, examples include examinations. We test for levels of competency 

using standards; we might evaluate whether a nurse is a novice or an expert based on their level of 

conceptual knowledge and practical skill using a state assessment or a series of tests.  

However, I think that in cases like BLM, someone like the philosopher is going to have trouble 

evaluating whether the activists on either side of the issue have marginalized expertise and are therefore 

credible sources of testimony. Why? The philosopher doesn’t have their own marginalized expertise. 

They might have difficulty evaluating the claims each group of activists is making. The philosopher is not 

involved in anti-racist organizing. Even though the philosopher has background beliefs regarding the 

nature of justice and certain views about American politics, those beliefs don’t make the philosopher 

capable of knowing whether police abolition or reform is an effective strategy to reduce police violence. If 

the philosopher cannot evaluate each group of activists’ claims directly, the philosopher must consider the 

qualifications of the speakers offering testimony. But I think a speaker’s qualifications will be difficult for 

someone without marginalized expertise to evaluate in cases like BLM too. One reason is that having 

marginalized expertise, as I have argued, is a matter of having the right kind of background: growing up 

or living in oppressive circumstances that oppress in virtue of one’s social identity, developing critical 

consciousness, or being intimately connected with people who have done those things. And sometimes a 

person without marginalized expertise is going to have difficulty evaluating the background of a 

marginalized person, so they will be unable to form a good judgment about that person’s expertise. The 

second reason is that, as I have discussed at length, marginalized people are subject to internalized 

oppression, and it can be difficult to tell whether a marginalized person’s testimony is credible. What if 

one is misled because the marginalized person’s testimony is corrupted by false, oppressive beliefs they 

have internalized?  
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In BLM, for example, suppose the white philosopher tries to evaluate each group of activists’ 

backgrounds. Recall that marginalized expertise is developed (in part) in virtue of living in oppressive 

circumstances or being in intimate contact with people who have lived in oppressive circumstances. 

Maybe the philosopher doesn’t know what the backgrounds of the activists are. Even if they do, how are 

they going to know whether that background is conducive to producing marginalized expertise? Is a Black 

person who grew up in the inner-city going to have the right kind of expertise? What about Black people 

who grew up in suburbs or rural areas? Does it matter what kinds of class privilege the activists have? I 

don’t think the philosopher will be able to answer these questions. In BLM, the philosopher has relevant 

background knowledge about things like justice and the role of the police in the social stratification of the 

country. That might enable them to rule out some activists as credible, e.g., speakers who support the 

police as they currently exist and see no need for abolition or reform of the institution. But those aren’t the 

people the philosopher is trying to evaluate in BLM; those kinds of speakers have already been ruled out. 

Without their own marginalized expertise, I think it will be hard for the philosopher to evaluate who in BLM 

is credible as a marginalized expert.  

I think it will be difficult to evaluate whether someone’s testimony is corrupted by internalized 

oppression sometimes too. The philosopher in BLM does not have special insight into the internal lives of 

the activists. They might be able to tell some things about internalized oppression if an activist starts 

saying things that seem to support a white supremacist view of the police. But neither group in BLM is 

doing that; both groups are claiming that there are problems with the police and demanding change. I’m 

unsure how the philosopher is supposed to judge marginalized expertise effectively in this case based on 

the information to which they have access.   

 Furthermore, the philosopher is subject to cognitive biases that may affect their judgment. For 

example, marginalized people are subject to credibility deficit: a prejudice whereby a speaker receives 

less credibility than they ought to receive, in virtue of their marginalized group membership (Fricker 2013, 

17). Fricker analyzes the trial of Tom Robinson—a Black man in the segregated American South who is 

falsely accused of raping a white woman in Harper Lee’s To Kill a Mockingbird—as her central case of 

credibility deficit (ibid, chapter 1). The jury in Robinson’s trial fails to hear him because of his Blackness, 

and as a result, the jury convicts Robinson. Similarly, the philosopher in BLM might have biases that 
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affect their judgment as they try to assess marginalized expertise. They could assign an activist less 

credibility than they ought to receive because of an implicit bias, influencing their assessment. 

 So, there are significant issues with the philosopher trying to assess marginalized expertise 

themselves. What about assessing expertise via a standard? What standards are available? There are no 

tests for marginalized people to take revealing how they perform compared to a score or compared to 

other marginalized people. And the measures of success for marginalized expertise are things like how 

well they perform in producing epistemic goods that lead to their survival, their thriving in the world, and 

their understanding the world as it is rather than how it is said to be via dominant social narratives. But a 

marginalized person can look like they are surviving and thriving and have a clear understanding of the 

world even if they are only surviving by chance, and their understanding of the world is warped by 

internalized oppression. Because the philosopher in BLM lacks marginalized expertise, they have no way 

of telling whether some activists are marginalized experts based on these standards, or whether they 

merely look like marginalized experts. Suppose the philosopher tries to consult other experts about 

whether the activists in BLM are marginalized experts. This option will not always be available to people 

trying to assess marginalized expertise, and even if it is in some cases, at some point a person without 

marginalized expertise is going to need to trust someone who claims to have marginalized expertise (at 

least enough expertise to evaluate others’ expertise). It’s hard to see how this option can solve the 

problem, since it requires trusting someone else’s claim of expertise, leading to a regress.88,89 

 So, returning to (i), (ii), and (iii), (ii) is not a viable option, because the philosopher will be unable 

to assess from a neutral perspective whether some activist in BLM is an expert. What about (iii)? If the 

philosopher adopts (iii), they presume that the activists in BLM are not marginalized experts. This is 

epistemically a safer position than (i), because there are presumably fewer marginalized experts than 

 
88 One might think that the regress stops if a person trying to assess marginalized expertise does find an 
expert. But who would that expert be? In BLM, suppose the philosopher consults other Black activists. 
The same problem with trusting expertise arises. But suppose they find, e.g., a non-Black activist they 
trust. It seems problematic if we always need to find people who are not members of a marginalized 
group to assess the expertise of marginalized people. So, I don’t think this is a solution to the issue.  
89 One exception might be when someone purporting to be a marginalized expert is not acting in good 
faith. So, e.g., an indigenous person claiming marginalized expertise on land-use matters being employed 
on behalf of an oil company that wants to install a new pipeline. I think even in these cases it will typically 
be hard to ascertain a marginalized person’s motives for giving the testimony that they do, because 
people live complicated, nuanced lives. So, cases where bad faith acting clearly undermines someone’s 
claim to expertise are going to be uncommon.  
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there are marginalized non-experts, due to things like internalized oppression and lacking a critical 

perspective on social hierarchies (so, ceteris paribus, in a random sampling of marginalized people, there 

are fewer marginalized experts than non-experts). However, this epistemically safe position comes at the 

cost of not granting some marginalized people credibility when one ought to take their testimony as 

credible. By presuming the activists in BLM are not marginalized experts, the philosopher would then 

need some reasons that would overcome that presumption in order to give the activists’ testimony 

credence. But what reasons could those be? Good reasons to overturn that presumption would be the 

same kinds of reasons I already argued the philosopher does not have epistemic access to: reasons that 

would show the activists are marginalized experts. The philosopher does not have the skillfulness to 

assess the activists’ marginalized expertise, nor is the opinion of outside experts helpful. So, by adopting 

the attitude described by (iii), the philosopher denies their own access to the epistemic goods that 

marginalized experts would provide. In BLM, that means the philosopher is forming their belief about 

whether to agree with the abolitionists or reformers based on non-activist testimony, which might lead 

them to a false conclusion that perpetuates injustice; the philosopher might decide that reform is better 

than abolition or vice versa, when the opposite is true.  

 Why adopt the attitude described by (i)? Why should the philosopher presume the expertise of 

the activists? Because doing so opens them to hearing marginalized testimony that might be valuable in 

achieving justice. Since the presumption of expertise is defeasible, (i) is still an epistemically rational 

position. In the BLM case, the philosopher might hear marginalized testimony that leads them to form the 

right belief about political strategy viz., justice and efficacy. It’s possible that the philosopher will form the 

wrong belief, too, but by including lots of marginalized speakers in the conversation, the philosopher can 

reduce that risk.  

1.2 Reducing Epistemic Risk from the Presumption of Expertise 

 

AD is epistemically rational, because its presumption of marginalized expertise is defeasible. We 

seek the advice and knowledge of potential experts in many ordinary, everyday cases: doctors for when 

we are ill, lawyers for legal matters, electricians for fixing faulty electrical outlets, priests for spiritual 

worries, and philosophers for metaphysical quandaries. In these cases, we are seeking counsel from 
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those who purport to know more than us based on their technical expertise, training, and professional 

experience.  

I think that conversations between people who are not marginalized experts and potential 

marginalized experts are analogous to other cases in which laypeople talk to potential experts. The fact 

that testimony comes from an expert gives me a reason to view that testimony with credence (Hardwig 

1985). A paradigm example is a patient seeking a doctor’s medical expertise. Suppose I go to the doctor 

because I am feeling ill. My reasons for the doctor visit include seeking a diagnosis and seeking treatment 

(similar to how people who are not marginalized experts seek testimony and advice on justice issues from 

marginalized experts). Hearing the doctor’s diagnosis that I have the flu gives me a reason to believe I 

have the flu. That reason is defeasible. My belief that the doctor’s testimony is credible (and therefore 

whether they are in fact an expert) is defeasible. It can be undermined by other reasons. If I talk to 

another doctor who tells me I have dengue fever, that diagnosis might align more fully with my symptoms, 

giving me a reason to believe the second doctor rather than the first. Maybe the first doctor takes out a 

flask and starts drinking from it during our consultation, or I notice that the degree on his wall is from 

Harvard Clown College rather than Harvard Medical School. Deferring to experts does not mean 

uncritically accepting what they say as true, or automatically acceding to their technical authority. 

Deference merely gives us a defeasible reason to believe what a purported expert says. The same is true 

of potential marginalized experts. 

AD suggests people who are not marginalized experts treat marginalized people with deference 

in conversations. This deference epistemically requires that people who are not marginalized experts 

treat marginalized people as credible sources of information about their own lived experiences qua 

members of a marginalized group. People who are not marginalized experts ought to defeasibly treat 

marginalized people as credible sources of information about the contents of the group’s social imaginary, 

their slang, symbols, idioms, and shared language. People who are not marginalized experts also ought 

to defeasibly treat marginalized people as practical experts with respect to producing epistemic goods like 

all-in judgments. Deference also suggests people who are not marginalized experts treat marginalized 

people as credible sources of information about phenomena like double-consciousness, epistemic 

injustice, and the psychological, cultural, and material effects of oppression. People who are not 



113 

 

marginalized experts ought to treat marginalized people as credibly able to report on the political needs of 

the marginalized group.  

Marginalized experts are experts on their own experiences and in-group culture, politics, 

meanings, memes, and symbols. When people who are not marginalized experts talk to marginalized 

people in conversations, the people who are not marginalized experts should approach marginalized 

people with a principle of charity: assume that the marginalized person has authority to speak about the 

lived experiences of the people in that group. Not every marginalized person is going to have the same 

beliefs as other marginalized people, and not every member of a marginalized group is in fact going to be 

an expert on things like the in-group culture and social imaginary. Suppose that someone only recently 

discovered that they were a trans woman, instead of a cis man as she previously thought. Qua transness, 

there are a lot of things about which this person is or might be an expert, namely aspects of her lived 

experience like gender dysphoria, repressing gendered behavior, or queer experiences of not fitting in or 

not finding normative life scripts applicable to herself. She might also be an expert on some things 

relating to political advocacy for trans rights and the material conditions in which trans people live, 

because she can think about what material or institutional barriers might be in place for herself (like say, a 

lack of access to medical care and gender-affirming procedures or a difficulty obtaining a legal name and 

gender marker change). However, because of her lack of lived experience—her lack of living among 

other trans women, or her lack of experience identifying as a member of the queer community and 

building community with other queers—this woman isn’t a credible source about what “the trans 

community” or “the queer community” is like. She simply lacks the lived experience to be an expert on it. 

One might worry that in treating a marginalized person as one who can reliably report on, e.g., 

the experiences and needs of the group, one tokenizes them. But deference does not demand that one 

tokenize members of marginalized groups. One ought not to use any one member of a marginalized 

group as a representative of the experiences, needs, and desires of all the members of that group. But by 

talking to or reading the testimony from multiple marginalized people, one can create an ever-fuller image 

of that groups’ members’ lived experiences, material conditions of oppression, hopes, needs, and desires. 

Analogously, if one doctor tells me that the flu is best treated with bed rest, and another doctor suggests I 

take Tamiflu, and another suggests I stay hydrated, I have a reason to believe in each doctor’s 
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suggestion. And if every single doctor except one tells me I ought to take Tamiflu, I should assign a high 

level of credence to the belief that I ought to take Tamiflu. 

Ideally, by including lots of marginalized perspectives in a conversation, one can also begin to 

see defeaters for some presumed experts. For example, although evaluating whether a marginalized 

person is marginalized enough to count as an expert is clearly fraught, I think there are examples of such 

cases where it might be reasonable. Caitlyn Jenner’s experience as a rich white trans woman is 

significantly different from many trans women. Jenner has the material resources needed to seek gender-

affirming treatments, compared to many trans women (and especially trans women of color). Jenner is 

also famous. Her experience of transness will differ from other women because she could not have 

transitioned in secret; she never had an option to live “stealth” (slang for presenting oneself as a 

cisgender person in one’s life as opposed to living as openly trans). When Jenner publicly announced her 

transition in 2015, her platform as a trans person was highly visible. And because of her visibility, Jenner 

had an outsize impact on what the public thought about trans issues. For instance, Jenner claimed that 

she didn’t mind when people deadnamed her, a practice which many trans people consider hurtful and 

offensive.90 By including other trans perspectives in a conversation, a cisgender person trying to form a 

belief about deadnaming might be able to rule out Jenner’s ability to testify credibly on the topic.91 If a 

large number of trans speakers are saying Jenner’s background renders her unfit to give credible 

testimony, that gives the cisgender person a strong reason to rule out Jenner’s expertise based on 

qualifications. If a large number of trans speakers disagree with Jenner’s belief regarding deadnaming, 

that undermines the credibility of her claim directly; although Jenner might not mind deadnaming, lots of 

trans people do, which gives the cisgender person a reason to believe the practice is offensive and 

hurtful. In this case, including lots of trans speakers in the conversation reduces the risk that the 

cisgender person might act unjustly, because the other trans speakers can help undermine Jenner’s 

credibility or her claim. A privileged person is generally not going to have the amount of expertise needed 

to evaluate credibility in situations like these, so I think as a general rule, an unknowledgeable privileged 

 
90 See Burns 2021. Deadnaming refers to the practice of calling a trans person by their assigned-at-birth 
name. 
91 This differs from trusting one particular trans person as an expert who would rule on Jenner’s expertise 
and therefore this strategy avoids the possibility of regress.  
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person should adopt AD and talk to lots of people in a marginalized group to get a fuller picture of what 

lots of individuals in the group think, as opposed to tokenizing one member.  

The reduction of epistemic risk generalizes to other cases. If a majority of the marginalized 

speakers in BLM argue for abolition rather than incremental reform, that gives the philosopher in BLM a 

reason to believe that abolition is a strategy they ought to support. The philosopher might end up being 

wrong about abolition, but they are less likely to be wrong if they are including lots of marginalized voices 

in a conversation.92,93,94 

1.3 Principle of Charity and Epistemic Humility 

In addition to a presumption of expertise, AD suggests people who are not marginalized experts 

adopt a principle of charity toward marginalized people in conversations, and a sense of humility about 

their own epistemic capacities. AD is charitable insofar as it takes marginalized people at their word as 

sincere interlocutors operating in good faith. One should not start a conversation with the assumption that 

a marginalized person has false background assumptions about the world as the result of oppressive 

socialization, or that the marginalized person is acting in bad faith, or trying to misrepresent their 

experiences. Why should one be charitable with respect to presumed marginalized experts? Internalized 

oppression might make us doubt the epistemic faculties of marginalized people, and it seems like 

internalized oppression is a widespread, common phenomenon. But, as we have established, people to 

whom AD applies are rarely going to be in a position to evaluate marginalized expertise, and whether a 

marginalized person is affected by internalized oppression in a way that undermines their possible 

 
92 Sometimes disagreement among marginalized speakers might be intractable, or there might be cases 
in which forming a false belief could lead to a morally hazardous outcome. I discuss both of these 
situations in 1.4. 
93 Briana Toole (2022) also argues for including lots of marginalized speakers in discourse about topics 
that affect members of that marginalized group.  
94 One might worry that the majority of marginalized voices in a conversation could be wrong and 
therefore still mislead a person without marginalized expertise. I grant that these cases are possibly, but 
my view of AD is pragmatic. It aims to produce actionable recommendations for listeners without 
marginalized expertise, and some epistemic risk in these cases is unavoidable. So, I see adopting AD as 
doing their best (epistemically speaking) in a situation where one cannot completely eliminate epistemic 
risk. 
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expertise.95 Being charitable in these cases reduces the chances someone will form beliefs that are 

epistemically unjust (like assigning less credibility to a speaker than they ought to assign). 

The AD’s third aspect is epistemic humility. People adopting AD approach conversations with 

presumed marginalized experts charitably but critically. If there are good epistemic reasons to become 

less charitable in conversation, then one should adjust their attitude accordingly. If there are good 

reasons to no longer presume someone is a marginalized expert, that person’s testimony counts for less. 

A good epistemic reason is one that seems compelling in the light of epistemic humility. AD is humble in 

the epistemically virtuous sense; it’s a skeptical, self-questioning attitude towards one’s own beliefs and 

reasoning. 

It’s epistemically healthy to have a sense of humility and self-questioning. José Medina argues 

convincingly on this point: 

“Having a humble and self-questioning attitude towards one’s cognitive repertoire can lead to 

many epistemic achievements and advantages: qualifying one’s beliefs and making finer-grained 

discriminations; identifying one’s cognitive gaps and what it would take to fill them; being able to 

formulate questions and doubts for oneself and others; and so on. Insofar as humility involves 

epistemic attitudes and habits conducive to the identification of cognitive lacunas, it can facilitate 

learning processes and one’s overall cognitive improvement” (2013, 43). 

 

In the context of AD, being epistemically humble means remaining aware of one’s own cognitive 

weaknesses or even merely that one has cognitive shortcomings. It means being willing to revise one’s 

conception of the world or one’s firmly held or unquestioned assumptions about social facts and systems.  

The notion of white fragility is illustrative. White fragility is a “lack of racial stamina” in white 

people (DiAngelo 2011). Essentially, as the racially privileged class, white people cultivate unchallenged 

narratives about their success and their capture of material resources, as well as a racial insensitivity to 

the privileges that whiteness confers. As a result, when these narratives or insensitivities are directly 

challenged even a little bit, white people react dramatically with “anger, withdrawal, emotional 

incapacitation, guilt, argumentation, and cognitive dissonance” (ibid, 55). White fragility can negatively 

impact conversations about race in a number of ways, such as redirecting conversational focus from a 

Black person talking about how race has affected them to a white person having an emotional outburst. 

 
95 I’m also ruling out cases where marginalized people are obviously not acting in good faith. Either a 
person to whom AD applies is not going to know whether that marginalized person is giving sincere 
testimony, or their insincerity will be obvious enough that one needn’t consider their testimony. 



117 

 

For a white person in conversations about race, adopting AD means one recognizes one has 

epistemic lacunae96 with respect to the experiences of Black people, being prepared to deal with one’s 

own white fragility by expecting and managing emotional responses, and giving a person of color a 

chance not just to speak, but to be heard. Often, white people are willing to “talk” to Black people about 

racism but fail to give uptake to Black speakers (Oluo 2018, 172). White people do not hear because of 

white fragility. So, AD requires that a white person approach a conversation about race with epistemic 

humility: expect gaps in knowledge, expect feelings of guilt and shame or anger to manifest, manage 

those emotions in order to hear and understand Black people. 

In the previous chapter, I argued that we should think of (some) marginalized people as experts in 

the domain of knowledge related to their axis of marginalization. Marginalized experts are experts about 

their own lived experiences, the experiences of people in their marginalized group (in a general sense), 

and the shared symbols, language, memes, and social imaginary of the people in the group. Marginalized 

experts have practical expertise with respect to producing epistemic goods privileged people cannot 

produce. People who are not marginalized experts should presume that marginalized speakers in 

conversations are experts, because doing so is a reasonable, rational attitude that can help a person 

without marginalized expertise gain knowledge.  

1.4 Intractable Disagreements and Intolerable Risks 

Sometimes disagreements between marginalized group members seem intractable from the 

perspective of someone without marginalized expertise. Suppose that the philosopher in BLM thinks that 

both sides of the abolition versus reform debate have credible marginalized speakers whose presumed 

expertise remains undefeated. In some cases, it might be reasonable for a listener to suspend belief until 

they have more or better information. This approach might also be warranted in cases where forming the 

wrong belief carries a high moral risk. However, sometimes people must act urgently, and cannot afford to 

suspend belief. For example, medical providers trying to develop triage protocols that justly treat 

marginalized group members during a pandemic must have some sort of plan for how to triage people 

seeking care; not forming a plan could be morally hazardous. In BLM, too, deciding which group of 

 
96 See Fricker 2013, chapter 7. 
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activists to support seems urgent and important; police violence significantly worsens or ends the lives of 

Black people and it seems like the philosopher ought to take a position and direct their support to either 

abolition or reform. Furthermore, in BLM, it seems like the philosopher cannot accept some sort of 

compromise position, because the strategy of reform precludes abolition, and vice versa. What should the 

philosopher do?  

I think in cases where one must form a belief about which marginalized group members to assign 

credence, it is reasonable for one to appeal to their own existing beliefs and ideology. For example, in 

BLM, suppose the philosopher’s background beliefs about the trajectory of American politics include the 

belief that police violence is an increasingly critical part of the way that political and social elites maintain 

control over the public. It seems reasonable for the philosopher to evaluate the activists’ testimony in BLM 

in light of their background beliefs and attempt to form a coherent set of beliefs that incorporates the 

testimony. Perhaps the philosopher thinks that because police violence is becoming increasingly 

important for social and political elites to maintain control over the public, and the social and political elites 

control the mechanisms by which the police might be incrementally reformed, it is unlikely that the social 

and political elites will allow incremental reform of the police to occur. Thus, the philosopher rules out 

reform as a strategy they ought to support. 

Incorporating testimony into one’s existing beliefs such that they form a coherent set carries 

moral risk; one could have wrong background beliefs or reason incorrectly such that they judge wrongly 

when deciding what strategies to pursue. But in situations where a decision must be made about which 

strategy to support, this is the most epistemically diligent method of decision-making.97 Along with the rest 

of AD, which suggests epistemic humility and charitability with one’s marginalized interlocutors, one can 

reduce epistemic risks and risks of injustice or moral hazard as much as one can. 

 
97 One might especially worry that this approach is epistemically risky because the people without 
marginalized expertise are in danger of reasoning from especially toxic frameworks of beliefs, e.g., white 
supremacy. I have two points to make in response. The first is that the judgment of which belief 
frameworks are false or morally wrong to reason from is often ideological in itself, so appealing to 
ideology is often going to be unavoidable in some respects in the kinds of conversations in which I’m 
interested. The second point is that my view developed in this chapter is pragmatic, and I think that 
appealing to one’s existing beliefs is going to be most prudent in urgent cases like those described in this 
section. A future project exploring the tenability of incorporating testimony heard in conversations into an 
existing framework of beliefs to form coherent sets of beliefs is important and interesting but beyond the 
scope of this dissertation. 
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2. The Attitude of Deference Can Help to Achieve Justice 

People who are not marginalized experts should adopt AD in conversations with marginalized 

people, because adopting AD increases the likelihood that people who are not marginalized experts will 

act to reduce or eliminate injustice. My argument proceeds as follows: justice requires social change. 

Conversations can serve as a prerequisite to social change. Adopting AD increases the likelihood that 

people who are not marginalized experts will hear and understand the testimony of marginalized experts 

in conversation. Understanding marginalized testimony can motivate people who are not marginalized 

experts to act in ways that cause social change. Social change can reduce or eliminate injustice. So, 

people who are not marginalized experts should adopt AD in conversations, because doing so increases 

the chances that injustice will be reduced or eliminated.98  

In the final chapter of her book about how white people can learn to talk about race, Oluo 

concludes: 

“Words help us interpret our world, and can be used to change the way in which we think and act. 
Words are always at the heart of all our problems, and the beginning of all our solutions. We 
cannot understand race and racial oppression if we cannot talk about it. And we can never stop 
the racial oppression affecting millions of lives in this country if we do not understand how and 
why it has been able to hold such power over us for hundreds of years. But understanding, on its 
own, will never equal action” (ibid, 173). 

 
Oluo writes the above after discussing how countless white people want to talk about race but never do 

anything about racial oppression; these white people talk but do not hear, and do not understand. I use 

the term ‘understand’ here as I have described it earlier in this dissertation: not merely knowing but 

grasping, seeing, apprehending. There is a difference between knowing about oppression and 

understanding the nature of that oppression. It’s the difference between abstractly knowing that 

oppression occurs and grasping that oppression in its phenomenal details, the way it affects peoples’ 

lives, the way it presses down on a whole group of people. I think this difference can be explained by 

things like the power of narrative and its connection to human empathy, as we will see. 

 
98 In the analysis below I focus on cases of people from dominant groups hearing testimony from people 
in marginalized groups, e.g., white people hearing from Black people. But I take it that “people who are 
not marginalized experts” can include people who are members of a marginalized group but who have 
false beliefs or internalized oppression that affects their worldview. So, a Black person with false beliefs 
about racial hierarchies might correct their beliefs based on the testimony of Black marginalized experts. 
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Marginalized testimony can help people understand oppression rather than merely know about it. 

Mark Lance discusses the difference in the context of storytelling, comparing white academics talking 

about the shooting of Michael Brown, Jr. in Ferguson, Missouri in 2014 versus a project where Ferguson 

teens were given video cameras and documented themselves and their community members talking 

about the impact of Brown’s death: 

“These youth give us eloquent expressions of deeply important truths about Mike Jr., of the 
nature of his life as seen through his relationships to those closest to him. They tell us the story of 
the rippling social effects of his death. They tell us of the transformation of a community into one 
of resistance. Anyone who wants to address the oppression of the Ferguson community needs to 
hear this—not merely in the sense of knowing that the various propositions expressed are true, 
but in this sense of hearing their truth, from them. To build resistance on this foundation is to build 
a different sort of countercommunity, one that challenges epistemic marginalization in the process 
of building political resistance. That is, the fact that these girls tell us those things, that they are 
the ones defining and presenting the narrative—again, even if someone else could assert exactly 
the same propositional contents with exactly the same rational grounds and with exactly the same 
political motives—itself plays a crucial invocative role in breaking down deeply entrenched 
patterns of epistemic exclusion, and thereby building the capacity for further resistance” (Lance 
2019). 

 
Storytelling is traditionally thought of as the art of oral narrative, but as new technologies have developed, 

the medium of storytelling has evolved, allowing testimony to be given through print, visual, and digital 

sources.99 Lance correctly identifies that allowing community members in Ferguson to speak for 

themselves—to tell their stories—is important because it breaks down patterns of epistemic exclusion. 

Seeing white people talk about racist police violence reinforces the roles of white people as dominant 

speakers who control the cultural narrative. By instead creating an opportunity for Ferguson teens to 

speak for themselves, their interlocutors recognize those teens as speakers, as authorities on their own 

experiences, and living in their community post-violence. This is important for those who would engage in 

anti-racist work, as Lance says, building the capacity for further resistance.  

My claim goes a little further than Lance’s. I agree with him that hearing marginalized people 

speak for themselves is important because it “builds the capacity for further resistance” by challenging 

existing oppressive epistemic structures. But hearing a marginalized person speak for themselves and 

talk about their own experiences being marginalized can make someone understand marginalized 

 
99 See (Del Negro and Kimball 2021) for a discussion of traditional oral storytelling. In addition to other 
mediums for storytelling like video and digital media, some contemporary research even explores 
storytelling in the mediums video games (Mukherjee 2015) and augmented reality (Pavlik and Bridges 
2013). 
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experience in a way they cannot by hearing the same facts from a different speaker. Why do stories have 

such power? Empirical research shows stories improve comprehension, critical thinking about a topic, 

facilitate learning, and enhance meaning (in that they help content make sense).100 In short, stories are 

vehicles for knowledge and understanding.  

Part of the power of storytelling is derived from empathy.101 I take “empathy” to refer to a 

cognitive faculty or disposition for taking another person’s perspective, and having concern or sympathy 

for another.102 Empirical research shows that empathy is associated with reducing prejudices against 

members of groups other than one’s own (Galinsky and Moskowitz 2001) and with an increased 

sensitivity to injustice (Decety and Yoder 2016). When a marginalized speaker tells a story about 

themselves, a listener can connect marginalized experiences to a human being; the listener can grasp 

that someone suffers in virtue of their oppression (or feels joy in their community, or has a need because 

of their marginalization, and so forth).  

In the case of the Ferguson teens, hearing them tell their own stories is different than hearing a 

white academic talk about the killing of Michael Brown as someone who studied it as an outsider.103 A 

hearer can empathize with the Ferguson teens as they tell their stories; a hearer can imagine them as 

members of a community, and think about the effects of Michael Brown’s death on that community in a 

less abstract way. A hearer can grasp, apprehend, understand the effects of police violence on a 

community in a deeper way when hearing the story of the marginalized people in that community.  

 
100 (Haven 2007) reviews comprehensively the relevant literature for these findings.  
101 See Haven, ibid, chapters 6 and 10. 
102 Empathy as a notion can be explicated in a number of ways (and is, by both philosophers and 
empirical researchers. See (Stueber Fall 2019 Edition) for a review of the origins of the philosophical 
discussion of empathy and an overview of the arguments regarding its nature.  
103 The pragmatics between a conversation in which someone is in dialogue with the Ferguson teens 
versus being in dialogue with a white academic talking about Ferguson and Michael Brown’s death are 
clearly different. I think the semantic meaning of one’s speech acts might differ based on who is speaking 
as well. There seems to be a difference in meaning between a speaker saying, “x happened to me and 
my community in Ferguson” where the speaker is referring to themselves with the words “me” and “my”, 
in contrast to a white academic saying “x happened to members of the Ferguson community”. In the 
former case, someone is describing an event that happened to them, as a member of a marginalized 
group. That’s not true in the second case. Although both speakers are describing the same set of facts, 
their meaning differs based on who is making the speech act. Furthermore, there seems to be a 
difference even between someone giving their testimony themselves and telling their own story versus 
someone reading their testimony: for example, the Black Ferguson teens speaking for themselves versus 
the white academic reading their testimony to a group. 
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Non-storytelling examples are also illustrative here. Suppose someone is considering becoming a 

vegetarian. There is a difference between knowing that some meat is factory farmed and factory farming 

is cruel and unjust, versus understanding what it means for some meat to be factory farmed—knowing 

about the cramped and inhospitable, cruel conditions animals are kept in, thinking about how the animals 

must feel to be so confined, and understanding that the atmosphere of a factory farm is hopeless. The 

would-be vegetarian knows that factory farms exist but only in an abstract, propositional way. Then, they 

visit a factory farm. They see the cramped conditions; they hear the cries of the animals; they feel the 

despair and hopelessness. As a result, they gain a new understanding of factory farming: one that might 

compel them to become vegetarian. Why? Because the would-be vegetarian grasped the nature of 

factory farming in a new way. Their new understanding was less abstract and therefore made 

empathizing with the animals easier. 

Knowing some fact about injustice can be abstract. Understanding injustice is a deeper grasp of 

injustice than mere propositional knowledge. John Brown’s anti-slavery crusade began (apocryphally) 

when, at age 12, he saw an enslaved boy being beaten (Gopnik 2005, Reynolds 2009). By seeing an 

enslaved person being beaten, it’s plausible that Brown gained a new understanding of the injustice of 

slavery. I think that kind of understanding can also be gained by hearing the testimony of the 

marginalized, from the marginalized, like in the case of the Ferguson teens. Conversations are one 

setting in which the marginalized tell their stories. So, conversations can serve to enhance others’ 

understanding of the marginalized.  

Not all conversations involve storytelling, and not all marginalized testimony is given narratively. 

Still, marginalized experts are often in the best position to illuminate the conditions of their oppression; 

they are epistemically privileged with respect to the material, social, and institutional conditions and 

systems that oppress them. Therefore, in most cases, marginalized experts are going to be the best 

people to inform others about sites of resistance and intervention.104 So, non-story marginalized testimony 

can facilitate a deeper sense of understanding for people who are not marginalized experts compared to 

other forms of communication. 

 
104 I grant that there are exceptions to this generalization. Sometimes a technical expert or social scientist 
needs to analyze a problem to discover effective sites of intervention. Nevertheless, I think my claim here 
is generally true, as evidenced by the Strub example below. 
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Here’s an example. In his memoir on ACT UP and the AIDS crisis, Sean Strub (2014) recounts 

tension in the gay community in the early 80s over the best public health interventions to reduce the 

spread of AIDS, and the eventual defunding of effective prevention programs through the passage of the 

Helms Amendment. 

First, there was intra-community disagreement over the cause of AIDS and whether condom 

usage was effective. Some people and medical professionals claimed that there was an undiscovered 

“single cause” like popper usage, a virus, or bacteria and fungus in bathhouses. Others claimed that AIDS 

was caused by multiple factors surrounding unsafe sexual behaviors like promiscuity. In 1983, using 

condoms to stop the exchange of fluids and pathogens was proposed by the pamphlet “How to Have Sex 

in an Epidemic: One Approach”. The pamphlet was straightforward, nonjudgmental, and non-technical, 

but it prompted an overreaction in the community and was “vilified…as “sex-negative” and “self-hating” 

[diminishing] the idea’s legitimacy” (Strub ibid, 136). Once people began using condoms, it was difficult to 

bring up with partners because it was stigmatizing and embarrassing, and there was confusion over the 

risk differential between different sexual behaviors, which caused ineffective public health messaging. 

However: 

“The disconnect between what was being promoted as HIV prevention and what gay men were 

actually doing was part of the dichotomy between what we wanted the public to think about our 

sex lives and the sex lives we actually lived. Saying “Use a condom every time” was politically 

palatable. A more accurate and explicit message — “Being a bottom is the biggest risk” — would 

have required politicians who provided funding and the public health officials who controlled 

prevention programs to tacitly accept the aspect of gay male sexuality they found most abhorrent. 

Eventually, the Helms Amendment forbade any federal dollars for any HIV programs that were 

deemed to “promote” homosexuality, which killed the most effective prevention programs” (Strub 

ibid, 147-48). 

 

Gay men had little support publicly among most Americans. The Helms Amendment passed in 1987, 

which was the same year Senator Barney Frank became the first gay Congress member to come out 

voluntarily in the body’s entire history. Sitting Congress members paid a political cost to support queers, 

and homophobia was a quasi-official Republican party policy at the time. Senator Helms, who authored 

the Helms Amendment, said of AIDS prevention literature, “If the American people saw these books, they 

would be on the verge of revolt,″ and that they show “graphic detail of a sexual encounter between two 
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homosexual men”, that they “do not encourage a change in perverted behavior”, and that they “promote 

sodomy” (Lawrence 1987).105  

So, there are a number of contributing factors that led to the passage of the Helms Amendment, 

including intra-community disagreement, homophobia, and the political climate of the Senate in 1987. 

There was a lack of a clear, unified gay community narrative on condom usage. Such disagreements on 

narratives are common among marginalized groups, since marginalized people are not monolithic and do 

not speak with one voice. Even as something of a consensus on condom use emerged from the gay 

community, there was still stigma about using condoms among gay men, which also led to a less effective 

public health message (e.g., “always use a condom”, even though condom usage seemed unnecessary 

to most gay men based on experience, versus “bottoming is riskier”, which was more explicit and graphic 

but also an accurate assessment of sexual practice risk). 

Gay men had nuanced and complicated feelings about using condoms. It seemed like an 

effective prevention practice in some respects but was still at odds with the dominant public health 

messaging. Moreover, there was an obvious risk differential among sexual practices that less graphic 

messaging did not account for. An effective public health policy for funding HIV/AIDS prevention would 

have to grapple with the reality of the lives of gay men. Part of what testimony from marginalized people 

does is give others textured, nuanced, vibrant details about lived experience. When Marilyn Frye 

identifies oppression as “all the little things nipping at one’s heels” (ibid, p. 4), she is talking about this 

texture: the texture of daily life. These details help add up to someone’s lived experience as embodied 

and felt. Understanding marginalized testimony requires hearing these details: in this case, giving uptake 

to gay men, recognizing them as speakers in a position of epistemic authority, and trying to understand 

their lives. In the case of the Helms Amendment, Strub correctly claims that senators failed to hear gay 

men talk about the details of their sex lives because senators found those details gross and obscene. By 

 
105 The AP article quoting Helms continues: ″The subject matter is so obscene, so revolting, that I’m 
embarrassed to discuss it in sufficient detail for other senators to know that we have a problem here,″ 
Helms said. He said the sessions included assignments to write a personal sexual advertisement for 
publication in a gay newspaper and list alternatives to high-risk sex, as well as instruction in the use of 
safe sex photos. ″I may throw up,″ Helms said. ″Some senators believe the AIDS epidemic is so bad that 
we should disseminate whatever materials anyone wants to produce regardless of content. But I still 
flinch when I hear the word condom on television... We’ve got to call a spade a spade and a perverted 
human being a perverted human being, not in anger but in realism... I just want the American taxpayer’s 
dollars to be spent in a moral way.″ 
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failing to give gay men uptake and really understand their sex lives, senators failed to develop an 

effective funding source for AIDS prevention and passed the Helms Amendment. Again, we can give a 

political explanation of why the Helms Amendment passed, telling a story about President Reagan’s 

Silent Majority, the religious right, and the political expediency of homophobia, but that story does not 

explain why public health messaging that merely said “wear a condom” was ineffective. A full explanation 

of the Helms Amendment’s passage requires understanding details about the lived experiences of gay 

men and how those intersected with the partisan politics of the Senate in 1987.106 Hearing testimony 

directly from a gay man who lived through this time period therefore can enhance one’s understanding, 

granting a deeper knowledge of why the Helm Amendment passed.  

I have argued that marginalized testimony is special in that it can facilitate a greater depth of 

understanding in people who are not marginalized experts, whether in the form of narrative or specialized 

knowledge. But what is the connection with marginalized testimony and AD? The answer is that people 

who are not marginalized experts that adopt AD are more likely to gain a deeper understanding when 

hearing marginalized testimony. This deeper understanding can serve as the basis for action and 

therefore social change. So, adopting AD is important for justice, because it increases the chances of 

social change. 

2.1 Turning Understanding into Action 

One might object to my argument above by saying that there were many enslavers who saw the 

horrors and cruelty of slavery in the US, but this didn’t cause them to empathize with enslaved people or 

act to abolish slavery. Why should we think understanding is connected to empathy? And why should we 

think that understanding and empathy can motivate someone to act for social change?  

 I do not think there is a necessary connection between empathy and understanding injustice, nor 

do I think empathy is necessary for moral reasoning. Empathy involves perspective-taking, concern, and 

sympathy. One can feel concern and sympathy without understanding another’s circumstances. I do not 

have any children, but if my friend’s child dies, I can imagine things from their perspective, feel concern 

for their well-being, and sympathize with how horrible a trauma losing their child must be. It’s unclear how 

 
106 Had senators assumed AD and been willing to hear the testimony of gay men and understand their 
sex lives, they might have been more likely to oppose the Helms Amendment. 
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well I can understand the pain of losing a child in the sense of feeling the acute nature of the pain they 

feel, but I can still empathize with my friend by taking their perspective and imagining what they are going 

through using my own most closely analogous experiences. On the other hand, it seems like there is 

some sense of ‘understanding’ by which one can understand the circumstances of another but not 

empathize, like in the case of the enslavers above. Enslavers saw the details of slavery: they witnessed 

cruelty, physical pain, families being torn apart, and the day-to-day little things that made up the 

phenomenal lives of the enslaved. Some enslavers understood the injustice of slavery; they just did it 

anyway. In particular, British enslavers appealed to economic rather than moral reasons to justify their 

practices (Anderson 2014, 16). 

Empathy and understanding have no necessary connection, but they are still connected 

sometimes: I offered evidence of this in the preceding section. Empathy can facilitate understanding by 

allowing one to grasp another person’s circumstances more deeply; empathy reduces prejudice, and 

increase one’s sensitivity to injustice. In particular, I think that when people adopt the Attitude of 

Deference, they are more likely to empathize, and therefore to understand marginalized testimony. This 

understanding can serve as a basis for action.  

AD is an attitude that combines epistemic humility and open-mindedness. As we have seen, 

people in dominant social groups can lack some knowledge about the lives of the marginalized, but they 

also develop epistemic lacunae: an insensitivity to their own epistemic insensitivities, and frameworks of 

belief that explain the occurrences of their lives using dominant social narratives. These epistemic 

lacunae cause epistemic friction when a person in a dominant social group is confronted with challenges 

to the dominant social narrative, like in cases of white fragility. Epistemic friction is a resistance to 

changing one’s beliefs and attitudes in light of new information. Adopting AD (as we saw in the case of 

white fragility) reduces the likelihood that epistemic friction will prevent a person who is not a marginalized 

expert from changing their beliefs about the lives of the marginalized (or their political needs, and so 

forth). They will be better able to hear the marginalized, to empathize, and to understand marginalized 

testimony. However, adopting AD is intentional. A racist white person is unlikely to enter a conversation 

with a Black person by adopting the AD. So, the racist white person is unlikely to hear, understand, or 

empathize with any testimony the Black person gives. By intentionally adopting AD, a white person with 



127 

 

white fragility can anticipate their emotional responses and try to put aside any anger or shame they 

might feel while hearing a Black person’s testimony. Thus, AD facilitates the white person’s 

understanding of that testimony. 

Understanding the injustice of oppression can motivate people who are not marginalized experts 

to act. Although the connection between understanding oppression and acting to reduce or eliminate it 

isn’t a necessary one, the former can motivate the latter.107 For example, Mab Segrest describes growing 

up in the segregated South. Segrest is a white woman who grew up in an extremely conservative family 

with a racist father. She describes seeing the effects of integration on her school and her empathy for the 

new Black students on their first day of class: 

“A few minutes later, three of the [Black] kids were coming down the steps to walk across the 
breezeway. I could see them walking across the breezeway just as I had done for nine years with 
Sandra and Hilma and Lana, going from grammar school to high school. Then it was as if I were 
outside myself, looking down on Mab-under-the-bushes, and the [Black] children, and the ring of 
policemen with their guns, and many of the white people with their hate. I knew how the [Black] 
children felt then. They looked lonesome. They could be me. It was as if my heart went out of my 
body, out through the feet in front of me toward those small human figures crossing the school 
breezeway” (Segrest 2019, section 1.3). 

 
Segrest becomes convinced, in opposition to her father, that segregation is morally wrong. This episode 

begins Segrest’s life of anti-racist activism.108 Note Segrest’s vivid description of her empathic concern for 

the Black students and her taking of their perspective. It’s not clear that she understands the injustice of 

racism then, but in the years that followed, her initial spark of empathy led her to take increasingly strong 

anti-racist positions, dividing her from her family. In 1965, Jimmy Lee Jackson, a Black man, and James 

Reeb, a white minister, were killed by racist white people in Montgomery, Alabama. People came from 

Selma, Alabama to protest in response, and Klansmen shot a white person who volunteered to drive 

protestors between the two cities. After Segrest’s brother says the driver was a “wh*re who deserved to 

die”, Segrest throws a fork at his head in response. Segrest develops a friendship with a Black minister 

after these events, and she begins organizing against the Klan in the 1980s (Segrest, ibid). In her 

 
107 There is a vast literature on moral motivation and the nature of moral reasoning which I think is related 
but largely tangential to my claims here. See (Slote 2007) for an argument that empathy is constitutive of 
moral reasoning and (Held 2005); (Robinson 2011) for examples of feminist care ethics. Additionally, 
(Bailey 2020) argues that empathy is supports “humane understanding”, which is a unique epistemic 
good that can factor into moral reasoning. Instead of appealing to these kinds of works to support my 
claims here, I will be reviewing first-person narratives and testimony; this methodology is consistent with 
the rest of this dissertation, and I have argued that such narratives are valuable sources of information.  
108 See also (Mixon 2020). 
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narrative, we can see the transformation from Segrest as a teenager with nascent empathy for Black 

people living under racist oppression to Segrest as an anti-racist activist. At one point, her minister friend 

calls her part of his Black family (Segrest, ibid). She comes from a privileged group but nevertheless, 

begins to understand the lives of Black people inasmuch as she can. This motivates the anti-racist work 

which will characterize her life.  

I have argued that adopting AD can lead to a greater understanding of marginalized people’s 

testimony, which can motivate people who are not marginalized experts to change their behavior. This 

behavior might consist in organizing and activist work, like Segrest’s, or it might just result in someone 

eliminating some offensive language from their vocabulary (like trying to use non-ableist instead of ableist 

metaphors). I don’t think all examples of empathy causing understanding and therefore action are 

dramatic, but we have seen that empathy is consistent with a greater sensitivity to injustice. And some 

people respond to injustice with action. So, it follows that if adopting AD increases someone’s sensitivity 

to justice (via empathy and understanding), adopting AD increases the likelihood someone will act to 

reduce or eliminate injustice. That makes theorizing about AD worthwhile.  

3. Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have argued that people who are not marginalized experts should adopt the 

Attitude of Deference in conversations with marginalized people. Part of AD is a presumption that 

marginalized people are marginalized experts. I argued that this presumption is defensible despite being 

epistemically risky. AD also suggests that people who are not marginalized experts adopt a principle of 

charity toward marginalized people, and a sense of epistemic humility. AD is rational and can help 

achieve justice. So, people who are not marginalized experts ought to adopt it.  
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CONCLUSION: BEYOND DEFERENCE 

In this dissertation, I have argued that some marginalized people gain epistemic advantages in 

virtue of their marginalization (in some contexts), and that these epistemic advantages grant them what I 

have called marginalized expertise. Marginalized expertise consists in both cognitive and practical 

expertise. Marginalized cognitive expertise refers to a marginalized expert’s knowledge and 

understanding of the world. Marginalized experts know some facts related to their survival in a hostile 

world; they can reliably report on things like social scripts, community-based knowledge, identity maps, 

and patterns of oppression that affect their marginalized group. Marginalized practical expertise refers to 

what marginalized experts are experts at doing: surviving and thriving in an oppressive, hostile world. The 

upshot of the research in the first two chapters of the dissertation is developed in the third chapter: 

marginalized experts ought to be treated as experts, and non-marginalized experts ought to presume 

marginalized people are experts (when those marginalized people are speaking about the domain of 

knowledge of their axes of marginalization). This presumption is defeasible, rational, and reasonable. 

AD’s benefits are epistemic, especially to listeners in conversation with marginalized testimony, 

but it is imperative that adopting AD connects to material justice as well. I have argued that deference to 

marginalized expertise can lead to material justice. I’ll conclude this project by arguing that it’s not enough 

for deference to possibly lead to material justice; rather, it must (in a moral sense). The hearing of 

testimony from marginalized people must lead to material justice, because if it doesn’t, the consequences 

are at best benign, and may be actively harmful to marginalized groups, further perpetuating injustice. 

Consider the growing practice of land acknowledgments. An initiative at Princeton University 

claims that the practice originated in Canada, and that land acknowledgments are used by institutions to 

craft a “public statement to express a commitment to the past history, current reality and future 

relationship between the institution, indigenous Peoples/Nations and the land” (Land Acknowledgments 

2022). According to Delilah Friedler (2018), “the purpose of these statements is to show respect for 

indigenous peoples and recognize their enduring relationship to the land. Practicing acknowledgment can 

also raise awareness about histories that are often suppressed or forgotten”. Land was a primary 

commodity in United States settler colonialism (Dunbar-Ortiz, 7). So, land acknowledgments focus on 

“recognizing” how the land used by institutions originally belonged to indigenous people, as a way of 
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honoring those people. But where does information about those people come from? United States settler 

colonialists committed genocide against indigenous people and attempted to erase information about 

their existence, their history, and their cultural practices. Through indigenous resistance, though, over the 

course of generations, that information was preserved (Dunbar-Oritz, ibid, Introduction). So, the keepers 

of indigenous knowledge over generations and contemporarily are marginalized experts; these experts 

are indigenous people who know (among other things) facts like which people lived on the land before US 

settler colonialism, and what those people were like. So, ultimately, the practice of making land 

acknowledgments involves hearing marginalized testimony and giving uptake to that testimony. Diversity 

initiatives and their administrators are therefore in conversation with marginalized testimony (or a source 

of information ultimately derived from marginalized testimony) when they make land acknowledgments. 

Land acknowledgments have largely failed to increase material justice for indigenous people. In 

other words, although institutions have adopted land acknowledgments in order to “recognize” indigenous 

people and honor them, this recognition only has epistemic value. Proponents of land acknowledgments 

point to the practice’s ability to undermine the settler colonial narrative of America’s origin and bring 

awareness to the historical oppression of indigenous people. However, awareness is only useful insofar 

as it leads to material change. Put another way, I’m not sure in what sense epistemic value benefits 

people if epistemic value is disconnected from material reality. Being acknowledged as an expert is little 

comfort to the expert who lives with no material resources, no home, no community. And while it’s 

epistemically beneficial for a listener to recognize marginalized expertise, that recognition does nothing 

on its own to improve the material lives of the marginalized and reduce injustice. Land acknowledgements 

are disconnected from changes that would really impact indigenous lives like the changes demanded by 

the Land Back Movement. The Land Back Movement seeks to restore sovereignty to indigenous people 

by literally reclaiming the land that indigenous people once held. For example, the leader of the 

indigenous-led activist organization NDN Collective describes Land Back and land reclamation as a 

material change aiming at justice for indigenous people: 

“Through the treaties, [land] was taken. The American Constitution was violated in the taking of it. 
So when we say ‘land back,’ we’re talking about the actual land return…Land back means so 
much because the reality is that in the process of taking the land from indigenous people, they 
created and built entire institutions — colonial and imperialistic institutions — that were designed 
for the purpose of taking our land and to maintain the continued theft of our land, and to continue 
to maintain the extractive relationship with the land” (Hopkins 2021). 
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Land back successes have returned land ownership and stewardship to indigenous people. For example, 

in 2003, a stewardship council was tasked with recommending new owners for 140,000 acres of land 

designated for conservation as part of a bankruptcy agreement involving the land’s former owners, the 

Pacific Gas and Electric Company. In 2018, the council recommended that over 2,000 acres of the land 

be returned to a consortium made up of nine groups of Maidu Indians. As a direct result of the 

stewardship council’s recommendation, the Maidu consortium manage land that historically belonged to 

them using techniques like controlled burns and pruning (Hartman 2020, Little 2018). The return of Maidu 

lands to their sovereignty and stewardship is an example of the type of change that land 

acknowledgments need to lead to in order to be effective as a justice practice. Land back is a material 

change that affects the resources indigenous people control; they again control the land that was stolen 

from them by settler colonialists. Hearing the testimony of indigenous marginalized experts who describe 

the violence committed against their people—indigenous genocide—can lead to land acknowledgements, 

but if those land acknowledgments raise awareness of genocidal violence without leading to material 

change, land acknowledgments do not contribute to justice for indigenous people.  

 A case in which a land acknowledgment doesn’t lead to material justice for indigenous people 

might be viewed as a benign case in which hearing marginalized testimony from marginalized experts is 

disconnected from justice; one might think that land acknowledgments, even if they don’t help indigenous 

people in a material way, at least do not hurt those people either. And that might be true in most cases 

(although one might argue that acknowledging injustice and oppression without restitution perpetuates 

that injustice because acknowledging the issue contributes to the illusion that restitutive progress is being 

made). But other cases do harm marginalized groups. For example, marginalized groups sometimes 

experience “research fatigue” as a result of engaging with sociological researchers. Tom Clark, a 

sociologist, claims that research fatigue occurs “when individuals and groups become tired of engaging 

with research” and this fatigue can be identified in those researched by their reluctance or refusal to 

engage with further research (Clark 955-956). One reason research fatigue occurs is because 

marginalized groups that are researched don’t see any material benefits result from their cooperation with 

researchers. Clark continues that researched groups “did not perceive that their involvement had had any 

impact on their circumstances or the wider population. Consequently, any further involvement with 
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researched is perceived to have limited function or value” (958-959). Consider as an example this 

document on best practices when doing research with indigenous people from a group of “indigenous 

researchers, advisors, and administrators” at Memorial University in Newfoundland: 

“Q: How do I avoid research fatigue or over-researching a group of people? 
The process of getting consent for research should alleviate this concern, as the indigenous 
group consents to the research process. Overall, we’ve heard in consultations and from some 
governing bodies that groups are tired of shallow consultations and research projects that do not 
use results to act in ways that benefit communities (consultations and projects that “go nowhere” 
and “just check a box”), but are still interested in meaningful research and consultations based in 
good relations and a commitment to concretely addressing local needs” (For researchers: Doing 
indigenous research in a good way, 2022, emphasis mine). 

 

Note that these indigenous people and communities become reluctant to engage in research after 

previous research “goes nowhere”, i.e., it doesn’t lead to any material change.  

 Unfortunately, researchers working with marginalized groups are often the gatekeepers of 

resources and interventions that would help members of that marginalized group. So, by not working with 

researchers, marginalized people might be gatekept and not receive resources that would improve their 

circumstances. This is an example of how deferring to marginalized people—hearing marginalized 

testimony, and even giving that testimony uptake—can be harmful if that deference is disconnected from 

material change. Clark notes that in some cases, as the result of bureaucracy, researchers trying to 

implement a service for a marginalized group have to engage with the group members multiple times in 

order to successfully implement an intervention. But those researched can disengage with the research 

once they perceive that nothing is changing as a result of their involvement in the research; despite being 

heard, a marginalized person and potentially marginalized experts disengage from the research process, 

which in turn prevents an intervention from being implemented.109 So, although marginalized experts were 

appropriately deferred to, that deference can be harmful by preventing further research and intervention. 

 
109 One might think that in these cases, marginalized people are allowed to give testimony but are not 
really “heard”—their testimony is not given uptake. One might reason that if the marginalized people were 
heard, then their testimony would lead to material changes, and so the problem isn’t a disconnect 
between marginalized people being deferred to and material change but rather researchers not 
appropriately deferring to marginalized people. I don’t think this concern correctly diagnoses the issue, 
though. Marginalized testimony is not intrinsically motivating, as we saw in the last chapter. Members of a 
dominant group can understand marginalized testimony without seeking justice in virtue of that testimony. 
Furthermore, researchers involved in social service interventions might hear marginalized testimony from 
marginalized people but be unable to implement an intervention because of structural issues within their 
organization. In such cases, although marginalized testimony is heard, no material changes occur 
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 Standpoint epistemology is an important feminist epistemological framework, and it has 

important, consequential upshots for marginalized groups and their members. Although epistemological 

theory is interesting in its own right, standpoint epistemology needs to look beyond mere theory in order 

to promote justice. That begins by looking beyond deference and epistemic value toward material 

change. Future research can expand on this theme, and consider what it means for standpoint 

epistemology to look beyond deference.     

 
because those changes are being prevented from another member of the organization. We can imagine a 
researcher who wants to implement a social service program on the basis of marginalized expert 
testimony, for example, but that researcher is unable to implement the program because their boss 
doesn’t give them organizational money for the program. In short, I think the problem described in this 
chapter is not a failure of hearing marginalized people but hearing them and not acting despite their 
testimony. 
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