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Purpose This paper articulates transformative injustice as an epistemic and personal vice. 

 

Modest I critically develop Fricker (2007)’s account of the wrong of inhibiting one’s 

identity formation, which has not closely in the literature. 

 

 Ambitious I demonstrate that transformative injustice makes an epistemic subject 

negatively transformed so that he or she fails to care about others’ epistemic values 

and interests as well as his or her own epistemic value and interest. 

 

--- This study is conducted at the intersection of epistemic injustice (normative 

epistemology) and transformative experience or personal transformation 

(metaphysics). It is a part of my project: the ethics of knowing one’s own prejudice 

and personal transformation. 

 

Overview 

(1) I articulate dysfunctional epistemic environments, (1) one that induces children to fall 

into epistemic vice, (2) one that is epistemically unjust, that can disadvantage particular 

children in education. 

 

(2) I argue that the epistemic aims of education should be adjusted to a minimum standard 

that all children can and ought to meet (to prevent children from falling to vice in 

dysfunctional epistemic environments). I refer to this aim as “a non-ideal educational 

aim.” (or, it could be okay to consider that this conception is in line with Rousseau-

nian educational aim, which emphasizes the protection of children from political 

corruption.) 

 

1. The background & 2. A Harm of Inhibiting Identity Formation 

 

(1) If hearers afford less credibility than speakers’ testifying capacity due to identity 

prejudice—that is, prejudicial stereotypes regarding testifiers’ social identities, 

including race, ethnicity, gender, sexuality, class, social status, nationality, and so on—, 

the speakers have been unduly downgraded as epistemic subjects and, thus, suffered 

testimonial injustice. 

 

(2) Fricker’s main focus is on systematic and persistent testimonial injustice, and it can be 

extended to various epistemic practices, such as inquiring in groups. Medina (2013) 

and Hookway (2010) explored the different forms of testimonial injustice that can 

mistreat people in their capacity as inquirers. Fricker (2007, Chap. 5) elucidated the 

mailto:kunicuny@gmail.com


 

2 

harm of testimonial injustice in the context of a cooperative inquiry by means of a 

genealogical method based on the construction of an epistemic state of nature, which 

Craig (1990) proposed. 

 

(3) Fricker added that testimonial injustice can creep into even this plain epistemic state 

of nature, as Craig’s scenario provides. People’s judgments about informants’ 

credibility can be distorted by identity prejudice, such as in-group bias, as its content 

can be prevalent even in primitive social and political power relations in such a 

minimum community. For example, women may tend to be seen as incompetent at 

gathering necessary information about food and enemies, which might generate 

gender-oriented structural prejudice in a community. This generates the risk that even 

when female informants are competent and sincere, they are subject to misjudgment 

due to hearers’ gender prejudices against them. This suggests that testimonial injustice 

can systematically and persistently hinder even good informants with particular social 

identities from collaborative inquiry. As a consequence, this can disable their 

capacities as testifiers who offer true information and silence them because of a 

particular identity prejudice against them. 

 

(4) Thus, Fricker understands such wrongful silencing as a form of testimonial injustice 

called “epistemic objectification” (Fricker 2007, 132). Epistemic objectification is 

considered a primary harm that constitutes injustice because silencing is a wrong that 

downgrades a speaker’s subjectivity. Fricker explained this based on Craig’s 

distinction between a good informant and a source of information. The former can 

actively participate in pooling true information, which is strongly in their interest in 

acquiring and providing hearers with information they value. In contrast, a source of 

information is regarded as a passive state from which true information is gleaned 

unilaterally, without regard for his or her own epistemic activity nor autonomy. Thus, 

testimonial injustice treats informants as a mere means of satisfying other inquirers’ 

epistemic values and interests and insulting their dignity for their subjectivity. This 

undermining or denial of dignity for one’s epistemic subjectivity can be well construed 

in terms of a deontological framework (see, e.g., Haslanger 2017; McGlynn 2019). 

 

(5) Although some studies focus exclusively on epistemic objectification as a primary 

harm, Fricker underscored inhibiting the formation of our identities as another form of 

primary harm. 

 

(6) Fricker draws substantially on Bernard Williams’s argument about the significant roles 

of trustful conversations in Truth and Truthfulness. Williams claimed that people find 

who they are in the course of trustworthy dialogues with others. “Drawn to bind myself 

to the others’ shared values, to make my own beliefs and feelings steadier…I become 

what with increasing steadiness I can sincerely profess; I become what I have sincerely 

declared to them” (Williams 2002).  

 

(7) How, then, does testimonial injustice impact such trustworthy conversations? As 

explained above, identity prejudice often mistreats speakers systematically and 

persistently, deteriorating a trusted relationship with their acquaintances. This means 
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that testimonial injustice hinders speakers from not only exchanging true information 

but also shaping their identities: 

 

[T]he role of trustful conversation in steadying the mind and forging identity 

helps us to understand just how profoundly the experience of persistent 

testimonial injustice might penetrate a person’s psychology, and just how 

debilitating it might be in circumstances where psychological resistance 

would be a social achievement that is more or less out of the subject’s reach. 

Persistent testimonial injustice can indeed inhibit the very formation of the 

self. (Fricker 2007, 55)  

 

(8) Hermeneutical injustice also prevents victims from becoming who they are (Fricker 

2007, 168). This injustice is a wrong in which speakers are hindered from making 

sense of their social experiences, which is strongly in their interest in understanding 

due to a lack of collective hermeneutical resources. 

 

(9) Consider Wendy Sanford’s case. Invited by a friend, Sanford attended a session at MIT, 

where she suddenly realized the cause of what she had been blaming herself for and 

what her husband had blamed her for. Until then, Sanford’s depression had been 

misunderstood as a mere excuse for her reluctance to care for her infant. In this 

situation, Sanford was wrongfully disabled as a subject making sense of her painful 

experience and thus had little power to form epistemic resistance against her husband’s 

and neighbors’ misinterpretation of her experience. Here, unless Sanford happened to 

have a chance to share her experience at the MIT session, she would have been 

misrepresented as an irresponsible woman. Thus, Fricker observes: 

 

The primary harm of hermeneutical injustice, then, is to be understood not 

only in terms of the subject’s being unfairly disadvantaged by some collective 

hermeneutical lacuna, but also in terms of the very construction (constitutive 

and/or causal) of selfhood. In certain social contexts, hermeneutical injustice 

can mean that someone is socially constituted as, and perhaps even caused to 

be, something they are not, and which it is against their interests to be seen to 

be. (Fricker 2007, 168) 

 

(10) The inhibition of identity formation does not deny the subjectivity of epistemic 

subjects, such as their activities and autonomy. In this respect, this harm of testimonial 

injustice differs from epistemic objectification. Rather, speakers may even be granted 

their subjectivity so far as they accord with the values and interests of the majority and 

the powerful. Pohlhaus (2014) named those who suffer such mistreatment as 

“truncated subjects,” as their subjectivity is allowed in conformity with prejudicial 

stereotypes against their identities. Even if one may still be allowed to develop 

epistemic capacity, one struggles with a socially biased norm that unduly constrains 

who one can be. 

 

3. Testimonial Injustice as a Relational Epistemic Vice 
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(1) Fricker (2007) explained the harm of the inhibition of one’s identity formation in terms 

of its negative psychological influence. For example, testimonial injustice may bring 

about a biased internalization of a prejudicial social image into one’s mind. Similarly, 

it may cause stereotype-related threats in which one cannot perform well because of 

intense worry about confirming the prejudicial images of the members of one’s social 

group (see, e.g., Saul 2017).  

 

(2) However, even if it is granted that such psychological malfunctioning ensues in 

testimonial injustice, what remains unclear is justifying that this psychological harm 

can be a distinctly epistemic and personal type of harm. Then, a question arises: In 

what sense is inhibiting identity formation, both an epistemic and personal wrong? 

 

(3) I first articulate the dimension of epistemic wrong in terms of losing epistemic trust 

from others and self-trust. 

 

(4) We begin by explaining trustworthy conversations in which one’s identity formation 

is unduly hampered by testimonial injustice. Wanderer (2017, 35) distinguished 

between thin and thick relationships. In testimonial exchanges in a thin relationship, 

hearers judge speakers’ credibility—testifying competence and sincerity—based on 

various types of evidence, including gestures. Testimonial injustice downgrades 

speakers because of hearers’ identity prejudices, which distort their credibility 

judgments. In contrast, a thick relationship refers to transactions involving trust 

between acquaintances. In testimonial exchanges in a thick relationship, speakers and 

hearers trust one another, building a trusting relationship among them. 

 

(5) In a thick trusting relationship, speakers can be afforded proper recognition as 

epistemic subjects by hearers and themselves.  

 

(6) Recent epistemologists have examined the roles of epistemic trust in others and trust 

in oneself (see, e.g., Dormandy 2020a; Hinchman 2005; Moran 2005; Simon (ed.), 

2020). Moran (2005) and Hinchman (2005) espoused a nonevidential epistemic 

account of testimony. Roughly, trusted speakers assure hearers that their testimonial 

belief is true by performing a speech act of telling hearers something. By contrast, 

Dormandy (2020a; 2020b) explained another role of epistemic trust that allows for the 

recognition of a person as an epistemic subject. For example, trusted speakers may be 

recognized by hearers as deserving good informants. 

 

(7) I focus on the role of epistemic trust that allows for proper epistemic recognition and 

consider what it implies to be trusted by hearers. In a standard view of trust, a trusted 

person has distinct psychological and normative features. First, when a person accepts 

someone’s trust, a trusted person is motivated to care for him or her and become 

responsive to his or her values and interests. Second, a trusted person accepts 

someone’s normative expectations to bring something valuable to them. 

 

(8) Even in the plain story of the epistemic state of nature, one has the basic need to acquire 

true information in his or her interests to acquire or be valuable to him or her. Once 
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speakers accept trust from hearers, they may be motivated to care about the hearers’ 

epistemic values and interests. Perhaps such speakers may be encouraged to do so, 

even if they have not fully grasped the importance of such knowledge to the hearers. 

Moreover, trusted speakers are willing to place themselves under the norm to do their 

best to bring knowledge that hearers value. 

 

(9) Let us move on epistemic self-trust. In this case, speakers trust themselves as epistemic 

subjects and thus play the both roles of trusters and trustees. First, from a psychological 

viewpoint, speakers are motivated to care for themselves as epistemic subjects with 

their own epistemic values and interests. For example, they can give themselves due 

recognition, even in cases in which they confront hearers’ inadequate treatments owing 

to their identity prejudices. Second, the normative feature of epistemic self-trust is that 

speakers expect themselves to do their best to fulfill their epistemic values and interests. 

For example, speakers who possess self-trust may not be easily frustrated by their 

inquiries into knowledge even in a situation in which prejudiced hearers misrecognize 

the value of their inquiries. 

 

(10) Testimonial injustice that undermines one’s epistemic trust from others and self-trust 

can be best understood as an epistemic vice. Although there are a wide variety of 

characterizations regarding an epistemic vice (see, e.g., Baehr 2021; Cassam 2019), 

Battaly (2017)’s account of three different conceptions of a vice is a useful and good 

starting point. 

 

(11) The first conception is effects-vices. They steadily produce bad epistemic outcomes, 

such as a website that reliably spreads fake news and disrupts the circulation of truth 

in a community; thus, they are considered instrumentally disvaluable. The second and 

third conceptions of responsibilist-vices and personalist-vices derive their intrinsically 

negative values from epistemically bad motives, such as a majorities’ inclination to 

turn their backs on minorities’ voices. 

 

(12) With these three conceptions in mind, testimonial injustice in a thick relationship is an 

effect-vice because it reliably undermines one’s epistemic trust from others and self-

trust. However, whether it is a responsibilist-vice or personalist-vice depends on how 

identity prejudice is exercised and acquired. Battaly (2017) considered testimonial 

injustice intrinsically bad because identity prejudice is triggered by an individual’s 

epistemically (and morally) bad motives, such as sexism. However, people can 

unwittingly exert prejudice because it can be in the form of social imagination, which 

is separate from a doxastic attitude and directly distorts their social perception. Also, 

it sometimes, arguably often, pervades the structure of a particular community at a 

particular time. Recall the case in which Herbert Greenleaf forced Marge into a corner 

by exerting a gender prejudice. Although it is Greenleaf who exerted a vicious gender 

prejudice, he might not have been the only person apt to exercise such a prejudice. 

Unfortunately, such prejudice might have been common in his day. Of course, it does 

not follow from this that Greenleaf is exonerated totally from what he did and can be 

blameworthy in different ways. However, it cannot be said that his identity prejudice 
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is not specific to him. Accordingly, it seems reasonable to conclude that testimonial 

injustice is not always an epistemic responsibilist- or personalist-vice. 

 

(13) Another point I want to make is that testimonial injustice in a trusted relationship is 

considered a relational vice. When this testimonial injustice is perpetuated on speakers 

by their acquaintances due to their identity prejudices, it not only causes such 

marginalization but also brings about intense distrust and betrayal within them. If 

Greenleaf were a sheer stranger to Marge, his gender-biased attitude would not have 

damaged Marge as much as it had. Greenleaf’s sexist remark betrayed Marge’s 

expectation that he had listened to her because he was the father of her murdered 

boyfriend.  

 

(14) As this case indicates, a relational factor is essential for the present type of testimonial 

injustice to produce a serious outcome of denigrating a victim’s epistemic trust.1 In 

other words, testimonial injustice in this case is best understood as a thick relational 

epistemic vice. This conception may not be unusual in characterizing epistemic 

injustice. In fact, Dotson (2012) elucidates a mixture type of individual and structural 

hermeneutical injustice as contributory injustice. Hermeneutical injustice can be a 

form of contributory injustice when it is perpetuated not only by structurally prejudiced 

hermeneutical resources but also by individual perpetrators wrongfully ignoring such 

resources and refusing alternative ones. In parallel with this, the present form of 

testimonial injustice can be seen as a necessarily contributory case because it must be 

caused by structural identity prejudice that perpetrators might have but also by their 

betraying as their acquaintances in a thick relationship. 

 

4. Transformative Injustice 

 

(1) Let us shift our focus to articulating a personal wrong. The question is what makes this 

testimonial injustice also a personal vice? As suggested, testimonial injustice as a thick 

relational epistemic vice systematically and persistently causes speakers to feel distrust 

and betrayal. I argue that it thwarts speakers’ potential to transform their epistemic 

values and interests as a constitutive part of their epistemic identities.  

 

(2) I examine the meaning of losing such potential by drawing on Paul’s (2014) insightful 

idea of transformative experience and its relevant studies. In Transformative 

Experience, transformative experience consists of epistemically and personally 

transformative aspects. Epistemically transformative experience means that one 

acquires knowledge of what-it-is-like, which can be gained only by having that 

experience. For example, one comes to know what it is like to build an emotional bond 

with animals when one has dogs as pets. A transformative experience also needs to be 

personally transformative. To illustrate this, suppose that parents reluctantly agree with 

their son to get a dog. At this moment, the parents think that having a pet not only 

 
1 Here, I am not committed to the situationist thesis that a person’s conduct is influenced only by his or 

her character traits but also by situational factors. My claim is that if a type of testimonial injustice that 

distorts one’s epistemic trust is an epistemic vice, this particular type of vice must be relational. As 

Cassam (2021, 76) observed, evaluative repertories for a vice may be quite broad. 



 

7 

increases the number of family chores but also tightens the family budget. Thus, the 

parents are unwilling to get a dog that is of little value to them at the time. However, 

by actually welcoming a pet into the family and having the experience of what it is like 

to build a bond with an animal, to the parents’ surprise, they come to like spending 

time playing with the dog and their son and even learning about animal-related ethics. 

This experience is so personally transformative that it enables parents to change their 

values about living with animals. 

 

(3) Paul’s main concern was with the question of how rational our choices can be, given 

that there is no telling of how someone will be after having an experience that is 

epistemically and personally transformative. However, I remain neutral in this context. 

In what follows, I restrict my argument to characterizing the negatively transformative 

nature of the experience of testimonial injustice in a thick relationship. 

 

(4) I clarify two important characteristics of a transformative experience. First, it can be 

involuntary (Carel and Kidd 2019). To illustrate this, suppose that someone became 

suddenly and unexpectedly infected with COVID-19. Although this person was 

acquainted with relevant knowledge, such as symptoms of the infection and ways to 

reduce associated risks, he or she might have first known what it was like to be infected 

with the virus. In addition, because of this social experience, the person may become 

interested in social issues caused by the spread of COVID-19, such as single patients 

being vulnerable to a lack of social support from health care workers and placing more 

value on addressing these issues. In this way, transformative experience is not 

necessarily a matter of rational choice for one’s actions but can occur to someone 

involuntarily. 

 

(5) Second, a transformative experience can be negative because it can lead someone to 

lose values and interests about a specific matter. Consider again the case of a parent 

who agrees with his or her son to get a dog. By having the experience of having a dog, 

the parent might develop more intense disgust than expected from a messy home and 

become more worried that his or her son will get poorer grades by having to increase 

his or her responsibility to care for the dog. Despite this transformative experience, the 

parent is transformed negatively, so having a pet makes him or her attach passive 

values to living with an animal and lose interest in this, although he or she may fulfill 

the duty of looking after the dog for its entire life. 

 

(6) Considering the above clarifications, the experience of testimonial injustice, such as 

betrayal by parents, mentors, or teachers, can be (spontaneously and) negatively 

transformative because it disrupts the formation of epistemic identity. This is because 

one is not only denied recognition as an epistemic subject when he or she is suffering 

testimonial injustice in progress but also deprives one of the chances to renew his or 

her epistemic values and interests and discover new ones in testimonial exchange with 

others. 

 

(7) First, people are rendered epistemic subjects with less or no motive to care for 

themselves as epistemic subjects, such as inquirers. As a result, they no longer feel 
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motivated to conduct inquiry to satisfy their epistemic interests and acquire the 

knowledge they value. Worse, they even deny themselves the entitlement of being full 

epistemic subjects who can find distinct value in particular knowledge. They may 

result in a person who neither cares for the knowledge they value nor expects 

themselves to do their best to pursue it. 

 

(8) Second, epistemic subjects who persistently suffer such testimonial injustice are 

rendered ones with less or no motive to care for hearers and fail to acknowledge 

different epistemic values and interests. Also, they cease to place themselves under 

hearers’ normative expectations to understand different values and interests. For 

example, suppose that a graduate student studying skepticism in epistemology faces 

testimonial injustice due to an identity prejudice of his or her supervisor. The student 

may feel deeply betrayed so that they will distrust not only the supervisor but also 

epistemology per se and fail to extend her epistemic interest to other epistemological 

topics. This may also deprive the student of a good prospect of finding a subject that 

he or she will want to pursue. Testimonial subject here is considered a personal vice 

according to a reliabilist-vice conception, as an epistemic subject steadily misses the 

chance to share knowledge that hearers or other inquirers value and to expand his or 

her epistemic value and interest by learning about it. Hence, testimonial injustice is a 

personal vice in a reliabilist sense in that an epistemic subject is forced to reliably lose 

the chance to be positively transformed. 

 

(9) To summarize, an epistemic subject is negatively transformed so that he or she fails to 

care about others’ epistemic values and interests as well as his or her own epistemic 

value and interest—that is, one loses chances of finding whom he or she aspires to be 

as an epistemic subject. Epistemic identity may be not only causally transformative 

but also constitutively transformative in the sense that one has the potential to 

constantly change and expand one’s epistemic values and interests, as Sato (2021) 

articulated. If so, it is legitimate to say that thwarting such a potential to transform 

one’s epistemic values and interests, at least partly, constitutes a distinct personal 

wrong called “transformative injustice.” Transformative injustice makes epistemic 

subjects epistemically impotent because they suffer personally negative transformation 

and miss the change of being positively transformed so that they will fail to flourish 

the potential to renew their epistemic identities. 

 

(10) Hence, I conclude that testimonial injustice that inhibits one’s epistemic identity 

formation is transformative injustice as a distinctly epistemic and personal vice. This 

can open up a virtue(vice)-theoretical study of one’s epistemic identity, which is 

transformative in nature. 

 

Future topics to be explored 

(a) Remedy for epistemic injustice: Transformative virtue that counteracts testimonial 

injustice. 

(b) Epistemic Identity: transformative nature of our identities as epistemic subjects 

(c) Epistemic responsibility in terms of epistemic transformation 

(d) Non-ideal educational epistemology: non-ideal epistemic aims of education 


