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Abstract

Epistemic Injustice, Responsibility and the Rise of Pseudoscience: Contextually

Sensitive Duties to Practice Scientific Literacy

By Abraham J. Joyal

This dissertation explores the responsibilities of different individuals to agree with the

scientific consensus of their time and place. It seeks to provide a normative response to the

growth of pseudoscientific movements such as the anti-vaccination movement or climate

change denialism. That said, this dissertation takes all scientific beliefs held by non-scientists

to be based on some amount of luck. The level of luck different non-experts experience

meanwhile, is evidence of certain epistemic injustices, as they've been described by the likes

of José Medina and Miranda Fricker. I argue that these epistemic injustices can occur as a

result of the non-expert being privileged or as a result of the non-expert being oppressed. But

if both privilege and oppression can lead one to believe in pseudoscience, should privileged

and oppressed people be held to the same standard of responsibility? Certain theorists have

naively and tacitly approved of both being held to the same standards of culpability,

particularly those who comment on the so-called “epistemic condition for moral responsibility”.

I assert that a twofold conception of responsibility can explain this state of affairs, taking

people to be culpable for what I call their “preparatory responsibilities” according to how

privileged or oppressed they are, while taking people to be culpable for what I call their

“deliberative responsibilities” according to whatever epistemic obstacles they face, regardless

of whether these obstacles follow from privilege or oppression. I then reapply this twofold

conception of responsibility to certain theorists of epistemic injustice, particularly Medina and

Fricker, drawing on the former to flesh out my view of preparatory responsibilities and drawing

on the latter to explore my view of deliberative responsibilities. I then consider whether these

responsibilities can be judged for other people or whether they can only be judged
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introspectively, and answer arguments for moral skepticism made on these basis’. Finally, I

make recommendations for reforming pro-science media on the basis of my normative

picture.
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Chapter One: That Pseudoscience Follows from Bad Epistemic Luck and Testimonial

Injustice

Introduction

Pseudoscientific beliefs, which I’ll define shortly, are popular and very real harms

result from the prevalence of these beliefs. Between 40% and 47% of Americans don’t

believe in evolution , 49 senators voted against an amendment stating climate change is real1

and is human caused in 2015 , and 84% of the American Association for the Advancement of2

the Sciences were polled as believing that poor scientific literacy is a major issue for the

scientific enterprise . Somewhere around 250 million children are Vitamin A deficient, with3

between 250 thousand and 500 thousand of them resultantly going blind annually .4

Meanwhile, Greenpeace still protests access to vitamin A rich golden rice , which was5

developed with an eye to combating vitamin A deficiency . The President of the United6

States, Donald Trump, has claimed that vaccines cause autism --a thoroughly debunked7

claim . Proponents of homeopathy bring in over 9 million likes on facebook , while children of8 9

practitioners have died and a popular “cure” for autism consists of having children consume10

bleach .11

11 Food and Drug Administration, “FDA Warns Consumers of Serious Harm from Drinking
Miracle Mineral Solution.”

10 Adach, “Alberta parents whose toddler died of meningitis were told to visit doctor, trial
hears.”

9 Facebook, “David Avacado Wolfe.”

8 Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, “Science Summary: CDC Studies on
Thimiserol in Vaccines.”

7 Trump, “Healthy Young Child...”
6 Tang et al, “Golden rice is an effective source of vitamin A.” 1776-1783
5 Greenpeace, “Greenpeace and Golden Rice.”
4 World Health Organization, “Micronutrient deficiencies.”
3 Funk and Goo, “A Look at What the Public Knows and Does Not Know About Science.”

2 Tang, “Here Are All the Senators Who Do and Don’t Believe in Human-Caused Climate
Change.”

1 Newport, “In U.S., 42% Believe Creationist View of Human Origins.”
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This chapter endeavours to make the following claims concerning

pseudoscience and my interest in it:12

1) “Pseudoscience” as I plan to use it throughout this dissertation, is defined by

four criteria.

2) Pseudoscientific beliefs are all at least partially caused by the believer’s level of

epistemic luck, according to Wayne D. Riggs’ control oriented definition. This

definition takes us to be lucky for beliefs if we hold them as a result of factors

that are outside of our control and which we have not exploited .13

3) At least some cases of pseudoscientific belief result from epistemic luck in a

manner that is tied up in oppressive power structures, and constitute what both

José Medina and Miranda Fricker refer to as “epistemic injustice” .14 15

4) Pseudoscience, as a special case of epistemic injustice, raises an ethical

problem that has gone unnoticed by theorists concerned with the epistemic

condition for moral responsibility.

Once I have shown all of this to be the case, I will say a little bit about why finding a

solution to this problem is necessary to the improvement of pro-science media and the

fight against pseudoscience. I fear that when pro-science media lays blame on those who

believe pseudoscience, it unreflectively holds those who could not have believed

otherwise responsible for their belief. If this is true, then those believers are in fact16

16 As this project endeavors to develop a potentially new theory of responsibility, it would be
foolish to try to give a sufficient definition at this early stage, but at the very least I would like

15 Medina, The Epistemology of Resistance: Gender and Racial Oppression, Epistemic
Injustice, and Resistant Imaginations, 3.

14 Fricker, Epistemic Injustice, 1.
13 Riggs, “Luck, Knowledge and Control”, 204-221.

12 This interest is broadly philosophical, due both to the fact that it invokes conceptual tools
from both ethics and epistemology, and because pseudoscience provokes the question of
how individuals come to hold beliefs. While I do not feel the need to reference a particular
meta-philosophical view to argue that this question is worth the concern of philosophers, I do
think it is worthwhile to point out that philosophy has asked how the subject influences what
they think themselves to know since the Allegory of the Cave.
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victims of pseudoscience. I further fear that this victim blaming has been both immoral

and counterproductive in the fight against pseudoscience.

What Do I Mean By “Pseudoscience”?

Pseudoscientific beliefs are beliefs that meet all four of the following criteria:

1) The belief is about a scientific thesis.

2) The belief is held by a lay person--meaning someone who is not a scientist working in

that field.

3) The belief is thought to be scientifically correct--meaning that if the scientific

methodology were properly carried out, the believer thinks that their belief would turn

out to be true.

4) The belief runs contrary to the scientific consensus or lack thereof.

Each of these criteria deserve some commentary.

Regarding the first, that the belief is about a scientific thesis or topic, there is a

certain temptation that I want to avoid. I do not here bother to demarcate what is or isn’t a

scientific belief, as to do so precisely is a massive philosophical task. For my concerns, a

“scientific thesis” is an empirical proposition that can be confirmed or denied via the

methodology of scientists. The point of this criteria is to exclude beliefs that are not

scientific--faith in religion, even though it could not be confirmed to be true by scientists,

isn’t a scientific topic.

The second criteria is that the belief is held by a lay person, which would be any

person who isn’t a scientist working in the relevant field (a chemist commenting on

physics would be a lay person, despite being a scientist themselves). It’s worth noting

that this piece of the criteria would exclude the beliefs of scientists who work in the

to say that someone is “held responsible” for something when they receive any form of blame
for the action.

3



relevant field but hold the same position as those I would call pseudoscientific. This is

somewhat purposeful--I don’t want to say that Einstein was promoting pseudoscience

while relativity was a thesis contrary to the scientific consensus. Instead, I want to say

that Einstein offered scientific dissent, which later turned out to be true. This leads me to

say that sometimes, dissenting scientists hold beliefs that are not themselves

pseudoscientific, because they are held by a scientist in that field, but that when a

non-expert holds those same beliefs, they are pseudoscientific. If someone with no

training in physics and no understanding of relativity positively asserted it’s truth before

the scientific community had done so, that person would believe pseudoscience . The17

reasoning behind this move is informed by the fact that I don’t want to dismiss dissent

from experts within their own fields--to do so would prevent scientific progress generally.

Simultaneously, I don’t want the resistance to dismissing dissent to be taken as a reason

to promote beliefs that not only fly in the face of the current consensus, but are also not

grounded in the expertise that makes the dissent offered by scientists valuable. When

Einstein offered his theory, he gave a strong argument for his theory on the basis of both

observations and mathematical insight, and pointed out that his theory could be

confirmed or falsified by observations (his calculations were able to predict an eclipse). It

was not accepted as a strong theory until the scientific community at large was able to

test his theory. But when a non-expert offers dissent, even if it comes to the correct

conclusion, they have no such justification. If a random person were to claim that “all time

is relative to the frame of reference” well before Einstein did, but offered no calculations

explaining their model, no observations supporting it, and no methodology to confirm their

claim, this lay-person would offer none of the elements of dissent that justify the

possibility of progress that is offered by the likes of Einstein. And furthermore, the

17 I address why we should consider the beliefs of scientists and the beliefs of lay-people in
very different terms in chapter two.
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dissenting scientist can offer these possibilities of progress even when they are incorrect

(falsifying a theory is itself scientific progress).

The third criteria is perhaps one of the most important and means that the lay

person thinks that if the scientific method were properly carried out, their belief would be

vindicated.  A result of this would be that people can “believe” identical statements, but

they could potentially hold the beliefs to different epistemic standards, making one belief

pseudoscientific (they think the belief would pass scientific muster and we should act as if

it does) while the other is simply a belief that falls outside the realm of scientific inquiry

and therefore in no conflict with the opposite conclusion passing scientific muster. For

instance, a Christian who takes scripture to be a valid form of evidence that runs contrary

to evolutionary theory believes in pseudoscience, while a Christian who takes scripture to

offer an origin story that can’t intersect with scientific evidence does not believe in

pseudoscience--their belief is spiritual, not empirical and they would probably agree that

evolution is the best scientific model for the origin of species. To make this clearer, let's

take two cases of “believers” of astrology: one thinks that star charts can make empirical

predictions about real events that ought to be considered alongside the predictions made

about the weather by meteorologists . The other thinks that astrology is a social tool,18

best used to relate to people on a spiritual level. Both may believe the thesis that “Aries is

a sign of controlling people”, but only the former person holds a pseudoscientific belief.

This is because the former person thinks that if scientists studied astrology, the scientific

method would lead them to the conclusion that “Aries is a sign of controlling people”,

while the latter person thinks that no such event should or could take place, because this

latter person takes astrology to be a non-scientific form of believing things.

18 I include this comparison to point out that this believer doesn’t necessarily think their
predictions are always correct, much like how meteorologists often make incorrect
predictions. The point is that they think that astrology would be as valid a form of prediction
as meteorology.
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This criteria includes numerous different ways of believing something to be true.

Many believers of pseudoscience think that scientists agree with them, and are simply

unaware that the scientific community does not. Others do know that scientists disagree,

but think that this disagreement is because they’ve been paid off or have done shoddy

science. Meanwhile, there are people who misunderstand what the scientific method is,

but do believe that there is such a methodology which would confirm their beliefs.

The final criteria is that the belief is contrary to the scientific consensus or the

lack thereof. Beliefs that something is true when there is no consensus on the topic are

pseudoscientific--oftentimes an untested medical treatment is promoted as working when

that hasn’t been proven yet. Even if it does turn out to work, the belief was still

pseudoscientific, because that same reasoning would lead the believer to medical

treatments that turn out not to work. Likewise, a belief that there isn’t a consensus on

something, when there is a strong consensus on that topic would count as

pseudoscientific: those who assert that the jury is still out on whether vaccines cause

autism hold pseudoscientific beliefs. And most obviously, when there is a strong scientific

consensus and the believer thinks the opposite of the consensus is true (e.g., that the

earth is flat), that belief counts as pseudoscientific.

Epistemic Luck

I want to show that any non-scientists belief on a scientific topic is due, in at least

some degree, to epistemic luck, at least as Riggs defines it in his paper, “Luck,

Knowledge and Control” . This will demonstrate that there are epistemic obstacles to19

one’s capacity to understand or trust the scientific consensus. I will later consider the

moral weight of these constraints, but for now I am merely exploring their existence. A

19 Riggs, “Luck, Knowledge and Control”, 204-221.
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common response to the problem of pseudoscience is to claim that the believer of

pseudoscience baldly denies evidence, or at the very least, is fully in charge of the factors

that determine their belief. I want to show that there is good reason to think that this is

oftentimes not the case, and that certain beliefs are due to luck, rather than free

reasoning. I’ll begin by introducing the concept of epistemic luck within the debate it was

designed to be used in. This will help make sure that we are all on the same page

regarding it’s meaning, despite the fact that I have very different aims in mind for the use

of the term. I will then move on to define the term broadly. Once that has been completed

I’ll be well equipped to show our dependence on some degree of non-innocuous

epistemic luck whenever we make judgments as non-experts.

“Luck, Knowledge and Control” is part of an ongoing debate over the definition of

epistemic luck. In it, Wayne D. Riggs points out problems with the Duncan Pritchard’s

definition, and provides his own definition that avoids these issues . Both Pritchard and20

Riggs take epistemic luck to be incompatible with certain definitions of knowledge. The

impetus in analytic epistemology for discussion of epistemic luck is at least partially to

create a Gettier-proof epistemology. The classic definition of knowledge as “justified true

belief” is questioned by Gettier style examples: One looks out on a field and believes that

they see a sheep, and what this person see’s does in fact look identical to a sheep.

However, the “sheep” in question turns out to be a fluffy white dog. Behind the dog, there

actually is a real sheep. According to the definition, the agent “knows” that there is a

sheep in the field: they do hold said belief, they have justification for this belief (they

would be seeing exactly the same image if they were looking at a sheep), and it is true

that there is a sheep in the field. But it seems very odd to call this belief “knowledge”,

given that the reasons for the belief (seeing what is actually a dog) are at odds with the

20 I do personally agree with Riggs’ argument, but I imagine my project could be compatible
with Pritchard’s definition.
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reason the belief is true (there is a sheep in the field, but it isn’t visible). By employing a

notion of epistemic luck, which says the agent is lucky to have a correct belief, and by

excluding beliefs that are correct by virtue of non-trivial epistemic luck from ones

epistemology, one can safely say that the Gettiered agent does not possess knowledge,

but a lucky belief. However, I’m only interested in this debate insofar as it offers a useful

concept for my project.

Riggs' definition of epistemic luck is arrived at not simply through the use he

envisioned for it in the debate concerning what constitutes knowledge, but also through our

actual use of these terms in real life. “That is, our intuitions rely on a rough and ready

understanding of luck, and so the correct account of knowledge-precluding luck must be a

fairly 'core' notion within that family of luck-notions mentioned earlier—it must categorize

paradigm cases of luck and non-luck correctly. Otherwise, it will appear to be no more than

an interesting but esoteric notion dreamed up in an ad hoc fashion to solve a specific

epistemological problem” (206) .21

With this in mind, Riggs presents his own definition, that I believe fulfills the above

task and will be sufficient for mine. Riggs writes, “E is lucky for S iff (a) E is (too far) out of

S's control, and (b) S did not successfully exploit E (prior to E's occurrence) for some

purpose” . The first part of the definition means that something is lucky to us because it is22

outside of our control. A lucky pool shot for instance, is lucky because we did not control

the motions as we meant to, but nonetheless one of our balls went in. I might make a better

shot than the lucky one on purpose—I might line up a 3 ball combo—but such a shot

ceases to be lucky precisely because it was not outside of my control. The second part of

the definition excludes things that are outside of my control, but I nonetheless exploit prior

to their happening. For instance, I might hear that a fix has been put in on a boxing match,

22 Riggs, “Luck, Knowledge and Control”, 219.
21 Riggs, “Luck, Knowledge and Control”, 206.
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a fix I had nothing to do with and could in no way facilitate or prevent, but if I bet on the

match and I win, I haven't been lucky. Rather, I exploited an event that was outside of my

control prior to its occurrence.

Riggs applies the foregoing definition of luck to the problem of epistemic luck by

defining a belief as epistemically lucky whenever the event of it’s being believed falls under

the definition of luck. In other words, whenever I come to a belief due to forces outside of

my control that I didn't exploit prior to their occurrence, that belief is, to some degree, due to

epistemic luck. That belief is lucky if it turns out to be correct, but unlucky if incorrect. A

lucky guess would be the paradigmatic case of epistemic luck. I have no control over the

spin of the roulette wheel and no prior knowledge of it being a fixed game to exploit , but I23

form a belief on where the ball will land via guesswork, am willing to bet money on that

belief (that is, I believe that I will win), and I am correct and win some money. The

correctness of my belief is a case of epistemic luck.

Certain forms of epistemic luck are more or less trivial in their capacity to revoke the

status of knowledge. For instance, if one is not in control of P being the case, that person is,

in some sense, lucky to know P, but that doesn’t mean that they are any less secure in their

belief, P. For instance, it was outside my control that i was born in 1992, and therefore my

belief in my own birthdate is due to luck, but that doesn’t mean I should be any less certain

that I really was born in 1992. However, if I were struck with amnesia, and were all

documents relating to my birth destroyed, then I would have to guess the year of my birth.

The fact that I would be lucky if I guessed 1992 is a good reason to say my correct guess

came short of knowledge. It is therefore somewhat obvious that we all rely on some degree of

trivial epistemic luck when we form an opinion on scientific topics. No one can avoid

pseudoscience solely through their own powers. Past scientific achievements are outside the

23 Unless I should have prior knowledge that the odds are against me and I decide not to play,
in which case my belief and resultant action are not lucky, but calculated.
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control of the agent, as is the time period that the agent is born into (discounting the

possibility that I am a scientist equipped to make the discovery myself). It was not through

anything within my control that I came to be born in a year after the development of the theory

of relativity, so the fact that I hold the belief that simultaneity is relative to frame of reference

is partially based on trivial luck. It was in fact outside of my control that Einstein made the

discoveries that he made, but these are all causes of both my belief and its apparent

correctness. This isn't to say that nothing was within my deliberative powers—I was studious

in reading Einstein's work as an undergrad and found reason to criticize and distrust the

youtube videos proclaiming to disprove Einstein that I've come across—but certainly it was

necessary that events outside of my control occurred for me to hold such a belief. The fact

that we do not control the time in history that we are born into and the fact that science

progresses historically is enough to establish that we all rely on epistemic luck to a degree

that is greater than nothing, but that would be a trivial form of epistemic luck, which shouldn’t

be excluded from the category of “knowledge”.

Before I move on to show that how lucky one is can be influenced by oppressive

power structures and therefore be considered unjust, I would like to briefly give some more

examples. These will demonstrate a variance in the degree of epistemic luck across different

people, in potentially the same time period, but most importantly, these examples will show

that the belief in P is due to luck other than the fact that P’s truth is due to luck. One strong

example would be science curriculums across different state lines. The relationship between

human activity and climate change is present in the required curriculum for some state’s

public schools, but not for others. Given that education is one of many factors that contribute

to one's beliefs towards science, and given that the average child does not have any control

over the state they live in or what the school board decides to do with the state curriculum,

the student who comes to the correct belief is epistemically lucky to the extent that their

10



education influenced their belief. Note that some students will probably overcome their

education's flaws, and potentially do so through their own critical reflection. That said, as long

as we accept both that students don’t have control over their curriculum and that the

curriculum is one of many causes for students' beliefs, we are still committed, by Riggs’

definition, to consider epistemic luck to be involved with the formation of these beliefs. And

these differences in epistemic luck are pronounced in a myriad of manners: one’s access to

the internet, one's surrounding culture, one’s access to media and the reliability of the media

one has access to, can all create vast chasms in the degree that one is epistemically lucky to

agree with the scientific consensus or epistemically unlucky to believe pseudoscience.

Finally, I would like to point out that everyone is lucky in a non-trivial manner when

anyone believes the scientifically correct stance. This is because, at a minimum, they have

avoided the epistemic obstacles that other people face. This may be sort of negative luck,

luck that something bad didn’t happen, rather than something good happening. But it is

possible that any of us could have been born into a situation where we faced an epistemic

obstacle we didn’t face, and who is born into these situations, as I shall show in the following

section, is not the least bit trivial.

Testimonial Injustice

I’ve established that whether the non-expert holds correct or incorrect  perceptions

of the scientific consensus is necessarily based on some degree of epistemic luck, and that

different people are more and less epistemically lucky than each other. I now move on to

argue that who is lucky or unlucky is often the result of epistemic injustices—a term I
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borrow from Miranda Fricker , and a topic that José Medina has likewise written on in his24

book, The Epistemology of Resistance .25

Miranda Fricker is the philosopher who began a growing subdiscipline of

philosophy which is named after her text, Epistemic Injustice. In this text, Fricker does not

only epistemology, but epistemology that is grounded in both ethics and political philosophy.

While most analytic philosophers assert that a case of knowledge is a case where the

subject, S, knows some statement, P, or that “S knows P”, relatively few move beyond the

conceptually barren subject, “S”, and examine who and where S is. Fricker follows the

slogan of Donna Haraway, “start from the lives of marginalized people”, and examined how

S’s ability to know or testify P is influenced by their position as a politically marginalized

individual, as well as how these marginalizing influences on epistemic behavior can

produce both falsehoods and injustices. In an extremely broad sense, this is likewise the

goal of this dissertation, given that “P” will be scientific questions--to examine how different

social positions can influence ones ability to be scientifically literate, an how we should

resultantly understand our responsibilities to increase scientific literacy.

While Fricker’s work focuses primarily on short term, limited transactions of

knowledge (such as simple testimony between two people, or an experience of a negative

interaction that an agent has no vocabulary to articulate), Medina’s text on epistemic

injustice, The Epistemology of Resistance, seeks to both expand upon and critique

Fricker’s work. This critique is laid against the near exclusive attention paid to the event of

testimony itself, rather than the agent’s ongoing and living interactions with various

epistemic forces. Where Fricker points out a testimonial injustice in, say, a man not listening

to a woman on the basis of her gender, and examines the exchange in light of its

25 Medina, The Epistemology of Resistance: Gender and Racial Oppression, Epistemic
Injustice, and Resistant Imaginations, 3.

24 Fricker, Epistemic Injustice, 1.
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patriarchal connotations, Medina expands the analysis to the man's lifetime of shirking

social responsibilities. These might include resistance against belief in the sort of sexist

biases that unjustly altered the man's perception of the woman's credibility. This expanded

analysis will be vital to my exploration of pseudoscience, given that scientific literacy isn’t

achieved in a day and shouldn’t be thought of as mere spontaneous trust or distrust in the

words of an unequivocal representative of the scientific community.

Fricker’s text is a work that falls broadly into the categories of analytic

epistemology, ethics and feminism, while Medina situates his perspective on the topic of

epistemic justice in neopragmatism, Wittgensteinian and Foucauldian philosophy. Both are

concerned with the interaction between political oppression and one’s ability to know

things.In the introduction to her text, Epistemic Justice, Fricker writes,

“the project of this book is to home in on two forms of epistemic injustice that
are distinctly epistemic in kind, theorizing them as consisting, most
fundamentally, in a wrong done specifically to their capacity as a knower. I
call them testimonial injustice and hermeneutical injustice. Testimonial
injustice occurs when prejudice causes a hearer to give a deflated credibility
to a speaker's word; hermeneutical injustice occurs at a prior stage, when a
gap in collective interpretive resources puts someone at an unfair
disadvantage when it comes to making sense of their social experiences” .26

I will primarily be focusing on testimonial injustices, not because I want to necessarily

exclude the idea that hermeneutical injustices have an influence on pseudoscience, but

because the examples of testimonial injustice leading to pseudoscientific beliefs tend to be

far clearer.

Now, I'll get to these examples shortly, but first we need an understanding of

testimonial injustice and the criteria for determining when testimonial injustice occurs.

“Broadly speaking, prejudicial dysfunction in testimonial practice can be of two kinds. Either

the prejudice results in the speaker receiving more credibility than she otherwise would

26 Fricker, Epistemic Injustice, 1.
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have—a credibility excess—or it results in her receiving less credibility than she otherwise

would have--a credibility deficit” . The main criterion for testimonial injustice has to do with27

whether one is trusted or distrusted to an appropriate degree: if someone is treated as

more trustworthy than is justifiable, a credibility excess has occurred, and if one is treated

as less trustworthy than is justifiable, a credibility deficit has occurred.

Medina illustrates this point with an example he borrowed from Fricker: the trial of

Tom Robinson, in Harper Lee's novel, To Kill a Mockingbird . In the novel, an innocent28

black man is unjustly convicted due to the biases an all white jury held with regard to the

testimony of a black man, namely that his testimony was untrustworthy due to his

blackness.

Such depiction [of Tom as untrustworthy] becomes
successful not exclusively because of what happens in
Tom's interrogation, but also, in part, thanks to the credibility
excess antecedently given to his accuser as a member of a
privileged racial group (despite her economic
underprivileged status). Such credibility differentials were
already in place even before the defendant and his accuser
walked into the witness stand .29

Both Fricker and Medina argue that testimonial injustice is linked to or follows from power,

which Fricker defines as follows: “a practically socially situated capacity to control other’s

actions, where this capacity may be exercised (actively or passively) by particular social

agents, or alternatively, it may operate purely structurally” . In other words, testimonial30

injustice is necessarily linked to social control of actions (although it might not be any

individual agent who is doing the controlling). So a testimonial injustice occurs when

someone, due to an existing power structure, comes to give the wrong amount of epistemic

30 Fricker, Epistemic Injustice, 13.

29 Medina, The Epistemology of Resistance: Gender and Racial Oppression, Epistemic
Injustice, and Resistant Imaginations, 66.

28 Lee, To Kill a Mockingbird.
27 Fricker, Epistemic Injustice, 17.
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weight to a given speaker. And this can occur either in the form of a deficit (Tom Robinson

is falsely distrusted because of his race), or in the form of an excess (his accuser, Mayella

Ewell is falsely trusted because of her race). Sometimes the victim of the injustice is not the

speaker being given an incorrect level of credibility (the credibility excess given to Mayella

hurts Tom, rather than Mayella). And because power is defined by exerting control external

to that of the individual, we have a strong definitional link to our account of epistemic luck.

Fricker is certainly open to this possibility, stating explicitly that the committer of an

epistemic injustice is subject to epistemic bad luck , and that because of this bad luck,31

they’re viewed as disappointing rather than guilty.

It can be complicated to trace the various forms of harm at play here, so I would

like to introduce some vocabulary to help keep track of who is harmed and how in different

types of testimonial injustices. There is a certain harm in the fact that Tom is distrusted on

the basis of his race: the stereotype that black people are less trustworthy than whites is

offensive and immoral in and of itself, a type of harm I’ll call stereotype harm. This harm

exists even in those cases where people suggest stereotypes without actually believing

them--even if someone doesn’t think the stereotype is literally true, and even if no other

harm exists besides the promotion of the stereotype, it is still immoral to promote racial

stereotypes. That said, in the case of Tom Robinson, there is a material harm which follows

from the white jurors credibility deficit, namely that Tom will be incarcerated. Material harms

can take innumerable forms, but constitutes any harm that affects people in a physical

sense--such as attacks on ones body, economic well being, health, etc. Finally, there are

the belief harms, which are constituted by the mere falseness of belief, and which often

affect the committer, rather than the victim, of testimonial injustice. The jurors who perceive

Tom’s credibility to be deflated do themselves a belief harm--they hold a belief which is

31 Fricker, Epistemic Injustice, 101-102.
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incorrect. Ironically Tom himself doesn’t face this harm, he knows that he is innocent and is

only harmed by those other than himself being fooled and mistaken.

Now, Fricker does point out that some credibility excesses or deficits can occur that

don't constitute injustice, because they are innocent errors. “One reason why there will

always be cases of innocent error is that human judgment is fallible, and so it is inevitable

that even the most skilled and perceptive hearers will on occasion come up with a mistaken

judgment of a speaker's credibility” . What then distinguishes a testimonial injustice from32

an innocent error? Fricker argues that there needs to be something unethical that

determines the error to take place. “The proposal I am heading for is that the ethical poison

in question is that of prejudice” . In other words, for a credibility excess or deficit to33

constitute an injustice, it must follow from a prejudice as a moral poison—so that the belief

doesn't result from an isolated misconception of credibility, but from a prejudice that is

involved in oppressive power structures and is immediately unethical. If I ask someone

where an item is located in a Target because they are wearing a red polo shirt (the uniform

of Target employees) but realize they aren't an employee, the excess credibility I have

assumed them to have (that is, that they would know where the item is) is an innocent

error, because it didn't follow from an immoral prejudice. If, on the other hand, I should ask

my Jewish friend for financial advice, on the basis of the stereotype that Jewish people are

good with money, then I have done them a credibility excess that constitutes a testimonial

injustice, because it follows from a prejudicial position, despite the fact that I may have

genuinely believed that my friend would be knowledgeable. I believe them to have more

knowledge than they have or I know them to have, thus creating a credibility excess. I do

them a stereotype harm by contributing to a historically anti-semitic prejudice, even if I do

not perceive this harm (I may have thought it a compliment), and even though I do myself a

33 Fricker, Epistemic Injustice, 22-23.
32 Fricker, Epistemic Injustice, 21.
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harm to my belief, and risk material harms if I accept bad advice on the basis of such faulty

reasoning .34

Now, these sorts of examples are useful illuminations of what a testimonial injustice

is, but they miss a feature that is vital to my consideration of the topic of pseudoscience.

Namely, these examples focus on private actions, which are localized to individuals. While

such localization doesn't mean that a testimonial injustice hasn’t been done, it seems to

leave out the systematic credibility deficits and excesses that are in place prior to individual

involvement in them. This is the type of injustice that Medina gestured towards earlier when

he pointed out that “such credibility differentials were already in place even before the

defendant and his accuser walked into the witness stand” . Fricker uses Lee's novel to35

make a similar point and bring out a certain type of testimonial injustice, that will describe

many of the cases of pseudoscientific belief that I'll be discussing.

Testimonial injustices that are connected, via a common
prejudice, with other types of injustice, might appropriately
be termed systematic. Systematic testimonial injustices,
then, are produced not by prejudice simpliciter, but
specifically by those prejudices that track the subject through
different dimensions of social activity—economic,
educational, professional, sexual, legal, political, religious,
and so on .36

Systematic testimonial injustice is defined by the fact that it doesn't follow merely from the

belief of a solitary individual who subscribes to a solitary prejudice, nor does it end at the

perception of credibility, but rather tracks one throughout their social endeavors. It is this form

of testimonial injustice that I will argue causes the differences in epistemic luck which leave

one more or less prone to believing pseudoscience.

36 Fricker, Epistemic Injustice, 27.

35 Medina, The Epistemology of Resistance: Gender and Racial Oppression, Epistemic
Injustice, and Resistant Imaginations, 66.

34 Even if I had some other innocuous reason for believing my friend was good with money
(say perhaps I had been told my friend was good with money by a third party and didn’t know
them to be Jewish), I’ve still contributed to the stereotype. While there might be good reason
to think I’ve done this stereotype harm purely by accident, the harm still exists.
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Pseudoscientific Belief as Testimonial Injustice

So we have on the table that epistemic luck determines non-scientist’s beliefs

towards science to varying degrees (but always some degree) and that this is defined by

the fact that certain belief-determining factors are outside the control of the agent. We

likewise have on the table that a systematic testimonial injustice occurs when a societal

prejudice, which is itself tied up with a power structure, causes a misrepresentation of the

correct level of credibility a speaker should be perceived as having. I am now committed to

showing that one's level of epistemic luck regarding their judgments of pseudoscience can

and does result from systemic testimonial injustice . This will amount to demonstrating that37

one has been led to a belief by factors outside of their control, and that these factors are

prejudicial credibility excesses or deficiencies.

I will make this case by consideration of a real example of the anti-vaccination

movement’s place within the Nation of Islam. I will be arguing, on the one hand, that

systematic racism is a cause of a credibility excess perceived in a Nation of Islam leader,

and that this perception is therefore an instance of testimonial injustice. On the other hand,

I will show that it is outside of the control of the believer that racial prejudices cause their

belief, and that at least part of what leads them to anti-vaccination is therefore epistemic

unluckiness.

I was recently watching an interview featuring Tony Mohammad, a Nation of Islam

leader and anti-vaccination proponent . I was not watching this interview because of my38

research interests, but rather because my favorite rapper, Freddie Gibbs, was being jointly

38 Youtube, “Freddie Gibbs Speaks on Clearing His Name, New Music & More.”

37 I mean to say that this can and very often does happen. I’m sure that there are believers of
pseudoscience whose belief does not positively follow from epistemic injustice. That said,
even a hermit is negatively involved with epistemic injustice by virtue of not facing it while
others do face it.
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interviewed. The latter half of the interview primarily features Tony Mohammad making his

case against vaccines. He frames this distrust around the Tuskegee experiments, where

blacks infected with syphilis were not informed by doctors and unconsentingly studied. He

points out studies linking higher rates of autism to people of color. Finally, he frames

vaccines as a conspiracy to further the racial oppression of black men by rendering them,

in his words, “frankensteins”. He repeatedly states that there is science to back him up.

For many people, Tony Mohammad is an easy person to discredit—he has ties to

Scientology, and the Nation of Islam has an extremely mixed reputation, both in and out of

mainstream social justice circles.  But for many, it's much harder—Tony Mohammad has

been heavily involved in LA community organizing, he has helped supply people with food,

he has overseen peace treaties made between gangs . To those growing up under racial39

and economic oppression, with historically poor access to education, Mohammad tells what

I would imagine to be a far more compelling story. Black people do continue to be

systematically oppressed, the Tuskegee experiments did happen , and at least one study40

has found that black children are diagnosed with autism at statistically disproportionate

rates . A message of black empowerment, framing a distrust of vaccines, given by a41

person seated next to one of the most technically talented MCs of the last decade and

delivered in the larger context of historical mistreatment in the name of “science” strikes the

ears of many far more convincingly than a stranger on the internet calling for you to be

mocked and insulted.

Imagine that you are a black teenager, of limited financial means, from Gary

Indiana, watching this interview. The chief of police in your town was convicted of excessive

41 Becerra et al, “Autism Spectrum Disorders and Race, Ethnicity, and Nativity: A
Population-Based Study”.

40 Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, “The Tuskeegee Timeline.”
39 Watanabe, “A Call to Let Go of Hatred.”
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force and abuse of authority in 2008 . Due to the closing of factories, your town has high42

unemployment rates, and at the 2010 census, 37.9% of the people under the age of 18

from your town are living below the poverty line—a number you might not be explicitly

aware of, but the human reality of which you are all too familiar with . The often43

overworked science teachers you've had were also disciplinarians, able to send you to a

juvenile detention center. And a rapper with a successful career, who has collaborated with

legends such as Scarface and Madlib, who comes from the same town you do, spreading a

message of the daily realities of life in Gary, from the crime to the fast food, sits with a black

liberation leader and couches an anti-vaccination argument in historical facts that contribute

to your day to day, firsthand experience with oppression.

Hasn't the political culture we live in today, in a similar manner to how the culture of

1930’s Alabama made Tom Robinson lack credibility in the eyes of an all-white jury, made

the mainstream scientific community lack credibility in the eyes of certain individuals, while

lending an excess of perceived credibility to a figure like Tony Mohammad? Can you

honestly say, that if you were in the situation of our imagined character, that you wouldn't

be inclined to believe that Tony Mohammad was speaking truthfully? And if you were

asked, don't you think you would say that you had agreed with the scientific authorities?

Given that each of these factors that might lead such a resident of Gary to trust

Tony Mohammad is itself evidence of the racial oppression that our character has faced,

and given that Tony Mohammad should not be thought of as scientifically authoritative, it

seems that we meet our criteria for testimonial injustice. A moral poison that exists within a

societal structure (the history of “scientific” racism and our agent’s personal experience of

43 US Census Bureau, “American Fact Finder”.

42 Department of Justice, “Gary, Indiana Former Police Chief Convicted on Federal Civil
Rights Violation”.
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racism) appears that causes a speaker who should not be trusted as scientifically

authoritative instead appear scientifically authoritative.

Simultaneously, each of these power structures has been outside of the control of

our resident of Gary. The resident could not stop the Tuskegee experiments, or reform their

police department, or better fund their schools. In fact, these power structures are thought

of as being powerful precisely because they control people's actions in a practical manner.

For the same reason that the factors determining our Gary resident’s belief can be thought

of as a testimonial injustice, these factors imply that our resident has been victim to bad

epistemic luck, that what has caused their belief has been outside of their control.

And insofar as I'm sure my reader can think of a myriad of similar cases, it seems

that ones level of epistemic luck follows from testimonial injustice, or at the very least, a

lack thereof. And is not the avoidance of such injustice itself a privilege?

Heidi Grasswick has touched upon some of these problems in the terms of

epistemic injustice. She points out that unequal reason for trusting the authority of science

is itself a harm to the untrusting.

To not trust scientists is to do without the knowledge they
might be able to convey and suffer an epistemic opportunity
loss in the process...due to forces of oppression, the
conditions required to ground one’s trust in experts cannot
be met for members of particular subordinated groups .44

Grasswick draws this connection and brings attention to it as a problem for

philosophers concerned with epistemic injustice, but she doesn’t seem to offer definitive

solutions, nor does she focus on the specific problem of responsibility. She does however

point out that participatory injustices--such as black people’s historical exclusion from

scientific academe--provide justifiable, if not outright rational reasons for distrust.

44 Grasswick, “Epistemic Injustice in Science”, 319.
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Simultaneously, Grasswick maintains that people who don’t face these participatory

injustices benefit from seeing (good) science as authoritative. However, how we should

behave towards individuals who understandably arrive at distrust, while being themselves

victim to the material harms of such distrust will remain an outstanding question for as long

as the question of responsibility goes unanswered.

Our Currently Insufficient Account of Responsibility

In this section I’ll be discussing the current insufficiency of our accounts of

responsibility. I’ll first show that neither Fricker nor Medina offer positive solutions to the

puzzle of whether people should be held to the same degree of responsibility for

overcoming epistemic obstacles if they result from privilege or oppression. I’ll then show

that commenters on the debate over the so-called epistemic condition for moral

responsibility naively assume, without explicit reflection, that oppressed and privileged

people be held to the same degree of responsibility or lack thereof, even when the

commenters strongly disagree on how we should react to this condition.

Fricker's proposed solution to epistemic injustice on the individual level takes the

form of a “virtue epistemological account of testimony” which is given five criteria (I will45

return later in chapter 6 to discuss the finer details of these criteria). This account is one

that offers to train individuals in such a way that they are equipped to make better

judgments on credibility. Fricker's examples focus on the injustice done to the speaker by

the hearer—Tom Robinson is done a stereotype harm and material harm by being given

lower perceived credibility than he is due, and this follows from the prejudices of the jury as

hearers (who do themselves a belief harm). Thus, Fricker assigns responsibility for hearers

to train themselves to remove prejudicial bias from their knee jerk judgments of credibility.

45 Fricker, Epistemic Injustice, 72-73.
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This works fine as long as we don't focus on how a hearer, as a potentially

oppressed person, is suffering the prejudice that renders an ensuing credibility judgment

potentially unjust. While Fricker does recognize the capability for testimonial injustice to

harm one's ability to know things , she does not, in my view, go far enough in her46

examination of this fact to recognize that the hearer may be epistemically unlucky in their

judgment due to being biased against, and come to a judgment whose incorrectness the

hearer themselves is victim to. It is not the scientist who is harmed by the credibility excess

given to Tony Mohammad, but rather the resident of Gary IN, their family, and their

community. Furthermore, the prejudices that led them to this judgment were against the

resident as hearer, not against the scientist as speaker.

What does this mean for the virtue epistemological account that Fricker offers?  If

we expect (as I fear many of us who are opposed to pseudoscience do) everyone to come

to the type of epistemically virtuous position that would equip them to overcome

pseudoscience, we put a greater expectation on the most oppressed people . I do not47

believe that Fricker has explicitly endorsed a position of equal responsibility, but she also

doesn’t directly address the question of how ones position should affect their level of

responsibility. This leaves us open to the possibility that one could read Fricker and assume

that equal responsibility would be the default position . And there is something intuitively48

48 In fact I initially read Fricker as tacitly assuming such a position, though in later readings I
found this to be my own over-reading of an issue Fricker doesn’t address and occasionally

47 Fricker has a notion of disappointment (meaning an individual shouldn’t be held guilty)
towards committers of epistemic injustice that may be useful here, and I discuss this
disappointment in the chapter devoted to Fricker’s virtue epistemological account. Briefly, this
idea of being “disappointing” would be those situations where an epistemic injustice occurred,
but the committer of the injustice would have had such a hard time avoiding the injustice that
they cannot be held guilty. For instance, if a person had never met a Jewish person and had
been raised in an extremely anti-semetic environment, it would be very likely that they would
commit injustices against the first Jewish person they happened to meet, but it would be so
hard for them to avoid committing these sorts of injustices that we would be disappointed by
them rather than finding them guilty.

46 Fricker, Epistemic Injustice, 56-57.
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problematic with defaulting to an equal responsibility for correctness given that it puts

unequal demands on differently situated individuals.

So say we qualify our theory of what each person is responsible for, and instead

say that people are only responsible for whatever is within their control. In other words, we

are responsible for whatever part of our judgment isn't left up to luck. Such a contextually

sensitive theory would assert that if two people have deliberated on a scientific topic in an

identical manner—going through the same set of epistemic procedures—but differ in their

place in the world, both ought to be held to an equal degree and kind of responsibility, even

if they come to hold opposed beliefs. Suppose for instance that we have two individuals

who both determine their stance on vaccines by virtue of examining what their peers seem

to believe and accepting the most popular belief of their peers. One individual is led by this

procedure to deny the safety and efficacy of vaccines, and acting on this belief, threatens

herd immunity, while the other person, performing the same epistemic action in a very

different environment, comes to the conclusion that vaccines are safe and effective. This

principle of equal responsibility would have us hold the latter to the same type and degree

of responsibility as the former. If we decide that “I trust whatever my peers seem to believe”

is not a good reason to be an anti-vaxxer, we are committed to holding the pro-vaccine

individual just as guilty.

On the other hand, we can imagine that two individuals in two very different

environments are skeptical to the appropriate degree, going as far as one can to consider

biases, both political and personal, that could lead their views to be improperly swayed.

Such individuals do their best to identify the most trustworthy scientific authorities one can

find. This procedure leads one person to the view that genetically modified crops are safe

seems to lean against--particularly in her claim that those who commit epistemic injustice as
a result of bad epistemic luck are disappointing rather than blameworthy.
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and an effective method of fighting famine (despite an attraction to the idea that Monsanto

is killing us and a mild fear of “playing god”), while the other comes to believe that GMOs

are slow poisons (akin to tobacco). Acting in what they believe to be the best interests of

the needy, the latter destroys shipments of corn to populations facing famine. The principle

would again have us hold them identically responsible: if we believe the pro-GMO individual

to have done their best and to be guilty of nothing, we are thereby committed to exculpate

the crop burner as well, who was, after all, merely trying to save starving people from being

slowly poisoned. This exculpation would do very little for those who have empty stomachs

right now, but if we throw out our principle, we might have to hold our imagined resident of

Gary who trusts Tony Mohammad to a similar degree of guilt as the rich suburbanite who

had every opportunity to see the dangers and inaccuracy of their beliefs.

To a certain extent, Medina's theory of responsibility, which draws on Iris Marion

Young's social connection model of responsibility, is appealing here, arguing that “all agents

who contribute by their actions to the structural processes that produce injustices have

responsibilities to work to remedy these injustices” . This theory takes responsibility to be49

necessarily socially embedded: while recognizing that individuals participate in epistemic

behavior , the responsibility for them to know things can't be separated from the50

community that teaches them and incentivizes certain epistemic activities over others. The

example that Medina uses to illustrate this theory is a Vanderbilt student who left a pig's

head outside a Jewish community center on campus, ignorant both to the fact that it was a

50 Participation in epistemic behavior is to do any action that leads to the formation of beliefs,
including those of others. To share a link on social media, to mentally rehearse arguments, to
research a topic, to criticize a given statement would all count as examples of epistemic
participation, as would a failure to do any of these things. I use this terminology here to
explain that certain behavior leads to certain beliefs due to more than one person’s
participation: if a person believes a widely held stereotype, their belief depends on their
individual actions, but it also depends on every person who promotes the stereotype being
widely held.

49 Medina, The Epistemology of Resistance: Gender and Racial Oppression, Epistemic
Injustice, and Resistant Imaginations, 159.
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Jewish community center and that the action was an anti-semitic one . While Medina51

doesn't exculpate the student for his ignorance, the fact that he should have known reflects

something important about the Vanderbilt community. Medina writes,

I am interested not only in the epistemic failures and the
corresponding ethico-political failures of the individual
student, but also in those of the communities that have
continued to contribute to his development, including (and
especially) the Vanderbilt community .52

Now this view of social responsibility is especially attractive for tackling the issue of

epistemic luck itself, so that we can point to society rather than the epistemically unlucky

party as responsible for the fact of epistemic unluckiness, without necessarily exculpating

those who still ought to have known things.

That said, Medina has a similar problem as Fricker: he doesn’t explicitly endorse a

theory of equal responsibility, but he doesn’t reject such a theory or outline a theory of

responsibility that delineates who should or shouldn’t be held culpable, bringing him to the

same sort of insufficiency as Fricker. Iris marion Young herself could have been more

helpful here, having written that “Obviously each of these parameters for reasoning about

the ways that individual persons or institutions might meet their responsibilities under a

social connection model—power, privilege, interest, and collective ability—needs further

elaboration” , but she unfortunately died before such an elaboration could take place. The53

topic of pseudoscience brings the necessity of this elaboration into clear focus.

53 Young, Responsibility, Social Connection and Global Labor Justice, 186.

52 Medina, The Epistemology of Resistance: Gender and Racial Oppression, Epistemic
Injustice, and Resistant Imaginations, 137.

51 The community center contained a vegetarian café, and across the street there was a pig
roast at a frat party. The student claimed to have only meant to prank vegetarians and while I
find it a little hard to believe that he was totally unaware of the anti-semitic connotations, it
doesn’t seem so outlandish that I won’t take Medina’s word for it, especially considering that it
is otherwise an excellent example.
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The situation is perhaps worse for those who’ve commented on the epistemic

condition for moral responsibility (or ECR as I shall call it), which states that one must have

relevant knowledge of their actions and their consequences to be held responsible for it. I

bring up this debate (which usually relates to skepticism about moral responsibility) for

several reasons. First off, commenters on the ECR are explicitly flat in their attributions of

responsibility due to a lack of knowledge: those who think lack of knowledge exculpates

think it exculpates for both privileged and oppressed people, those who think lack of

knowledge does not exculpate think that both privileged and oppressed people who lack

knowledge are still on the hook. This shows that certain philosophical literature is tainted

with an unsolved puzzle that probably leads to unjust attributions of exculpation or

responsibility. Additionally, the fact that luck operates heavily on non-expert judgments of

scientific topics, and that the ECR focuses on one’s responsibilities or lack thereof to know

things, both demonstrate how muddied our principles of responsibility for scientific literacy

are.

I’ll begin my discussion of the ECR by defining the term and explaining several

popular positions on it. I’ll then show that these attributions and withdrawals of

responsibility do nothing to recognize whether the information lacked by an agent in

question results from the agent’s privileged or oppressed status, the flat condemnations

and exculpations that I’m determined to avoid. In other words, I’ll be showing that all the

literature I’m aware of on the topic of the ECR naively holds privileged and oppressed

people to the same degree of responsibility.

The ECR is the idea that ones knowledge or lack thereof can potentially affect

one's culpability for some action. If I flip a switch, having every reason to believe it will turn

on a light, and the switch turns on a live wire and fatally shocks an electrician who is

working the next room over, I should not be held responsible for the electrocution. The ECR
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would be the explanation for why I ought to be exculpated: there is an intuitive requirement

for me to know what I am doing if I am to be held culpable for doing it.

Some, (particularly Zimmerman as well as Rosen) have presented the ECR as a

potential reason for a broad skepticism towards responsibility for many cases of wrongdoing:

Most people would say, I believe, that the conditions for
culpable ignorance are fairly easily and frequently satisfied,
whereas i would say that the conditions are pretty restrictive
and that therefore culpable ignorance occurs less frequently,
perhaps far less frequently, than is commonly supposed .54

If some piece of information would have prevented an agent from doing an action, and the

agent was ignorant of that information, then for them to be held culpable for the action, we

would need to hold them responsible for the ignorance. In the aforementioned example, I

would have to be responsible, either directly or indirectly, for not knowing that the switch

would shock the electrician to death.

It would be very strange for me to be directly responsible for not knowing that the

switch would shock the electrician: to do so would be to knowingly avoid learning the

information that would have prevented my action. Perhaps I hate the electrician and want to

kill them but only have the constitution to do so accidentally, so I avoid ever looking at their

work schedule. This way I directly set myself up to be unaware that the electrician is working

in the next room over and kill them. But this is an extremely strange situation, one which took

some imagination to even come up with, and it might in fact be absurd: if I was able to

knowingly cause my ignorance that would cause the killing, why wasn’t I able to knowingly

cause the killing?

On the other hand, if I am indirectly responsible for my ignorance, then I must be

directly responsible for something that caused whatever caused my ignorance. But these

cases seem equally strange! Maybe there was a safety meeting, where I would have learned

54 Zimmerman, “Moral Responsibility and Ignorance”, 441.
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that the electrician had a work schedule, and had I learned this, I would have looked at the

schedule, and my ignorance would be prevented along with the fatal shock. But once again, I

want the electrician dead, but lack the constitution for manslaughter by direct ignorance, so I

get very blackout drunk before the safety meeting and do not remember to check the work

schedule, leading to the death of the electrician. In this case I would have been indirectly

responsible for my ignorance, because I was directly responsible for the cause of my

ignorance.

Rosen takes the ECR to be cause for a general skepticism towards responsibility.

Whatever we may know at a general level about the

possibility of culpable bad action in the actual world, in any

particular case in which we may be tempted to judge that X

is responsible for doing A, this particular judgment of

responsibility would be unwarranted .55

Rosen takes the view that any case of wrongdoing is a plausible case of ignorance, because

one might be ignorant of certain relevant facts that would be required for their culpability, and

we can never personally tell whether other individuals are ignorant of some vital information.

Others think that the ECR can be met without a call for major skepticism or a case of

akrasia where one is perfectly aware of their own akratic behavior causing ignorance. Part of

the impetus for this is to be able to still hold people responsible for cases of ignorance

causing things like racism. It seems clear to many that to believe a stereotype is to do

something morally wrong, but it is also necessarily to do something ignorant. Mason argues

that ignorance can follow from a badness in the agent that the agent is culpable for:

On my account an attitude is attributable to the agent when it
stems from and is connected in some loose (not necessarily
conscious) way to the agent’s evaluative judgments. This
rules out attitudes that have just been implanted by
hypnosis, and it rules out random rogue attitudes. It does not

55 Rosen, “Skepticism About Moral Responsibility”, 295.
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rule out attitudes that the agent is unconscious of or only
vaguely aware of having, and it does not rule out attitudes
that the agent could not actually give reasons for. The point
is that an agent who has morally bad attitudes that are
generally attributable to him, is himself bad .56

One needn’t knowingly prevent themselves from gaining information about sexism for

instance in order to be sexist on this account, nor would one need to articulate the potentially

vague reasons one had for their attitudes about women. It would be enough that one held

attitudes that reflected a badness in them--prejudice, laziness, receptivity to stereotypes and

so on.

A similar take is held by Fitzpatrick, who believes that culpability for ignorance follows

from epistemic vices.

We should resist the moves that lead to such a tight linking
of moral responsibility to akrasia, and I will defend an
alternative view that appeals instead to facts about personal
capabilities, social opportunities for acquiring normative
knowledge, and the role of voluntary exercises of vices in
certain failures to fulfill epistemic obligations. This shows
how there can be moral responsibility without the operation
of akrasia at any point .57

FitzPatrick doesn’t need to appeal to knowing ignorance, given that we can link failures to

meet one’s epistemic obligations or duties to their ignorance. If someone never interacts with

people outside of their close friends or family, and resultantly doesn’t interact with black

people enough to know that blackface has a racist history, one still ought to be held

responsible for racism if they paint their face black. The action was only possible given that

one indulged in the epistemic vice of non-interaction with people outside their group.

Capascitarians meanwhile, think anyone is responsible for wrongdoing that follows

from ignorance if one had the capacity to learn otherwise.

When an agent performs an act that he should but does not
recognize as wrong or foolish, what connects him to the act's

57 Fitzpatrick, “Moral Responsibility and Normative Ignorance: Answering a New Skeptical
Challenge”, 590.

56 Mason, “Moral Ignorance and Blameworthiness”, 3049.
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wrongness or foolishness in a way that renders him
responsible for it is the causal connection between his
cognitive failure and the constellation of features that makes
him the person he is .58

If I could have learned that the aforementioned switch would shock the electrician to death,

then I am on the hook for manslaughter, and this reveals quite a bit about the sort of person I

am: negligent to the point of risking the lives of others.

What is concerning, to me, about all of these theories is that none of them account

for the different potential sources of ignorance. Rosen and Zimmerman could exculpate a

privileged, wealthy, white anti-vaxxer in the same breath as they would exculpate a poor,

oppressed, black anti-vaxxer who was fooled by the Nation of Islam. Mason might hold both

of them to the same standard of culpability for whatever badness was reflected in their

attitudes, unable to distinguish between the ignorance of someone who falls for

pseudoscience due to stereotypes about other people (e.g. a white person who believes in

acupuncture because of asian stereotypes) and someone who falls for pseudoscience due to

stereotypes about themselves (e.g. a black person distrusts the medical establishment

because they are routinely treated as less susceptible to pain by doctors). Capascitarians

would hold everyone who could have known otherwise culpable, meaning that both rich

anti-vaxxers and poor members of the Nation of Islam would be held to the same standard,

despite the fact that this “capacity” could only be actualized by overcoming priviliging

constraints for some and oppressive constraints for others.

None of the responses to the ECR that I am aware of make distinctions along these

lines, and implicitly hold everyone to the same standards of culpability or exculpation.

Pro-Science Media

58 Sher, “A New Beginning”, 1.
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I've shown that pseudoscience often results from certain testimonial injustices,59

which fit into this category by virtue of the criteria Fricker and Medina give for it, and this

state of affairs brings out a puzzling yet detrimental issue. I have not attempted to show, at

this point, what the solution to this problem might be, but only that neither Fricker nor

Medina have immediately equipped us to solve it by virtue of either of their theories, and

that commenters on the ECR fall squarely into this trap. I promised to end this chapter with

a brief discussion of pro-science media, and why pro-science media needs a solution to

this problem in order to make a more ethical and successful effort against pseudoscience.

Pro-science media has endeavored to fight back against pseudoscience and the

very real dangers that it poses to public health and in doing so, an implicit stance has been

taken on the responsibility to be scientifically literate, giving a straightforward prescription to

listen to the scientific authorities and trust whatever consensus these authorities come to.

Because the believer in pseudoscience fails to do so, they are held ethically responsible for

whatever consequences may arise. This is evidenced by a slogan of pro-science media

pages, “citation or gtfo ”, which means that discourse on these topics needs to be driven60

by scientifically sourced information, and those without a citation deserve to be mocked and

ejected from discourse . The slogan conveniently ignores that believers in pseudoscience61

often do come equipped with sources, sources that shouldn't be considered trustworthy.

And it's quite telling that rather than voicing how one can know whether a source is a good

one, the slogan calls for the believer in pseudoscience to literally exit the discourse.

61 Facebook, “SciBabe”.
60 “Gtfo” is an internet acronym, standing for “get the fuck out”.

59 I think that pseudoscience can possibly result from intentional ignorance, but these cases
are rare and philosophically uninteresting. And as I’ve repeatedly asserted, the absence of
testimonial injustice is itself a negative involvement of it.
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This prescription has led to a pro-science media that scorns, judges and dismisses:

pages like that of Scibabe produce memes mocking those who disagree with them , often62

calling the believer of pseudoscience a “science denier” (though I've yet to see evidence

that there are major movements of people denying the scientific enterprise in general). Neil

Degrasse Tyson is constantly quoted for his statement that “the universe is under no

obligation to make sense to you” , Matt Novak, writing for Gizmodo, has claimed that “the63

best way to deal with anti-vaxxers is to ridicule their position” and Buzz Aldrin has64

received praise for cold cocking a man for claiming the moon landing was a hoax, being

introduced in one article as “famed astronaut, second man on the moon, and puncher of

smug faces” .65

But my analysis has shown that many of the people that pro-science media delights

in condemning and mocking are not in fact acting in total control of their beliefs, that they

have been the result of poor epistemic luck, and that in many of these cases, they have in

fact been victim to epistemic injustice. This is important, for it shows not only that

pro-science media has risked victim blaming, it has been ineffective due to making

prescriptions for people to do things that are necessarily outside their control. To solve this

problem, pro-science media needs clear criteria for how it should behave regarding

epistemic luck, who is epistemically unlucky to so great an extent that they are innocent,

who is unlucky but still potentially culpable, and how to increase the general epistemic luck

of society. As long as this work has yet to be done, pro-science media will remain

necessarily naive.

65 Terbush, “Watch a 72-year-old Buzz Aldrin punch a jerk in the face for calling him a 'liar'”.

64 Novak, “The Anti-Vaccine Movement Should Be Ridiculed, Because Shame Works”.

63 Teamcoco, “Neil Degrasse Tyson: The Universe is Under No Obligation to Make Sense to
You”.

62 Facebook, “SciBabe”.
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Note on Sources

This dissertation uses a variety of sources to demonstrate different things. A peer

reviewed meta analysis is taken to demonstrate scientific consensus (or a lack thereof)

across multiple cited sources. A single peer reviewed study only shows that this single

study exists—it doesn’t show consensus, because the study may be faulty or bad. It does

show that someone has that study as a potential authority on the matter at hand. I use

journalism to demonstrate that isolated events occurred, though these events are not

themselves directly scientific claims. In other words, I trust a journalistic source that claims

an event took place where a scientist argued with a non-expert, but I wouldn’t trust that

source to demonstrate the actual scientific consensus on what they were arguing over. I

occasionally use sources from academic sociology or anthropology to discuss cultural

trends, such as racism. I use internet posts, like blogs and interviews, to show that at least

some people hold certain beliefs. These are never used to demonstrate whether these

beliefs are correct or incorrect, only to demonstrate that such beliefs are in fact held by

some people.

Notes on Moving Forward

Moving forward, I need to directly confront the issues arising from a principle of

equal responsibility, revealing all of the potential consequences of affirming or denying

various formulations of the principle. Through this exercise, I will develop a theory of

epistemic responsibility, which will reveal both our deliberative and preparatory

responsibilities (meaning our responsibilities for what isn’t due to luck, what is in our

control) as well as how our positionality affects these responsibilities. This will equip me for

a deeper analysis of both Fricker and Medina's ethical theories, and I can give each of
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them a deeper consideration on this basis, reaching the corners of their theories that I've

left behind here (Medina's optimism about disagreement, represented by his discussion of

epistemic friction as a virtue, stands out as one feature that might be problematic). Once all

of this work has been done, I will have a robust philosophy of epistemic justice concerning

pseudoscience, and will be able to make recommendations for a transformed pro-science

media following from such a philosophy, which will form the conclusion of this dissertation.

The thrust of my argument shall be as follows:

● In chapter 2 I detail the type of critical engagement with scientific topics

that I think is required to overcome epistemic obstacles to one’s scientific

beliefs.

● In chapter 3 I outline the variety of forms epistemic luck can take towards

the formation of beliefs on scientific topics.

● In chapter 4 I consider the flat responsibility ascribed to both privileged and

oppressed people with similar epistemic obstacles by commenters on the

ECR. I then discuss the downsides of this flatness and promote my own

two-fold conception of preparatory and deliberative responsibility. This

conception draws upon Medina’s critique of Fricker as too short term in her

view of testimonial injustice and resultant withdrawal of blame for

epistemically unlucky, privileged people.

● In chapter 5 I return to Fricker’s virtue-epistemological account and

reconsider it in light of my twofold conception. This will allow me to both

include the insights of Fricker’s account for my own project and tease out

how certain details of my theory of responsibility function with regard to one

another.
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● In chapter 6 I revisit José Medina’s work and focus on two major issues:

how Young’s social connection model of responsibility might influence how

we think of our preparatory responsibilities, and how Medina’s call for

epistemic friction is problematized by pseudoscience.

● In chapter 7 I consider three different skeptical concerns that might arise

with regard to my dissertation and reject all three as morally arrogant.

However, I maintain the need to vigilantly look out for the type of examples

that might prompt skepticism and be ever-sensitive to the possibility of

incorrect judgments of culpability.

● In my concluding chapter, I make recommendations for pro-science media

on the basis of all of my previous chapters.
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Chapter Two: The Critical Engagement Required to Overcome Epistemic Obstacles

Introduction

In this chapter, I will show how I think one ought to reason in a manner resistant to

epistemic unluckiness, and potentially come to recognize the correct position held by the

scientific consensus. I established in chapter one that everyone relies, to some extent, on

epistemic luck, which is definitionally outside of their control. That argument relied on the fact

that multiple factors contributed to the formation of belief, and here I would like to explore

those factors that are within our control.

Before I can describe what cognitive efforts I think could potentially help overcome

poor epistemic luck, I will first need to show that two views on this topic are naive, despite

their being commonly floated as methods of correcting pseudoscientific belief, particularly by

the pro-science media. I do not wish to imply that there are three possible solutions and that

by eliminating two, I can show the third to be successful. Instead, I feel the need to

undermine both strategies because both are often suggested, and because the reasons for

eliminating each strategy helps frame why I think my strategy has a chance of being

successful.

It is often argued that believers of pseudoscience misunderstand scientific

methodology, and that believers would accept the scientific consensus if they followed it

correctly, or did as scientists do. Meanwhile, believers of pseudoscience often argue that they

themselves are carrying out scientifically legitimate experiments. For instance, a flat earther

will balance a bucket of water on the tip of a ruler, and wait to see that the bucket doesn’t tip

over as the flat earther would expect it to if it were placed on a spinning object (an

“experiment” that ignores inertia). I will therefore argue against both of these notions and

assert that the non-expert cannot be making judgments about science on the same basis that

scientists do. Doing so will demonstrate both that pseudoscience won’t be eliminated by
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better public understanding of the scientific method alone and that dissent towards the

current scientific consensus cannot be justified on the grounds that figures such as Galileo or

Einstein stood on in their dissent .66

Another method of undermining pseudoscience that is often promoted is to call for an

unquestioning trust in the authority of the scientific community. This would mean that showing

well sourced journal articles stating the scientific consensus would be a sufficient effort to

disprove pseudoscientific beliefs, and that those who see this evidence either don’t care

about the issue or reject evidence wholesale . I will instead argue that the non-expert67

shouldn’t make these judgments on the sole basis of an immediate trust in scientific authority,

precisely because most believers in pseudoscience already think that they are trusting

scientific authorities .68

Both of these exercises will equip me to show that one doesn’t merely need to make

a decision amounting to “trust the scientific authority”, to avoid pseudoscientific belief. Rather,

one must critically engage with their own epistemic position in a manner that helps one

determine who one ought to consider scientifically authoritative.

68 And even those who reject the scientific community wholesale, such as certain flat
earthers, nonetheless take themselves to be operating “Scientifically” in the sense that they
believe themselves to have a rational explanation for empirical phenomenon (they often
argue that water doesn’t rest on a spinning object and therefore could not rest as an ocean
on a spinning globe).

67 My undergraduate advisor, Adam Kotsko, recently posted “If you look past the "stupidity" or
"misunderstanding," what you get is that people who know very well that we're destroying
ourselves are having a good old time shaming people for caring about it. The message we
should take away from "how is it cold if global warming is happening?" isn't "I lack
understanding of the scientific consensus," it's "I don't care if billions die. Ha ha!"“. (Facebook
of Adam Kotsko, 2019). I personally think that this is as much of an overreach as assuming
that leftists do not in fact understand genetic modification and actively want people in third
world countries to starve, but I take this to be evidence of the fact that people assume a mere
call for trusting the scientific consensus to be all it takes for someone to be convinced, given
the ensuing assertion that persistent skeptics are merely indifferent and acting in bad faith.

66 In chapter one I excluded dissenting beliefs held by scientists from my definition of
pseudoscience, even if the same beliefs would be pseudoscientific if they were held by
lay-people. Here I argue that lay-people cannot do the type of work that would be required to
elevate their beliefs from pseudoscience to dissent.
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That the Non-Expert Cannot Judge on the Same Basis as the Scientist

The first potential option I would like to eliminate is the idea that the non-expert might

be doing whatever successful scientists do. If correct, this idea would cause us to think, on

the one hand, that we might hold non-experts to the same degree of responsibility as we

might hold scientists, or that dissent from the scientific consensus by those such as Tony

Mohammad could be judged by the same criteria as dissent carried out by actual scientists

on the other. In other words, this option would have us ask whether the reasoning of the

non-expert would meet the standard that we expect from an actual scientist, and furthermore

correct them (when they hold pseudoscientific beliefs) with reference to the experiments, data

and models that are used to develop the scientific position.

Neil Degrasse Tyson occasionally seems to rely on this method, explaining

experiments to pseudoscientific interlocutors and why scientists would disagree with

whatever his interlocutor believes. Tyson often gets somewhat heated in his explanations. In

one notable incident, Tyson was called upon to defend his trust in a pair of experiments called

the LIGO apparatus, and seemed to get steadily more angry as he made his case. It is worth

noting that he was being questioned by Anthony Liveridge, who has engaged in HIV

denialism and concerns over the safety of CERN, as well as a number of other

pseudoscientific beliefs. But I think that the following transcript is telling insofar as it

demonstrates both the angry tone that Tyson takes, as well as his appeal to experiments that

Liveridge is likely to disbelieve ever happened.

The instrument is highly sensitive. It can tell if there’s a car
driving on a road a half of a mile away. So you have to ask
yourself what kind of signal would colliding black holes
leave. We know general relativity and can calculate what that
signal would be: it goes like this. Woop! (Tyson draws a
squiggle on a page). Has anyone seen this? No? Then all of
the sudden you get it. Holy shit, this matches our model for a
black hole. Excuse me, same apparatus 1500 miles away,
did you get this as well? Yes you did! Did you get it at the
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same time? No, you got it a 30th of a second later. Einstein’s
prediction is that gravity waves move at the speed of light,
and that is the time delay of the speed of light between these
two institutions! (Tyson is shouting now) So, you will have to
tell me that there is some glitch that knows how to mimic
what we calculate for two colliding black holes (Pounding fist
on the table) and somehow figured out how to put the same
glitch 1500 miles away, a 30th of a second delayed .69

This method seems to take the dissenter to be dissenting because of their thoughts on the

scientific methodology, rather than societally determined reasons for distrust. Tyson’s

frustration can perhaps be described as frustration at the scientific shoddiness of his

opponent’s claims, but this explanation does nothing to address the fact that many skeptics

wouldn’t trust that any of the experiments Tyson describes actually occurred. Just as easily

as Tyson can name experiments that would be convincing if the skeptic believed they took

place, a skeptic can describe a story of scientists and journalists lying about the experiment,

and the story the skeptic would be telling would probably sound less outlandish than say, the

case of MKULTRA, where the government knowingly dosed United States citizens with LSD

in a half-baked attempt at mind control .70

There are in fact many cases where epistemic responsibility has been

discussed--particularly issues of racial, gender based, or otherwise systemic oppression--and

these discussions have benefited from dissent. As Medina writes,

the external epistemic resistances one encounters can be
positive insofar as they offer beneficial epistemic friction,
forcing one to be self-critical, to compare and contrast one’s
beliefs, to meet justificatory demands, to recognize cognitive
gaps, and so on .71

Within a certain range of topics, I wouldn’t disagree with Medina’s claims: disagreement

about the political significance of a word like “power” can remind one that there are different

71 Medina, The Epistemology of Resistance: Gender and Racial Oppression, Epistemic
Injustice, and Resistant Imaginations, 50.

70 CIA, “Statement of Director of Central Intelligence Before Subcommittee on Health and
Scientific Research Senate Committee On Human Resources 21 September 1977”.

69 Mandelbaum, “I Watched Neil deGrasse Tyson Take On A Science Skeptic”.
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political situations one might not have thought of. Just like there are certain insights granted

by my liberal arts education and familiarity with political philosophy that aren’t universally

available, there are presumably many ways that a cashier with no college education would

understand “power” that can and should offer insights I’d be blind to, even insights that

contradict my own understanding of the term .72

However, this sort of thinking, applied to scientific topics, might suggest that it would

be good for non-experts to present epistemic friction (by which I mean, offer

counter-arguments or contrary positions) for scientists, as scientists themselves do. However,

that idea only holds weight if expert scientific judgment can be forced to “be self-critical, to

compare and contrast one’s beliefs, to meet justificatory demands, to recognize cognitive

gaps, and so on” by non-expert scientific judgment. And while there may be something to be

said for the fact that lay-people can point out biases or injustices, the confirmation that these

biases have led to faulty science can only be done scientifically: it is not enough to point out

that phrenologists were racist to show that their racist conclusions were bad science, it had to

be confirmed via the scientific methodology. For lay-people to make such confirmations only

seems possible if the non-expert can do as the scientist does .73

The elimination of this prescription (“do as the scientist does”) will allow me to avoid

condemnation of both the non-expert for not having access to the scientific method, as well

as the scientists who are successful precisely because they argued against what the majority

of scientists at the time believed, because they offered not merely friction but progress for the

scientific enterprise.

73 I return to Medina’s concept of epistemic friction in chapter 8, which is devoted to the topic.
There I discuss different manners in which epistemic friction could be beneficial for
discussions of scientific literacy, and my argument there relies on what I show in this section.

72 For instance, I’ve been told by certain working class activists that overuse of philosophical
terminology in descriptions of power can itself be a way that educated activists exclude
uneducated people from activist spaces.
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Now there are two ways we can conceive of “doing as the scientist does”: either we

can question whether a non-expert is doing the same cognitive activity as the scientist is

doing when they carry out an experiment, or the collection of data for the construction of

explanatory models. We can also question whether the non-expert is doing the same activity

as the scientist who reads and judges a study or scientific statement that was carried out by

another scientist. That the former possibility is false is plainly obvious: building an

experimental apparatus, observing the results, collecting these results as data, and drawing

conclusions are decidedly not what the average individual does when they consider the

safety and efficacy of vaccines. The non-expert lacks the means to feasibly carry out an

experiment the way a scientist might, or even access the astronomical data that might be

used to construct a galactic model for instance, regardless of whether they have the

conceptual skill required to correctly draw a conclusion from it.

This fact allows us to avoid the temptation to say that normal people should be

carrying out scientific experiments and condemned when they fail to do so successfully. Such

a stance would commit us to approving the aforementioned flat earther’s attempt--we would

need to say that their efforts to test the motion of the planet were admirable, but flawed in

execution--and we would likewise be committed to condemnation of the faultiness of their

experimental design--we would need to mock or judge the flat earther for carrying out an

experiment that ignores what has already been established about inertia. Fortunately neither

is reasonable, so we can move on without such expectations.

The question therefore becomes whether the non-expert is doing the same sort of

judging as the scientist who reads and judges a paper--such that we can imagine them being

justified in dissent on the same grounds that one might want to justify a modern scientist74

who reads a study and disagrees with it’s conclusion. Now when a scientist reads and judges

74 This isn’t to say that their dissent couldn’t ever be epistemically or ethically justified, but that
it would have to be a different justification from that given for the dissenting scientist.
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a paper, there are several models for their cognitive activity that might explain their judgment

on the paper. The first is that they look to the name and reputation of the scientist, asking

whether they have enough respect for their peers to trust the paper at a glance. The next

option is that they simply look for common errors or signs of poor science--they try to see if

there is evidence suggesting P-hacking, or if there are places where it seems the data could

have been contaminated, or they try to recall conflicting studies. Then there is a sort of

hypothetical experimentation, where they actively visualize the experiment and see if they

can imagine an alternate explanation for the data, or a flaw in the experimental

apparatus--they grant that the experiment occurred as described, but try to mentally picture

whether a different conclusion can account for the same events. They might move on to

imagine other consequences to the conclusion as well, seeing whether there is something

observable that would follow from the conclusion’s accuracy and looking to the empirical

world for whether this thing occurs--for instance, if the flat earther’s experiment with the

bucket and ruler undermined the Copernican model of the solar system, one would expect to

see a cannon dropped from the mast of a moving schooner (to use Galileo’s example) land

behind the mast, rather than at it’s base. Because scientists don’t observe cannonballs and

similar objects falling without inertia, they can safely avoid wondering why the earth doesn’t

move beneath our feet when we jump.

The non-expert is unequipped to carry all of this out. First off, the non-expert isn’t

immersed in the scientific community. They aren’t equipped with knowledge of who does or

doesn’t have a strong reputation. Similarly, the non-expert probably isn’t reading new studies

published in the scientific community—most of the time the statement in question comes via

some other forum, such as the internet, or word of mouth, or the press. Therefore, lay-people

can’t be expected to judge whether the statement is in agreement with the current consensus.

Furthermore, while some awareness of P-Hacking is probably present among lay-people, the
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expectation that in each and every instance an average person is going to check the sample

size and have enough of a background in statistics to judge whether P-Hacking occured

strikes me as highly unrealistic. This can be evidenced by asking yourself whether it’s realistic

to expect average people to understand the following passage from a paper on the topic of

data dredging, let alone apply any of the tests there described.

The two-tailed sign test with a p = 0.025 threshold (above)
and the tests proposed by Simonsohn et al. [41] can detect
severe p-hacking, but are insensitive to more modest (and
arguably more realistic) levels of p-hacking . This is true
especially if the average true effect size is strong, as the
right skew introduced to the p-curve will mask the left skew
caused by p-hacking. A more sensitive approach to detect
p-hacking is to look for an increase in the relative frequency
of p-values just below 0.05, where we expect the signal of
p-hacking to be strongest .75

Even if we grant that the non-expert is judging a scientific statement from the abstract

of a peer reviewed study, they lack the scientific literacy to understand the description of the

experimental apparatus and visualize the experiment, or potential results of the conclusion,

as a scientist could. It may be tempting to think, well I can imagine this experiment that has

been described to me quite vividly, but I think that these instances, where we can visualize

certain experiments, many of which we have personally seen in the science classroom, are

the exception to most modern scientific inquiry, rather than the rule. While we can think of a

beautifully simple experiment like the double slit experiment, the following method for

determining the formaldehyde content of food is incomprehensible to the average person.

The photophysical properties of rhodamines in solution have
been extensively studied and among these compounds, RhB
dye is excited in the visible part of the spectrum (at about
560 nm) and has a large molar absorptivity (88,000 L mol−1

cm−1) [22]. RhB has been used to determine the trace
formaldehyde in fabric and in indoor air by kinetic fluorimetric
method [14] .76

76 Cui et al, “Kinetic spectrophotometric method for rapid determination of trace formaldehyde
in foods”. 253.

75 Head et al, “The Extent and Consequences of P-Hacking in Science.” 3.
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On the level of looking for common mistakes or the reputation of individual scientists,

the average non-expert lacks the requisite information that keeps a scientist up to date and

discerning, while on the level of mentally picturing the experiment and it’s results, the

everyday individual lacks the training and vocabulary to judge a statement from the scientist’s

point of view.

We can therefore discount Neil Degrasse Tyson’s method--explaining an experiment

is unlikely to be effective given that the average non-expert is unable to evaluate this

explanation. And furthermore, we can assert that it’s unfair to express the sort of frustration

towards non-experts that we might feel towards scientists if scientists were to stubbornly deny

strong evidence.

That A Mere Appeal to Blind Trust is Insufficient

One of the more common approaches to questions concerning pseudoscience is the

idea that disbelief can be undermined by merely calling for trust in the authority of a peer

reviewed study. In other words, one might want to say that we learn scientific facts the way

we learn historical facts--I have no personal argument for why the statement, “the Norman

conquest began in 1066” is true, I merely accept it on the basis of the authority of the

historians who hold this to be true . And I suspect that quite often, people are thinking about77

scientific statements this way, but I would like to argue that people ought not proceed in this

manner. Furthermore, as philosophical ethicists, we cannot differentiate responsibility merely

on the basis of actual or feasible exposure to scientific authorities. My claim in this section is

not that we shouldn’t trust the scientific consensus that say, a peer reviewed metastudy

reveals. I am saying that the prescription, “trust the scientific consensus” will not, on its own,

be sufficient to bring about trust in what the metastudy says.

77 I’ll later talk about the idea that critical reasoning isn’t “teachable”, and I’ll be using the term
“teachable” with reference to the sort of facts I’m describing here.
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Prescribing trust in the authority of the scientific consensus largely ignores the very

real problem of how one is to know who or where real scientific authority lies. Belief in

pseudoscience very rarely follows from an agent having an option between a clear

non-authority and an apparent authority. I believe this was demonstrated in chapter one by

my consideration of the Gary resident: the resident was not convinced by virtue of denying

authority, but by being in an epistemic position that made Tony Mohammad appear

authoritative.

Furthermore, authorities from within scientific academe who argue for pseudoscience

are not hard to find: The anti-vaccination movement can in some senses find its modern

origins in Andrew Wakefield's peer reviewed (though later revealed as fraudulent and then

retracted) paper, “Ileal-lymphoid-nodular hyperplasia, non-specific colitis, and pervasive

developmental disorder in children“ . Meanwhile, John Bohannon purposefully P-hacked to78

create a study claiming chocolate contributes to weight loss, in order to openly debunk the

study and make a point about trusting single studies .79

Additionally, there are a number of topics without clear scientific consensus, but a

number of peer reviewed studies. A particularly strong example is that of diet science, where

the superiority of no one diet has been strongly established . The idea that automatic appeal80

to authority will lead one to a suspension of belief in such a case ignores the fact that people

are far more prone to take a stance (especially if people have motivation to do so) and use

whatever studies appear to be in favor of the belief they want justified. The following

webcomic, courtesy of chainsawsuit, points out the obvious problem with dogmatism on these

scientific topics.

80 Katz and Meller, “Can We Say What Diet is Best for Health?”.
79 Bohannon, “I Fooled Millions Into Thinking Chocolate Helps Weight Loss. Here’s How.”
78 Rao, Andrade, “The MMR vaccine and autism: Sensation, refutation and fraud”.

46



If we tell the non-expert to blindly trust the abstracts of scientific papers, they might

do so, but they are just as likely to trust these papers selectively, seeking out those that agree

with what they believe while ignoring any that don’t. At the very least, blind trust, on it’s own,

is insufficient to protect us from the sort of problems that arise out of pseudoscience.

The research on motivated reasoning supports this line of argument. Meta-analyses

have shown consensus that we are biased towards congenial information and will81

selectively expose ourselves to information that only supports things we already believe or82

want to believe. It’s been demonstrated that people’s motivations can both enhance and

inhibit belief in stereotypes , that impression motivations, the bias to hold beliefs that will83

achieve certain social imperatives exist , and that there is a correlation between motivated84

reasoning and unethical behavior . Making things even more difficult is the fact that85

motivated reasoning operates on a subconscious level--it can be empirically shown that

certain biases exist that cause us to reason in inaccurate ways, but if we told ourselves, “I

want to believe this and therefore it must be true”, that would obviously impede the bias, and

85 Bersoff, “Why Good People Sometimes Do Bad Things: Motivated Reasoning and
Unethical Behavior.”

84 Chen et al, “Getting at the truth or getting along: Accuracy- versus impression-motivated
heuristic and systematic processing.” 262-275.

83 Kundra and Sinclair, “Motivated Reasoning Within Stereotypes: Activation, Application and
Inhibition.” 12-22

82 Hart et al, “Feeling validated versus being correct: A meta-analysis of selective exposure to
information.” 555-588.

81 Kundra, “The Case for Motivated Reasoning”, 480-498.
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some of the aforementioned researched showed this sort of impediment to be real. However,

because the cognitive bias isn’t explicit, it’s much harder to identify when we are acting on

these biases. In fact I may be acting on some of these biases myself, but I’m sure that my

reader will be able to point these out if I am, and I’ve done all I can to assure that I’ve avoided

bias.

Now, some might want to point out that metastudies (cumulative analysis of

numerous independent studies on a single topic) are considered by the scientific community

to be far more trustworthy, and I don’t disagree with this point.  What I do disagree with

however, is the idea that merely promoting a blind trust in metastudies avoids all of the issues

I’ve already outlined for single studies: public access, biased interpretation and lack of

necessary scientific literacy still stand with metastudies.

Consider a meta study where insufficient evidence is found supporting some

scientific statement. The pronouncement of negative results in the abstract is likely to be read

as proof that the statement is false, rather than calling for a suspension of judgment. We can

just as easily imagine a metastudy that should be read as disproving a theory or scientific

statement, while it gets misread as merely inconclusive.

We can also question people’s ability to distinguish between trustworthy and

untrustworthy publications. There is a certain temptation to try to point out the type of stylistic

differences that tend to demarcate a scientific and non-scientific source, and claim that if

these differences were widely taught, then pseudoscience would lose its traction, but frankly

the style of trustworthy publications is embraced by untrustworthy publications and if

pseudoscientific practitioners wanted to redesign their websites to make them appear more

trustworthy, they could do so.

Meanwhile a rote method of teaching which journals are or are not trustworthy would

eventually lose some of it’s effect—granting that students could be given and retain this

48



information, there would need to be constant updating as publications gain or lose respect

and these updates could only extend as far as a given individual's education.

From both a pragmatic and an ethical point of view, the idea that a stance of mere

acceptance of scientific authority fails. And before I move on, I can’t help but point out that

nearly every believer in pseudoscience believes on the basis of an authority they trust, and

those authorities aren’t always excluded from the scientific community. Peter Duesberg, who

loudly promoted denialism of the link between HIV and AIDS, started his career as an

acclaimed scientist, and continues to hold his position at the University of California, Berkeley

to this day.

The Cognitive Skill Required to Overcome Poor Epistemic Luck

In this section I will show the type of cognitive skill that is required to overcome poor

epistemic luck. I’ll begin by discussing certain aspects of Fricker’s view on how we can

overcome our tendencies to commit epistemic injustices, and try to couch my account within

her view of “spontaneity ”, or the idea that epistemic injustices don’t usually involve the86

mental recitation of an unjust argument. I will then move on to describe the non-spontaneous

reflection that can only happen once one has spontaneously stopped themselves from

making a biased, snap judgment that is prone to injustice.

Fricker takes a “non-inferentialist” view of how we might be able to overcome our

epistemic biases, stating that “in the testimonial as in the moral sphere, the model for

judgment is perceptual, and so non-inferential” . This amounts to saying that we need to be87

able to spontaneously overcome our biases, without any mental rehearsal of an argument

that we shouldn’t be biased. Her argument relies on the fact that when we are biased, we

87 Fricker, Epistemic Injustice, 72.

86 This is used as Fricker uses it, not in the Kantian sense. I have no current stake in whether
this is the best possible word choice.
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don’t mentally rehearse the bias . For instance, it is hard to imagine that anyone actually88

thinks to themselves, “all black people know each other”, but it is not hard to find examples of

people spontaneously assuming that unrelated black individuals do know each other. This is

evidence that this stereotype is a knee-jerk response, rather than an explicitly thought out

reason for asking a question such as “do you know my [unrelated] black friend?” . If we89

overcome this sort of bias, even by thinking to ourselves “it’s absurd to assume that all black

people know each other considering how many there are and how limited one’s ability to

know many people is”, then, at the very least, we need to stop ourselves before we

spontaneously judge someone to have an excess of credibility on knowledge of people from

their same race.

I think that the same goes for judging scientific credibility--not only did I demonstrate

in the last section that a spontaneous trust in an apparently scientific source would be

insufficient, but also there is the fact that it is phenomenologically naive to assume that

someone who falls for pseudoscience thinks to themselves, “time to selectively accept data or

come to a belief that flies in the face of evidence”. That said, because the case of testimonial

injustice that causes pseudoscience is a special one, I don’t think an entirely spontaneous

(meaning automatic, or knee-jerk) reaction could be sufficient in the same manner that a

spontaneous judgment to give an appropriate degree of trust to a black witness could

sufficiently overcome a racial bias. As I will be showing in this section, the spontaneous

reaction ought to be to stop oneself and make a nonspontaneous reflection on whether a

source ought to be trusted as scientifically credible. Let's say the non-expert reads an article

(referring to the study by the aforementioned John Bohannon) that claims that eating

chocolate leads to weight loss. They are aware of chocolate’s popularity, and are aware that

89 I am setting aside the cases where this sort of question is asked maliciously, as an
intentional method of singling out people of color. I do not deny that such cases exist, but I
also deny that all cases of people asking these sorts of questions are intentional,

88 Fricker, Epistemic Injustice, 72.

50



this is a sexy enough study to be reported on outside of scientific circles--there's a decent

chance that they read about the study in a mainstream news publication. They are further

aware that such a claim could spur the sales of chocolate bars. They themselves like

chocolate, and are aware that to some extent, they would like this claim to be true. So they

hop on Google, and find that the authors of the study had massaged numbers to produce that

result and then outed themselves, and they feel justified in remaining skeptical of chocolate

causing weight loss.

Now imagine that this person is reading a paper on genetically modified crops, and

the paper finds that there are no negative effects on health. The non-expert goes through a

similar process. They are aware that this technology could increase both yields and profits.

They are aware that it could be profitable to sell dangerous products, such as tobacco.

However, they also consider that non-genetically modified crops are sold at high prices by

large and fashionable retailers, who might profit from their distrust of the article. They are

aware that the idea of being closer to nature is an attractive one and that this might sway

them towards unfair skepticism of the study. And they make enough money that they could

afford alternatives, while knowing that those in states of famine could not so easily make this

decision. So they research further, and while they find a large number of non-scientific

sources disagreeing with the paper, they find that over a decades worth of studies have

produced the same results . Aware that both sides of the debate have motives to make their90

respective claims, they decide to trust the study.

In both cases, further research provided the answer, but the agent did not have the91

reasoning for skepticism presented in the text itself. It was up to the agent to produce the

91 There might seem to be a certain tension here, given that I was arguing earlier that mere
trust in authority wasn’t sufficient to come to the correct conclusion. However, I proposed that
immediate trust in authority alone was insufficient--clearly some sense of authority is
presupposed by anyone who doesn’t attack the scientific enterprise in general (there are
exceedingly few people who do so).

90 European Commission, “A Decade of EU-funded GMO Research”.
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ideas that prompted the further investigation that lead to their conclusion. I’ll be calling this

type of reasoning critical thinking, but I don’t intend to use it in a broad sense that would

include directly procedural types of thinking. You can explicitly question me about most facts

that I would normally say I know and I will be able to state the fact--for instance you can ask

whether I drank coffee this morning and I can answer “yes” without having to remind myself of

any facts that weren’t referred to in the question. But with critical thinking, you aren’t explicitly

reminded by the content you’re judging--in our case, a scientific statement--which facts are

relevant and need to be applied to the statement being judged. Instead, the agent needs to

independently remind themselves of these relevant facts so that these facts can be properly

applied.

Critical thinking isn’t applied solely to scientific questions, and I can both show this is

the case and further articulate the meaning of critical thinking by considering its use in the

following riddle . If I’m asked, “You always find me in the past, I can be created in the92

present, but I never taint the future. What am I?”, then in order to solve this riddle, and

answer, “history”, I need to freely associate a broad set of potential answers and find one that

is applicable to all the parts of the problem. “History” is nowhere present in the text of the

riddle, it is up to me to mentally consider different answers and remind myself of the

applicable one. This bears a strong similarity to the critical thinking involved in producing

biasing factors in order to consider a scientific statement—there is an extremely broad set of

factors that could sway one’s judgment of the statement, but as none are readily present in

the statement itself. It is up to the non-expert to produce and apply them. In other words,

when one is deliberating on how one should judge a scientific statement, they have no

92 This example isn’t meant to claim that everything we might call a riddle can be solved using
critical thinking, nor that the thought process of riddle solving is identical with the thought
process of non-experts judging scientific statements. Rather, it is meant to better articulate
what I mean by critical thinking that doesn’t require a direct involvement of scientific or
pseudoscientific issues. This will be important as my overarching project continues, as many
of the personal factors that bias people regarding science aren’t themselves scientific.
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procedure for checking for biases--there isn’t a list that one can go down or a method for

calculating how one is biased, but one does have to carry out a recollection of potentially

relevant facts. Much like I have to remember the word, “history” and perceive its relevance to

the riddle, I have to remind myself, “I’m prone to making the naturalist fallacy” when judging a

claim relating to nature.

We can likewise come up with examples of puzzle solving that doesn’t involve critical

thinking (though it still involves reasoning)--sudoku stands out as calling for a very different

type of reasoning, given that all of the rules are known from the start, and nothing needs to be

recalled to solve the puzzle--you just follow the rules to their conclusion.

Strictly speaking, critical thinking can’t be taught, at least not in the straightforward

sense that historical facts or the rules of more explicit puzzles like sudoku are taught . There93

is no explicit set of directions or information that can be passed from one speaker to another

that will equip them to be able to answer any given riddle, or come to a correct level of trust of

any given scientific statement. One could memorize riddles by rote, much like one could be

taught a set of scientific conclusions, but knowing the answer to every other riddle will not

furnish you with a precise set of steps to answer a new riddle (though it may train you to

answer the riddle more quickly), and being told scientific conclusions will not equip you to be

able to successfully judge the right amount of trust to put in a newly published study. If we

could be equipped in an explicit way, then science would have to be a complete subject,

given that we can’t discount the possibility that a new study will have some new set of biasing

factors for critical thinking to consider.

I think the same can be said for the spontaneous judgment required to think critically

at all--we can’t give a set of directions for how to do this, given that we have no exhaustive

93The sense I’m using “taught” in is the aforementioned meaning, where I’ve been taught that
the Norman conquest began in 1066 by virtue of the fact that I’ll be able to reproduce this
date if asked. I don’t need any skill or training or practice--you just need to say these words to
me and I need to not forget them.
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account for all the situations where it would be required. We can perhaps teach the

importance of doing so, or come up with games that could practice the “muscle” that causes

one to spontaneously realize a need for reflection, but these don’t amount to the teaching of

straightforward facts or procedures.

This isn’t to say that there is nothing teachable involved in critical thinking, clearly the

factors that could potentially sway one’s trust in a study can and should be taught. This will

need to be considered when I hash out various levels of responsibility in future chapters.

However, the idea that merely knowing these rules will lead one to properly apply them is

false. Knowing the meaning of the word “history” doesn’t immediately equip one to answer

the above riddle, and knowing that motivated reasoning or incentives to produce poor science

exist doesn’t immediately equip me to identify them. If it did, then science communication

wouldn’t be fighting nearly as uphill of a battle. Every member of congress who distrusts the

existence of climate change has heard the argument that the profitability of fossil fuels94

incentivizes denialism on this topic, and I doubt that this extends merely to members of

congress, yet climate change denialism endures.

However, there clearly has to be some method by which one can foster strong critical

thinking—if this wasn’t the case, then everyone would have the same degree of success at

answering riddles or putting the correct level of trust in a scientific statement, and it’s obvious

that there is a variation among people’s ability to do so, a variation that occurs across

different individuals and a single individual’s maturation. Therefore, there must be some

alteration of critical thinking--although whether such alteration is in our control enough to

actively and purposefully improve such thinking remains to be seen.

94 Many feel that these congress members don’t actually believe that climate change is a
hoax, and that they merely claim to hold such beliefs out political convenience, and while I
think that this is true for some, the assumption that none legitimately question climate science
strikes me as equally rash. The literature on motivated reasoning shows that incentives to
believe something increase the likelihood that it will be believed, and just because the belief
is based on a motive other than accuracy doesn’t mean it isn’t truly believed.
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Chapter Three: The Myriad Forms of Epistemic Luck

Introduction

In chapter one I established that every non-scientist relies, at least to some degree,

on epistemic luck to formulate their belief and that some of these cases of epistemic luck

constitute special cases of testimonial injustice. However, I did not give an exhaustive
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account of the myriad ways that one can be epistemically lucky or unlucky when it comes to

their beliefs regarding the scientific consensus. Instead, I touched on the examples that

seemed to most strongly support my argument and most clearly demonstrate the concepts

I’ve been using. In this chapter I will give a more complete account. In doing so I will consider

whether various cases of epistemic luck can be considered testimonial injustices, who the

victim(s) of these injustices are, and the relative difficulty of using the skills I laid out in

chapter 2 to overcome epistemic unluckiness. Furthermore, I would like to establish that

many of these individual cases originate in the same conceptual source: the “social

imaginary” as Medina calls it. I will therefore begin this chapter by elucidating this concept

and then run through as many cases of epistemic luck as I can. For each, I will develop

categories of epistemic luck, so that I will be equipped to properly consider each in chapter 4

and begin to make strong normative claims about them.

The Social Imaginary

The social imaginary is a concept used in both sociology and philosophy, and it refers

to the cultural conceptions shared in a community. Medina defined this term as follows: “The

repository of images and scripts that become collectively shared--the so called social

imaginary--constitutes the representational background against which people tend to share

their thoughts and listen to each other in a culture” . In other words, the social imaginary can95

express itself through countless forms. Although it only concerns us here insofar as it relates

to epistemic injustice towards science, the social imaginary includes all of our shared cultural

representations. As was noted in chapter one, Medina uses the trial of Tom Robinson in To

Kill a Mockingbird as a core example of testimonial injustice, and central to his point is the

95 Medina, The Epistemology of Resistance: Gender and Racial Oppression, Epistemic
Injustice, and Resistant Imaginations, 67.
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fact that the biases leading to distrust of Tom Robinson were held prior, in the background

consensus that informed the citizens of Maycomb, in the social imaginary. As Medina writes:

those under the sway of the social imaginary--essentially all
those who have been raised under the influence of these
imaginings and the cultural representations they
produced--are likely to develop epistemic habits that protect
established cultural expectations and make them relatively
blind and deaf to those things that seem to deny those
expectations .96

I bring this up to illustrate something important about the variety of testimonial

injustices that lead to pseudoscientific beliefs: insofar as the social imaginary can be

considered a single societal structure, the various types of testimonial injustice that I will

discuss in this chapter can be considered to follow from a single source . As much as one is97

led to trust Tony Mohammad by virtue of being stereotyped against, one can be led by the

social imaginary to stereotype others, and as I will show in a few sections, such beliefs can

lead to pseudoscience.

This fact--that both being stereotyped against and stereotyping others in accordance

with the social imaginary can be harmful insofar as they lead to pseudoscientific beliefs--is a

major part of why the question of epistemic responsibility is so puzzling: both being

oppressed and being privileged by the same societal structure can constrain ones ability to

be epistemically responsible and make good judgments.

Strong Epistemic Unluckiness

The most obvious example of epistemic luck influencing pseudoscience is one I

mentioned in chapter one, namely the influence that one’s era, relative to a discovery, has on

their ability to believe in the discovery: we put no expectation on those born prior to Einstein

97 This is some part of Medina’s impetus for employing Iris Marion Young’s social connection
model of responsibility, which I cover in chapter 5.

96 Medina, The Epistemology of Resistance: Gender and Racial Oppression, Epistemic
Injustice, and Resistant Imaginations, 68.
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that they understand relativity, because their not believing in relativity is entirely outside of

their control . Their tacit belief that time is constant across different moving frames of98

reference is due entirely to their epistemic luck. This is oftentimes trivial epistemic luck (it is in

the foregoing example), the type that Riggs or Pritchard think can still be considered

knowledge, as I mentioned in chapter one . Furthermore, because there is no clear or99

obscure link between the fact that one is born in a particular period and oppressive power

structures, we don’t call this case of epistemic luck an injustice. I will call these cases, where

the correct stance is impossible, strong epistemic unluckiness. Other examples of strong

epistemic unluckiness would include those who face serious cognitive malfunctions that

prevent them from being able to learn certain things, or being geographically isolated from the

scientific community .100

We can likewise imagine cases of strong epistemic unluckiness that render the

correct belief impossible but do follow from oppressive power structures: individual slaves

being kept illiterate, women’s exclusion from the academy and carefully maintained epistemic

bubbles under totalitarian regimes are all prime examples. These don’t necessitate credibility

judgments: the slave simply can’t read and therefore doesn’t make any judgment concerning

the credibility of a source. Therefore, such cases of strong epistemic unluckiness are less

interesting in a certain sense.

I established in chapter 2 that certain forms of critical reasoning into one's credibility

judgments can cause one to stop and make the correct judgment, provided that the correct

judgment was an open option to them. Meanwhile, all the examples I can imagine of strong

100 Neither of these examples are trivial cases of epistemic unluckiness, because both of
these examples of strong epistemic unluckiness involve a lack of control in knowing P, rather
than a lack of control over the truth of P.

99 Meaning that this is the type of epistemic luck where one is lucky that P is true, rather than
lucky to believe that fact. It’s worth noting that knowing literally anything involves trivial
epistemic luck, which is what makes it trivial or innocuous.

98 Exempting the already disputed case of the non-scientist becoming a scientist themselves
and literally doing as Einstein did.
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epistemic unluckiness render the correct belief impossible by virtue of not offering the correct

belief as an option. Because all credibility judgments offer at least some ability (however

difficult) to trust, distrust or suspend judgment on trust, these judgments cannot coexist with

strong epistemic unluckiness. The solutions for these sorts of problems are both clearer and

only indirectly epistemological--we don’t need Fricker or Medina to say that all should be

granted literacy and straightforward access to facts and there isn’t a resultant problem of

responsibility in the same sense. These may be examples of what Coady calls distributive

epistemic injustice , namely an unfair distribution of an epistemically useful good. They101

don’t however influence the puzzle I introduced in the first chapter: namely whether

oppressed individuals should be equally expected to overcome their epistemic unluckiness as

privileged individuals.

Additional Kinds of Testimonial Injustice that Result in Pseudoscientific Belief

In chapter one I gave a description of a particular type of epistemic injustice that

leads an oppressed individual to believe in pseudoscience. By suffering stereotypes and

systemic oppression, certain figures, such as Tony Mohammad, appear far more credible

than they are. Despite the fact that a similarly oppressed person has some ability to critically

reason their way out of this credibility excess, it is especially difficult for them to do so. This of

course followed from the social imaginary and the place occupied in it by our imagined

resident of Gary IN. I chose this case because it highlighted the moral ambiguity that is

necessarily present in making broad assertions about responsibility for patterns of belief such

as pseudoscience. The Gary resident is not merely a believer of pseudoscience, but the

victim of a testimonial injustice resulting from their own credibility judgment. I don’t bring this

up because I mean to blame the Gary resident, but because I want to highlight that they have

101 Coady, “Epistemic Injustice as Distributive Injustice”, 61.
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judged in a manner that harms themselves, both materially and stereotypically. The social

imaginary made avoiding this injustice extremely difficult, insofar as it both presented the

types of stereotypes that lead our resident to disbelieve mainstream shared images and the

ideas that led them to sympathize with Tony Mohammad (namely the images shared by

certain oppressed black men in the united states). And our initial knee-jerk reaction to judge

and condemn anyone who falls for pseudoscience as foolish, if not intentionally and

immorally ignorant, is problematized by these sorts of cases: belief in pseudoscience is

occasionally the result of an oppressive social imaginary and judgment towards these

believers constitutes victim blaming.

I would like to now explore another case of testimonial injustice that leads to

pseudoscience in a similar manner, but is carried out by the privileged rather than the

oppressed. There is some empirical data supporting this fact: a study of personal belief

exemptions for vaccines found that primarily white and high income Californians were

electing to not vaccinate their children . This makes a certain amount of intuitive102

sense--with the increased access to healthcare that is afforded by privilege, there is a lower

apparent risk in believing less mainstream positions on health. This sort of case isn’t

necessarily a systemic injustice in the manner of the Tony Mohammad case, given that it

doesn’t necessarily follow from a stereotype in the social imaginary.

However, I do want to show that stereotypes can influence the privileged to believe in

pseudoscience. It can sometimes be hard for us to see how our stereotypes, particularly

those that seem “positive” on the surface can be harmful, especially as we think about how

they influence our scientific beliefs, but some of the following cases can help demonstrate

that these effects are real and not coincidentally correlated with privilege.

102 Yang et al, “Sociodemographic Predictors of Vaccination Exemptions on the Basis of
Personal Belief in California”.
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One particularly clear example of stereotypes in the social imaginary producing

pseudoscientific beliefs is the notion (which has been attacked in anthropological circles) of

the “ecologically noble savage”. This notion is the idea that non-european indigenous peoples

are necessarily less environmentally destructive. There is ample evidence contradicting this

belief, ranging from records of landscape changes by Mayan and Aztec empires to

observations of people cutting down trees for fruit rather than climbing them, to statistical

models showing that Piro hunters of Peru prioritize short term return for efforts rather than

long-term conservation of species . Yet, despite such ample evidence against the103

stereotype, it is still embraced and used to sell products. Despite the fact that organic

agriculture uses pesticides that kill more non-target invertebrates , has a higher land impact104

per food unit, and has a higher carbon footprint than standard agriculture , it’s formerly105

being used by indigenous people is cited as evidence that it is better for the environment.

Writing for the Organic Consumers Association, Alexis Badin-Mayer and Ronnie Cummins

asserted that

Native Americans ‘managed’ the environment ‘organically,’
producing and/or maintaining for themselves and the future
generations native animals, birds, fish, berries, nuts, greens,
fruits, bulbs, corns, mushrooms, roots, basketry and cordage
materials, firewood, hunting and building materials, herbal
medicines, and plants for ceremonial use106

This assertion is part of a “thanks” to indigenous people for their “environmentally friendly”

ways.

We cannot lose sight of the fact that the myth of the noble savage endorses the myth

of the savage, a racist view that non-europeans were less primitive than the people they were

colonizing. It is worth pointing out that there is not a major call for a return to ancient

106 Badin-Mayer and Cummins, “Thanking Indigenous People for the Food We Eat”.

105 Tuomisto, et al. “Does organic farming reduce environmental impacts? – A meta-analysis
of European research”. 309-320.

104 Naranjo, “Impacts of Bt crops on non-target invertebrates and insecticide use patterns.”
103 Ellingson, The Myth of the Noble Savage, 342-358.
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european medicine or agriculture, as white people have historically been exempt from these

sorts of stereotypes. Furthermore, it is important to keep in mind that these ideas of

indigenous people as closer to nature were used as European justification for colonizing

these nations and “civilizing” such people using both direct and systemic acts of violence. As

James Cook was colonizing the South Seas, spreading European empires, he wrote of

Aboriginal Australians:

They live in a Tranquillity which is not disturb’d by the
Inequality of Condition: The Earth and sea of their own
accord furnishes them with all things necessary for life, they
covet not Magnificent Houses, Household-stuff, they live in a
warm and fine Climate and enjoy a very wholesome Air, so
that they have very little need of Clothing .107

The fact that these material conditions were considered by colonizers to make indigenous

people happy but well below the standards of living for Europeans shouldn’t be considered

coincidental: peacefulness and contentedness were both cited in an Admiral of Columbus'

assertion that native americans “should be good servants” . My point here is to108

demonstrate that these stereotypes are not merely false--they evolved from the remarks of

those motivated to enslave and colonize, despite their being repeated by modern individuals

who are trying to speak positively about other cultures.

These stereotypes are particular credibility excesses--they take indigenous people to

have certain types of knowledge on the basis of stereotypes that indigenous people are

primitive and exotic. This does a particular stereotype harm to indigenous peoples, namely in

making false implications, but it also does material and epistemic harms to the believers of

these stereotypes: one believes that organic agriculture is more environmentally friendly (this

false belief is an epistemic harm) on the basis of a stereotype that indigenous people are

necessarily more natural and less civilized than Europeans. One is then fooled into paying

108 Columbus, Journal of The First Voyage of Columbus, 111.
107 Cook, “Cook’s Description of Places”, 92.
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more money for a destructive form of agriculture (which is itself a material harm to both their

wallet and their enjoying the fruits of a human-friendly environment).

Another example is that of “ancient chinese secrets”, a trope that has shown up in

numerous pieces of pop culture, but was also a slogan for a Calgon advertisement campaign

that ran in the 70’s with heavy accents. Today there are no shortage of criticisms of the

campaign, which depicted Asians as being not only unscrupulous for lying about how they get

sheets so white (the secret is supposed to be Calgon), but relies on a belief that Asian

Americans use exotic, ancient and potentially mystical techniques.

This stereotype, of Asians, or indigenous Americans, or non-Europeans generally as

possessing secret knowledge, unique to their race has been expressed by Henry Yu.

What is interesting is how objects and people were defined
as exotic and interesting, embraced for their supposedly
primitive or traditional qualities, and often valued as being
relics outside of modernity...whether it was the supposedly
primitive, primeval rhythms and symbols of African music
and art or the mystical, mysterious religions and
philosophies of the Orient, a fascination with the exotic was
essential to definitions of the modern, especially to those
whites who imagined themselves rebelling against or fleeing
from modernity .109

A certain xenophilia runs through many of the stereotypes of non-Europeans as possessing

some exotic, magical or primitive form of credibility, but we cannot fail to keep in mind the

dangers of apparently positive stereotypes, or those held by people fascinated with a culture.

It is precisely this sort of othering that Edward Said famously critiqued in his work,

Orientalism, which had the central aim was to expose the colonial underpinnings of European

fascination with the so-called east. Said argues that many of the findings of the orientalist

academic tradition are in fact incorrect stereotypes that reinforce European power, writing,

“Orientalism is-and does not simply represent-a considerable dimension of modern

109 Yu, Henry. Thinking Orientals: Migration, Contact and Exoticism in Modern America, 88.
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political-intellectual culture, and as such has less to do with the Orient than it does with “our”

world” .110

A strong case of orientalist stereotypes producing pseudoscientific credibility

excesses is that of acupuncture, where, despite there being fairly clear consensus that it’s

ability to reduce pain is a placebo effect , people nonetheless embrace the treatment,111

putting their trust in what is viewed to be a more “natural” medicine, a credibility excess that

results from a view that Asians are exotic, magical, and primitive (that is, closer to nature).

And this can be materially harmful, when actual Asian scientists are ignored and written off as

shills, leading to a distrust of products from Asian companies (“toxic chemicals!”) that is

greater than distrust in “alternative eastern medicine” that is produced and sold domestically. I

have had students who come to the United States from Asia, learn a foreign language, go

through the trials and tribulations of immigration, face racism from their peers, are frequently

suspected of cheating, and pay far more than domestic students to attend public universities,

all so that they can study science and medicine. Imagine how it must feel to then face not

only students, but white faculty members who endorse unproven or disproven medical

treatments, such as acupuncture, all on the basis of the mystification of your culture.

A parallel tension has been explored by Sunaina Maira in her discussion of the

aesthetics of indian culture, specifically henna, and appropriation of it by westerners. “The

indigestible fact of working- and lower-middle-class South Asian American, who are not

considered bearers of Indian mysticism or avatars of Indo-chic, is precisely the unassimilable

contradiction with which we must grapple” . Asian Americans, much like Indigenous people,112

are forced to grapple with a cultural image of themselves (a chic India-inspired aesthetic, or

112 Maira, Sunaina. “Indo-Chic: Late Capitalist Orientalism and Imperial Culture”, 237.

111 Madsen et al, “Acupuncture treatment for pain: systematic review of randomised clinical
trials with acupuncture, placebo acupuncture, and no acupuncture groups”. 338.

110 Said, Orientalism, 12.
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practitioner of sacred, mystical eastern medicine), yet are often not themselves trusted as

bearers of this knowledge (appearing as the fashionistas themselves or being trusted as

medical authorities even when they’ve gone to medical school).

It is easy for modern ears to hear the racism that runs through the phrase, “Ancient

Chinese Secret”, but I fear that people have a harder time recognizing the same stereotypes

that both ground and are reinforced by the phrase, “traditional eastern medicine”.

I do not wish to be interpreted here as saying that everyone who believes that

acupuncture can reduce pain or that organic agriculture is better from the environment is a

racist, or that such people even necessarily believe all of the stereotypes I’ve outlined. There

are presumably many people who hold these beliefs due to gullibility or some other type of

epistemic obstacle. But I give these examples to show that these stereotypes do exist and do

sometimes contribute to pseudoscientific beliefs. And if these stereotypes are the cause of

some popular pseudoscientific beliefs, then the overall popularity of such beliefs is

inseparable from these stereotypes.

Degrees of Difficulty

So we have on the table that epistemic luck can influence one’s beliefs with regard to

pseudoscience in such a manner that coming to the correct belief can range in difficulty from

impossible to trivial, and that these effects follow from oppressive stereotypes, making such

cases epistemic injustices. I further showed that not only the oppressed agent, but also the

privileged agent can carry out these injustices as a result of a testimonial injustice

underwritten by the social imaginary, (though I have not yet made normative claims about
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whether or not either agent should ). What I would now like to establish is that the difficulty113

of coming to the correct stance varies in both qualitative and quantitative degrees.

That there are quantitative degrees of difficulty follows from what I established in

chapter one--namely that multiple factors contribute to the formulation of a belief and that

everyone’s belief relies on at least some factors which are outside of their control, rendering

the belief at least partially due to epistemic luck. From this it clearly follows that one could

have a greater or lesser number of factors contributing to the difficulty of arriving at the

correct stance. We can easily imagine someone who had a bad science teacher during high

school who, due to the teacher’s own biases, made it hard for the student to recognize the

consensus on natural selection. We can just as easily imagine that one had a classmate who

had the same teacher, but also a parent who carefully sheltered them from information on

evolutionary theory--an additional factor our first student didn’t have. Thus one would simply

have more factors contributing to their epistemic unluckiness.

Things get trickier when we start to consider qualitative differences in epistemic luck.

In the above example we considered two agents with one identical factor outside of their

control and an additional factor affecting only one student, but it is likewise possible that

certain factors have a greater influence than others: coming across one hundred anti-GMO

memes will probably have a lower influence on belief than the singular factor of being

financially dependent on a job canvassing for Greenpeace. Likewise, the same factor might

affect different people differently: I may be more susceptible to pressure from my peers to go

organic than a person with a more independent personality. This shows two things: one, there

is almost certainly a spectrum of relative epistemic luck--the correct belief can be so obvious

that the incorrect is difficult, or the correct belief can be easily achieved (the incorrect belief

113 After all, we can imagine many cases where an injustice is carried out by an agent despite
it being blameless according to many. A child soldier who is forced to kill an innocent certainly
carries out an injustice, but that isn’t to say that they are blameworthy for doing so.
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isn’t difficult), or achieved with moderate difficulty, or great difficulty, or the correct belief can

even be impossible. Secondly, we can say that because there are both quantitative and

qualitative differences in epistemic luckiness, we can’t give any simple calculus for

determining the degree of epistemic luck for all cases--despite the fact that the difference is

sometimes so great that it is easy to judge.

It may appear tempting at this juncture to argue that oppressed people are working

with qualitatively worse degrees of difficulty than those who are privileged and have their

beliefs swayed by oppressive stereotypes, but this assumption seems rash to me. We can

certainly give examples of people, who despite falling into oppressed classes, have an easier

time seeing through certain stereotypes than those innoculated in extremely racist

communities--most black people are not in fact convinced by the Nation of Islam, and certain

people are so isolated in racist communities that it would take a tremendous epistemic effort

to overcome these beliefs. Furthermore, Medina points out certain epistemic virtues that are

cultivated by facing oppression--particularly open-mindedness to the possibility that many

stereotypes are false .114

Another important nuance is one I touched upon in chapter one and will bring up

later: namely the distinction between deliberative and preparatory control, which can be

applied to the concept of epistemic luck by virtue of lacking one of these types of control. The

former would signify that a belief is lucky if the belief’s correctness was outside of the agent's

mental control in the moment of deliberating over a judgment, and a belief would be a case of

preparatory epistemically luck if it’s being correct was outside of their control insofar as the

agent couldn’t have done something to prepare themselves in such a way that they would be

sufficiently equipped to make the correct judgment. Once again, I don’t want to say that one

is always more influential than the other, but it is important to note that there is a qualitative

114 Medina, The Epistemology of Resistance: Gender and Racial Oppression, Epistemic
Injustice, and Resistant Imaginations, 72.
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difference here. If I need to use the critical reasoning skills described in chapter 2 alone to

come to the correct conclusion, then my task is altogether different than if I have to travel to a

library and do certain research that may or may not be accessible to me.

The final type of difficulty that I would like to describe here is a somewhat strange

one: in chapter two, I outlined the type of critical thinking that we need to use to overcome our

epistemic unluckiness and ameliorate both pseudoscience and it’s special type of testimonial

injustice. It deserves pointing out that knowing the necessity of this skill and its training, isn’t

entirely within each person’s control, and therefore requires it’s own degree of preparatory

epistemic luck. If someone is raised with an awareness of the phenomenon of pseudoscience

and it’s potential harms, or if one is educated in a manner that reinforces critical thinking, or if

one has even the time to reflect before being called upon to make a judgment, are all

dependent on things outside the agent’s control. But all of these possibilities would help

determine whether their successful use of the skills outlined in chapter two are easy, difficult,

or even possible.

Positive Epistemic Luck

Before I make my final remarks, I would like to briefly touch upon the fact that I’ve

mainly considered bad epistemic luck rather than good epistemic luck. One can find

themselves in a position where poor critical thinking, or a total lack of it following from one’s

spontaneous failure to recognize the need to critically reason at all, can still lead one to the

correct position.

Imagine that one doesn’t employ any of the skills laid out in chapter two and instead

simply believes whatever they are told by most of the people around them, only questioning

beliefs that seem contrary to the majority. While in some areas, this will lead one to

pseudoscience, in many areas it wouldn’t. I doubt that everyone who believes in climate

change, or evolution has critically engaged with their biases and reasons for disbelieving
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while doing their best to check against reputable sources in order to formulate their belief.

There are probably many people who are simply lucky.

I additionally believe that testimonial injustices can sometimes lead one to be

epistemically lucky, form the scientifically correct belief, and still constitute injustices. Imagine

that rather than giving Tony Mohammad a credibility excess, some individual, like the fictional

jurors in To Kill a Mockingbird, gives Mohammad a credibility deficit on a purely and explicitly

racist basis. But, because they disbelieve on a racist basis, and are ignoring black people

who aren’t anti-vaccination, they decide to be pro-vaccine. They’ve still committed a

testimonial injustice, but that very act rendered them epistemically lucky and brought them to

the correct belief.

Conclusion

What now needs to be seen is where these different categories of epistemic luck and

potential injustice overlap. This is a somewhat easy task given that an understanding of each

category already shows where these categories have at least a definitional possibility for

overlap, but it is worthwhile to run through these possibilities and consider whether we can

furnish real examples.

I began by examining epistemic unluckiness that renders belief in the correct answer

impossible and determined that these cases can’t constitute testimonial injustice, despite the

possibility that they can come from oppressive or malicious societal structures. I also pointed

out that despite meeting certain basic criteria for epistemic injustice, these cases aren’t

particularly epistemic and don’t call for distinctly philosophical critique (we don’t need modern

philosophy to tell us that women should be allowed in academe) so they don’t concern me as

much. Furthermore, these sorts of examples fall clearly on one end of the spectrum of

difficulty.
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In chapter one, I gave some examples of testimonial injustice being carried out by the

oppressed believer of pseudoscience, who is also the apparent victim of this injustice. In this

chapter, I examined how such injustices follow from the “social imaginary” as Medina

described it. It seems obvious that these cases of testimonial injustice could offer different

levels of both quantitative and qualitative difficulty for achieving the correct belief. One could

experience a certain level of racial oppression that might make Tony Mohammad seem

slightly sympathetic, but be well educated, economically stable and from a progressive

enough community that it is fairly easy to see that he is an untrustworthy source on the safety

of vaccines. We can likewise imagine someone who lives under Thabo Mkebe’s presidency,

has faced post apartheid racism in South Africa, which made westerners appear

untrustworthy, and who only has indirect access to scientists claiming the link between HIV

and AIDS, rendering the correct belief (namely that the HIV denialism propagated by the

Mkebe administration is false) extremely difficult.

I think the same can be said for the difficulty of knowing that an individual under

oppression needs to critically engage with scientific statements in order to avoid these

testimonial injustices. We can imagine some who find it relatively easy despite their facing

oppression, or even as a result of it—Medina points out certain epistemic upshots of facing

oppression that might make these sorts of epistemic virtues easier to attain. Simultaneously

we can see that critical thinking and the skills that engender these abilities are often restricted

to those free from poverty. The rapper, Immortal Technique, opens a song with an eloquent

point on this topic: “Most of my Latino and black people who are struggling to get food,

clothes and shelter in the hood are so concerned with that, that philosophising about freedom

and socialist democracy is usually unfortunately beyond their rationale” . The fact that115

115 Immortal Technique, “The Philosophy of Poverty”.
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Immortal Technique is himself a believer of certain conspiracy theories and pseudoscience is

as telling as it is ironic .116

Now, I tried to highlight how puzzling these affairs can be by pointing out that the

same social imaginary which leads oppressed people to fall for pseudoscience leads

privileged people down an analogous path—believing in the effectiveness of acupuncture on

the basis of exotification of Asian cultures while ignoring modern science coming out of these

countries was my prime example. I think we can say much the same about the various levels

of difficulty for these cases. It’s easy to imagine someone who is relatively privileged, yet has

been raised to question and undermine stereotypes, particularly those involved with

exotification. Such a person would have an easy time not falling for such stereotypes. We can

likewise imagine people who are so immersed in racist culture that it is extraordinarily difficult

for them to escape beliefs in stereotypes or their resultant pseudoscientific beliefs—if one is

raised in the antebellum south and has been brought to numerous lectures on the field of

phrenology, it would take a great amount of work to see why phrenology is pseudoscientific

and politically motivated.

The question of whether one can be privileged in such a manner that one has a

harder time critically enquiring into the stereotypes they embrace seems to be answered in an

identical manner to the former case. We can imagine some who are stringently taught to

never question the stereotypes that help maintain their privilege, while we can imagine others

still who have been constantly trained to vigilantly inspect their stereotypes and question

when they are being led to false actions or beliefs.

116 The question of whether certain celebrities claim to hold beliefs in bad faith isn’t entirely
irrelevant to me--Immortal Technique has made something of a career as the conspiracy
theorist rapper, and if he honestly didn’t believe these theories, he would still have numerous
motives to claim that he was a true believer. But even if this is the case, his point is still
eloquent and the irony of his fans enjoying this point while themselves being attracted to
conspiracy theorist lyrics would still stand.

71



Now before I move on to my next chapter I would like to make a point that I think is

often lost in discussions of oppression and privilege: namely that the two are not mutually

exclusive, nor are the types of epistemic luckiness or unluckiness that follow from them. Poor

white Americans offer perfect examples of this fact: on the one hand their being white

Americans necessarily offers them privileges (even if these are negative privileges,

constituted entirely by not having to face certain forms of oppression), while on the other they

are economically disenfranchised, face their own set of stereotypes (rednecks, hillbillies, etc)

and have their own set of restrictions on educational access and other epistemic resources.

As people can be in both situations (oppressed and privileged) at the same time and in

radically different ways, all of what we have said above of each category will be potentially

true, and will potentially generate extremely complicated epistemic injustices. But these

difficult and complicated cases must be tackled, for if our principles fall apart in the face of

them, then our principles are probably no better than those which have led pro-science media

to impotently victim blame the oppressed believer of pseudoscience.

Chapter Four: Our Reflective and Preparatory Responsibilities

Introduction

72



In this chapter, as promised, I consider a principle of equal responsibility, show the

potentially strange consequences of it, and develop a theory concerning whether and how

this principle should be applied. Because a straightforward formulation of this principle would

have us hold responsible or exculpate the privileged in an identical manner to our holding

responsible or exculpation of the oppressed, it leads us to certain judgments that are morally

unacceptable.  I use the case of Ethan Couch, who received a lenient sentence because his

lawyers claimed that his wealth prevented him from knowing the difference between right and

wrong, to give an example of just how morally unacceptable these judgments would be. That

said, the total rejection of the principle leads to equally unacceptable moral judgments. As a

remedy, I employ my own concepts of deliberative and preparatory control, and outline the

different types of culpability we might have for these two types of control. I argue that while

the principle of equal responsibility should be applied to what is in our deliberative control, we

must simultaneously apply a different principle for determining ones responsibilities for their

preparatory control of their beliefs.

The Principle of Equal Responsibility

The principle of equal responsibility says that we should take people to be equally

responsible if they carry out the same basic activities to develop a belief, even if, due to the

circumstances of these activities, these individuals come to different answers. This principle

holds a certain intuitive strength, and deftly avoids risk of holding people responsible for not

believing in scientific discoveries that haven’t happened yet. If method M, (which is a very

good method) would have led agent A to trust the Newtonian model in 1853, and would lead

agent B to trust the model of quantum physics today, then on the basis of the principle of

equity, we can exculpate agent A on the same basis that we think agent B has done nothing

73



wrong. We could nonetheless maintain our stance that quantum physics is a better model

than Newtonian physics. This principle is therefore at least minimally sensitive to trivial

epistemic luck.

Simultaneously, the principle, in this unqualified form, could lead us to the strange

consequence of potentially judging people guilty, even when they hold the correct belief. To

use an earlier example, if method D (which is an unreliable method) would lead an

epistemically lucky agent to the correct belief (say, that evolution is real and the origin of

modern species), but would lead an epistemically unlucky individual to an incorrect belief,

then the principle requires that we hold the correct agent to the same level of culpability as

the creationist. This could be a good thing in certain circumstances. Say method D is to

believe whatever seems to support white supremacy, and one agent believes that

evolutionary theory gives a genetic basis for supremacy , while another believes it to give a117

basis for desegregation by virtue of describing a common ancestor across races. One is led

to the scientifically correct statement, “evolution is real”, while the other isn’t, but we don’t

think either agent is using a morally or rationally acceptable method. Our principle would

therefore reinforce this intuition by holding both guilty of being epistemically irresponsible.

117 This may appear to be an unrealistic example, but “scientific” racism often employs
evolutionary theory to argue that certain races (usually whites, but occasionally asians or
semitic people) are more evolved and therefore superior. Nicholas Wade, a former science
writer for the New York Times, wrote a (well debunked) book in 2014 claiming that there are
genetic differences between races which render certain races more intelligent than others,
and this work has been embraced by the likes of Steven Molyneux and Jordan Peterson
(Evans, “The Unwelcome Revival of ‘Race Science’”). Now this is a gross misunderstanding
of both evolutionary theory and the social construct of race, but the point still stands that one
who holds this misunderstanding, however motivated or irrational they may be, would still
agree to the statement “evolutionary theory is the real origin of modern species”. One may
argue that their misunderstanding of evolutionary theory would be sufficient evidence to
falsify their statement--but that would be akin to arguing that I would be incorrect when I say
that “airplanes fly” merely because I don’t understand or perhaps misunderstand the
mechanism behind airplanes flight. In other words (and this is precisely my point here), one
can believe scientifically correct statements for false or obviously immoral reasons.
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To better problematize this principle, I’d like to bring out the following consequence,

as it strikes me as unacceptable. Say we have two agents, who are both using the same

method, P (whether this method is a good or a bad one doesn’t necessarily matter in this

case). Assume that both agents are epistemically unlucky to such an extent that method P is

sure to bring them to an incorrect conclusion. Despite being equally epistemically unlucky

insofar as their method is exactly as sure to fail, the reasons for their unluckiness differ

radically in kind: one agent fails because they are oppressed, while the other agent fails due

to their privilege. If the oppressed agent was as likely to render Tony Mohammad trustworthy

by virtue of the agent’s oppression as the privileged agent was likely to render Gwynyth

Paltrow trustworthy by virtue of their privilege, then our principle of equity requires that we

hold them equally culpable for their employment of the same method. If both are guilty, then

we blame one for being a victim of oppression as much as we blame the other for being

blinded by their privilege. But if we exculpate both, then we take oppression, and being victim

to it, as a factor that is as worthy of exculpation as being privileged.

Ethan Couch and the Dangers of Equal Responsibility

Why exactly this outcome is dangerous deserves exploration. Exculpation in the

name of privilege not only bears a striking (although inverted) resemblance to victim blaming,

but also intuitively outrages. Ethan Couch is a prime example. On June 15, 2013, Couch

killed four people while driving intoxicated and received an extremely lenient sentence. This

was due to his lawyers defense that Couch suffered from “affluenza”, an unrecognized

condition that supposedly rendered Couch unable to tell the difference between right and

wrong because of his privileged upbringing. The argument goes that he has taught to think

that his wealth and affluence afforded him moral leeway. Instead of receiving any jail time,

Couch was sentenced to rehabilitation . Psychologist Robin S. Rosenberg pointed out that118

118 Fernandez M, and Schwartz, J. “Teenager’s Sentence in Fatal Drunken-Driving Case Stirs
‘Affluenza’ Debate.”
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the sentencing could reinforce this supposed “affluenza”, writing that the message was sent

“that his wealth and privilege can obviate the negative consequences of his criminal behavior”

. It was also noted that the judge had previously given a much harsher sentence to another119

16 year old drunk driver, who had only killed one person, and had a much lower blood alcohol

level than Couch, but was poorer. According to a court transcript, the judge stated during this

sentencing that “The court is aware that you had a sad childhood” . Couch was later caught120

violating his probation, and him and his mother fled to Mexico, where he was apprehended

and sentenced to jail time .121

Perhaps a case like that of Ethan Couch is unjust due, not to some inherent evil of

the sentencing, but to the double standard that it represents. Dr. Suniya S. Luthar wrote of the

case,

What is the likelihood if this was an African-American,
inner-city kid that grew up in a violent neighborhood to a
single mother who is addicted to crack and he was caught
two or three times … what is the likelihood that the judge
would excuse his behavior and let him off because of how he
was raised? .122

It is tempting to argue that Couch wasn’t treated better than he should have been, but that

oppressed people deserve the same contextual considerations. From this point of view, we

should have no problem exculpating the believer of Gwyneth Paltrow, provided that we are

careful to exculpate the believer of Tony Mohammed as well.

That said, I don’t think that such a view is sufficient on it’s own to ameliorate our

outrage over the Ethan Couch case, as it fails to recognize certain facets of privilege and it’s

ability to epistemically constrain. I grant that Ethan Couch probably was raised in a manner

that didn’t teach him the difference between right and wrong, and that, in the moment, he was

122 Plushnick-Masti, R. ““Affluenza” Defense Draws Criticism In Ethan Couch Sentence For
Fatal DWI Wreck.”

121 Fox4News.com Staff. “Affluenza teen Ethan Couch gets 2 years in jail.”
120 Mitchell, M. “Fatal crash in 2004 drew different sentence from Tarrant judge.”
119 Rosenberg, R. “There's No Defense for Affluenza”.
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probably not immediately equipped to make a proper mental judgment concerning his

responsibility to not drink and drive. But make no mistake, Couch’s privilege afforded him

numerous opportunities to undermine the epistemic obstacles that his privilege put him under.

Couch could have used his economic resources to educate himself on how privilege could

have skewed his views of responsibility, or on the risks and dangers of drunk driving, or the

extent to which alcohol impairs judgement, and it is worth noting that a child raised by

impoverished parents who are just as epistemically constraining as Couch’s would have

access to none of these resources. Despite that Couch probably didn’t have the critical

thinking skills to judge the difference between right and wrong in real time, he could have

taught himself, using the very same privilege that offered his set of epistemic obstacles. And

the verdict that elicited so much public outrage can be taken to be emblematic of the fact that

while Couch had such opportunities and was nonetheless exculpated, people without these

opportunities are not. In other words, Couch was epistemically unlucky in the moment of his

deliberation, but he had preparatory control that could have undermined his immediate

epistemic obstacles.

Some may be tempted to explain our outrage at the Couch case as anger at the

flimsiness of his defense, that he wasn’t really constrained and that he was merely speaking

in bad faith. After all, there is certainly a thin sense in which Couch, or someone from a rural,

working-class community where drunk driving is the norm, “knows” the slogan that “drunk

driving is bad”. However, I find this notion problematic, and the mere recitation of this claim

isn’t the same as having the knowledge to act on it.

What precisely was going through Couch’s head the night he got behind the wheel

may be hard to discern--and I am somewhat wary of psychologizing a stranger, but it is at

least clear that Couch made the decision to drive, and must have thought to himself, “this is

ok”. It is furthermore clear that his privileged status contributed to this decision, at least
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according to his lawyers and his later probation violations (which he knew were

photographed). It would be entirely compatible with my picture here that Couch thought to

himself, “this is ok because my wealth will prevent me from facing consequences”. However,

what I suspect, based on the numerous people I’ve met who do drink and drive, is that his

privilege afforded him sheer over confidence. Those from my hometown who drink and drive

defend their actions by saying, “I can do it, I’m from Massachusetts, we drive drunk here and

I’d get pulled over if I wasn’t driving just fine”. It’s not unreasonable for Couch to have thought

something similar: he’d likely faced exceedingly few consequences for any poor behavior

(he’d previously had interaction with police who found him reeking of alcohol, behind the

wheel of a pickup truck, with an unconscious young woman in the passenger seat ) and123

therefore came to believe that this was evidence that he was justified in doing whatever he

wanted. Just like my friends from Massachusetts think that having no previous DUI’s speaks

to their ability to safely drink and drive (rather than the fact that many working class areas

often have fewer police), Couch probably thought his avoidance of consequences in general

spoke to the idea that he could justifiably drive intoxicated. His life of near guaranteed safety,

exculpation, and reinforcement blinded him to the possibility of danger, immorality and plain

incorrectness.

The arguments against the authenticity of his “affluenza” are problematic precisely

because they would function just as well against oppressed individuals whose judgments are

epistemically constrained, and this amounts to a type of victim blaming I won’t assent to. At

least one study has shown that black and hispanic people remain confident in their ability to

drink when significantly more impaired than their white counterparts , and I refuse to make124

the assumption that claiming this heightened confidence is due to societal factors is a flimsy

124 Kerr, W, Greenfield T. “Racial/Ethnic Disparities in the Self-Reported Number of Drinks in 2
Hours Before Driving Becomes Impaired.”

123 Associated Press. “Family of ‘Affluenza’ Teen Ethan Couch Tangled With Law In the Past”.
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excuse, as some claim Couch’s defense to be. Even if this account of Couch isn’t convincing,

we can certainly think of other individuals who are epistemically constrained in a similar

manner.

Meanwhile, outright rejection of the principle leads to equally unacceptable

consequences. As I showed earlier, if we hold people equally responsible when people are

equally incorrect, we victim blame certain individuals who have a testimonial injustice done

against them, while making comparisons to individuals who are more epistemically lucky, face

fewer constraints and use less rational means of judging scientific statements. I covered this

more thoroughly in the first chapter, but it also bears pointing out that to follow such a theory

would require that we hold the believer of Tony Mohammad, who believes themself to

embrace a position for the purpose of liberation, to the same degree of responsibility as a

believer of the myth of the environmentally noble savage, who embraces a position on the

basis of a racist stereotype.

Furthermore, if we decide that one is responsible in proportion to their privilege or

oppression, we lead ourselves to a similar disaster. As I showed in chapter 3, there are

probably some individuals who are far more epistemically blinded by their privilege than some

individuals are blinded by their oppression. I would be committed to saying that certain people

are morally required to put in more effort than other people, and even if I accept this

consequence when one agent is privileged and the other is oppressed, this statement would

still apply in cases where both agents are oppressed. Imagine two individuals, who are both

of the same oppressed race, but one of whom is homosexual, and the other of whom is

heterosexual. This constitutes a rough case of one being more privileged . But it is still125

125 This is not meant to be a claim that racial oppression and sexual oppression are more or
less severe or important than one another, nor is this meant to be a categorical claim that all
homosexual people of color are necessarily more oppressed than heterosexual people of
color, but merely open up the possibility of an additional form of oppression that isn’t shared
across the two individuals.
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possibile that the oppression of the heterosexual agent is more epistemically constraining

than that of their homosexual peer. This possibility was clearly opened in chapter 3, by virtue

of the quantitative and qualitative differences in epistemic unluckiness, as well as the

overarching possibility that different individuals can react to environmental or social

constraints differently. I would be committed then to saying that despite being oppressed

themselves, one agent simply has responsibilities to overcome testimonial injustices that

another agent is not on the hook for. This is no more acceptable than the differential

treatment represented by the Ethan Couch case.

Deliberative and Preparatory Responsibilities

The solution I would like to propose to this puzzle is to consider ones capacity to

deliberate over a judgment in real time, while the judgment is occuring, as well as the

capacity to prepare oneself for making potentially harmful or beneficial judgments and

differentiate our expectations on this basis. As I showed in chapter 2, one’s ability to critically

engage with scientific statements can sometimes overcome one’s outside epistemic

obstacles, and this constitutes an exercise of one’s critical reasoning. Meanwhile, one’s ability

to undermine the structures that are epistemically constraining, say by educating themselves

about their epistemic obstacles, or carrying out activism that reduces racism and the

testimonial injustices that result from it, would be to prepare oneself to make judgments that

avoid or ameliorate these injustices. Even having the time to fool around with riddles or play

certain mental games likely helps reinforce critical thinking, as I argued in chapter 2, and

these are probably more accessible to more privileged individuals.

Medina’s critique of Fricker can be telling for us here: whereas Fricker focuses on the

short term, limited case of testimonial injustice, where one individual hears another, and
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judges their testimony in real time, Medina takes this to be an insufficient account of the

political systems that make such a judgement possible.

The epistemic and ethical dysfunctions that occur in
testimonial exchanges cannot be properly understood as
taking place exclusively between two isolated individuals.
They have to be put against the background of the
systematic unfair relations among social groups that precede
those exchanges and affect them, making it not only possible
but also more likely than not that minoritized subjects be
epistemically mistreated in situations of oppression. In a
case of testimonial injustice in which an identity prejudice is
operating, a hearer does an epistemic and an ethical wrong;
but also, and even more importantly, a political wrong is also
committed, even if it is not entirely the hearer’s doing, even if
the hearer is only implicitly relying on it and unknowingly
contributing to it .126

This is a vital consideration. Say I am trying to decide where to get lunch and my friend tells

me not to go to a nearby chinese restaurant because chinese-american cuisine contains

MSG that will make me sick, and I have to decide whether or not to trust them. If I remind

myself that many racist stereotypes about asians involve false claims about the hygiene of

their food, and decide to fact check them, in one sense, my correct judgment of doubt was

made in real time, as I was deliberating. But in another, equally important sense, my

judgment was due to a whole network of past actions and experiences: I had to experience

these stereotypes to be aware of them, and I probably had to do work to unlearn the

tendency to believe them. And the same would be true if I had trusted my friend: I would not

have done my due diligence, either in stopping myself and deliberating over whether identity

prejudice played a role in my judgment, or as an epistemic citizen who paid attention to the

falsity of stereotypes or their pernicious effects.

126 Medina, The Epistemology of Resistance: Gender and Racial Oppression, Epistemic
Injustice, and Resistant Imaginations, 88.
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For my purposes, this shows a special insight: it’s not simply the moment of active

deliberation that makes up a judgment, but also my preparatory actions that facilitate

whatever judgment I make.

Taking all of this together, we can take the following figure to be a rough outline of

how we make judgments in a holistic fashion.

A given individual is set with circumstances that are oppressive and/or circumstances that

one is privileged to enjoy. Both oppressive and privileging circumstances contribute to the

information and training that this individual has during the moment of deliberation in both

positive and negative manners: each offers both epistemic advantages and constraints. While

the oppressive circumstances are oppressive because they involve a lack of power, the

privileging circumstances are privileging because they are intimately involved with power. The

individual who is so privileged, has either used that power towards increasing their epistemic

advantages and ameliorating their deficits, or they have failed to do so (potentially making the

deficits worse). All of these circumstances, both within and outside of the agent's control, are

then deliberated on (or potentially ignored), leading to the final judgment.
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Therefore, the solution to our puzzle is to differentiate moral expectations on the

basis of ones deliberative and preparatory control over their judgments, which I define as

follows.

Deliberative Control: This is the act of thinking over an issue and making a judgment, in real

time. Basically it includes anything we would usually call “thinking” or “deliberating”. It

includes both spontaneous and non-spontaneous judgments (meaning both judgments that

you snap to without reflection and those where you spend time thinking it over). That said,

ones deliberative control is distinctly in the moment. I may rely on past deliberations or

alternatively, information collected in the past, but the deliberation begins where the basic

judging begins and ends where the judging ends. In other words, if you make a judgment and

rely on information you learned in a college course, you weren’t exercising your deliberative

control when you took that course, you are only exercising this control during the act of

deliberation. It is, in one sense, very limited as any extra research, education or training (even

if such training were successful at increasing executive control or bettering reasoning) would

be included. That said, deliberative control is also extremely expansive: any calculating,

meditating, recollecting, imagining or whatever falls within deliberative control.

Preparatory Control: On the one hand, this is whatever control falls outside of the definition

of deliberative control: any case of researching, looking things up, educating oneself, etc.

Whatever is within ones control to do but cannot be done merely by thinking about it in real

time falls within ones preparatory control. Temporally, this means that a lot of preparatory

control will be exercised prior to the judgment itself, but not always. If for instance I decide to

do some extra research when confronted with a judgment, I would be exercising my

preparatory control within the period of judging, but I’m still preparing myself, by non-mental

means, to make a final deliberation. If a factor influences my deliberation in the same manner
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as preparatory control but was not within my control (say I’m shown a pamphlet on climate

change by an activist without asking), then it was a factor I was lucky or unlucky for.

One’s ability to critically engage with concepts can sometimes overcome one’s

outside epistemic obstacles, and this constitutes an exercise of one’s deliberative control.

One’s ability to undermine the structures that are epistemically constraining, say by educating

themselves about their epistemic obstacles, or carrying out political activism that reduces

racism and the testimonial injustices that result from it, would fall within their preparatory

control. Therefore, people who are similarly epistemically unlucky should be held similarly

responsible for critical engagement, even if the forms of this unluckiness are oppressive for

one agent and beneficial for another. Meanwhile, we ought to hold the privileged agent

responsible for using or not using their preparatory control of the situation that was afforded

by their privilege, while holding an oppressed agent to no expectation of this sort. This would

resolve the tension perceived in the Couch case: while recognizing that Couch probably does

have epistemically constrained judgments of right and wrong, and not therefore undermining

the exculpation of oppressed individuals with similarly difficult deliberative constraints, Couch

is held responsible nonetheless. He failed to educate himself, to take advantage of his

numerous opportunities to ameliorate his epistemic difficulties and prepare himself for

precisely the type of situation he found himself in on June 15, 2013.

My theory derives its strength from two sources: first, it resolves the tension that is

drawn out by the puzzle of this dissertation, and given the absence of any competing theories

that I’m aware of, it seems to be the best theory available for this problem. However, it is not

merely the absence of competition that makes this the theory rather than a theory, it also has

positive support by the model of judgment that I’m using here. Once again, judgments include

both factors outside the control of the agent (factors the agent is lucky or unlucky to have),

84



factors they do have preparatory control over, and the mental reflection that makes use of the

evidence offered by either their own preparatory control or by luck. As I shall show,

preparatory control is itself a form of privilege, whereas deliberative control operates freely on

whatever evidence it is considering. And because I have already shown that epistemic

unluckiness can result from either privilege or oppression, we should therefore judge one’s

deliberations in light of their epistemic obstacles, in light of the evidence that is available to

them in that moment, rather than the evidence one hypothetically could have gained.

Consideration of what we consider privilege or oppression to be as it relates to power

will reveal the positive support for my theory. Mere detriment and benefit don’t make privilege

and oppression: if I find a five dollar bill, that is beneficial to me but it isn’t itself a privilege, nor

would a coconut falling on my head constitute an instance of oppression, because neither is

related to power. Fricker defines social power as follows: “a practically socially situated

capacity to control others’ actions, where this capacity may be exercised (actively or

passively) by particular social agents, or alternatively, it may operate purely structurally” . If127

we take privilege to be benefits that are involved with power, then we can see that to have

preparatory control is itself a privilege: one has the capability to either actively or passively

control one’s abilities to make judgments. One with many kinds or degrees of preparatory

control is therefore privileged, and one who lacks such control, or alternatively, is controlled

by other individuals (or in a purely structural and therefore passive manner), is oppressed.

Notably, the same isn’t apparently true for deliberative control. Regardless of how

oppressed or privileged one is, one still has a mental freedom to reason however one sees fit,

despite the fact that their social place may limit or strengthen the information they are

reflecting on, as well as their ability to seek it out. It might be society that taught me about

elephants, or the color pink, but it’s nonetheless true that I can imagine these concepts

127 Fricker, Epistemic Injustice, 13.
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together in one object, a pink elephant, even if I’ve never seen one. And if society wanted to

stop me from imagining a pink elephant, they would have no means of doing so (perhaps

they could torture me or distract me from the idea, but they would have no way of knowing

that I wasn’t still imagining it, and even if they did, it would be a testament to the fact that I’m

not stubborn enough to avoid being coerced, I always had the basic power of imagination).

And because I can imagine any form of reasoning that I’m well prepared to undertake, the

responsibility to undertake appropriate reasoning falls strictly on my own back. It therefore

makes sense to judge the reflections of individuals solely on their effort for strong reasoning,

given the constraints they had on their available information and their skills of critical

engagement, regardless of whether those constraints came in the form of privilege or

oppression.

It’s likewise vital for us to consider that many privileges aren’t necessarily expressed

positively, but rather expressed in the form of avoiding oppression. A positive privilege might

be for a man to be paid higher wages (which he can use to control his life), but the fact that

he is less likely to be sexually harassed isn’t a positive benefit, but rather a negative

privilege--he avoids being controlled in an oppressive manner. In this sense there is an

inverse counterpart for positive or negative privileges or oppressions. For those who are

positively oppressed, others are negatively privileged (they avoid being controlled), while for

those who are positively privileged, others are negatively oppressed, (they don’t have the

opportunities privileged people enjoy). This likewise expresses itself in terms over preparatory

control: to have positive control over one’s education while others lack such control

constitutes a privilege, as does avoidance of being controlled in a manner that others are

controlled in (e.g. being more harshly policed due to one’s race).

To make this clearer, imagine that there are two people judging an article that says

that there is overwhelming evidence that climate change is real and human caused. Let’s say
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that one agent is the child of an oil rig worker and the other is the child of an oil tycoon. Both

had parents who raised them identically when it comes to climate change: both were raised

as denialists . One reads this article as adults, and both earnestly reflects on how one128

should judge this, recalling all that they have learned to try to give an accurate assessment.

We can imagine that if either had taken a class on climate science, they would agree with the

article, but without that resource, they would both come to distrust it. But, due to their greater

wealth, it is only the child of the oil tycoon who had that opportunity,  whereas the child of the

oil worker was not given a chance to take this class. It is reasonable to expect the child of the

oil tycoon to take this class, and judge them for not taking the class and finding the article

untrustworthy. It is completely unreasonable to take the child of the oil rig worker to task over

not taking a class one had no opportunity to take, and therefore one shouldn’t be judged for

not taking the class when we judge their assessment of the article.

In this manner we can hold the same basic expectation for everyone, but still be

contextually sensitive to one’s societal position in our reckoning of their epistemic

responsibilities. We expect everyone to do what is within their power, without major sacrifice,

to make accurate judgments on relevant issues. Reflecting on whatever evidence that one is

aware of will be a free action regardless of privilege--the evidence available will be

constrained by their societal position, but the attempt to reason well will be up to the agent.

Meanwhile, their preparatory control, which itself constitutes a variety of privileges, allows

them to collect evidence on potentially relevant issues that they reflect on. We expect

everyone to use both their deliberative and preparatory capacities, and their culpability for

doing so will be in accordance with their abilities, which can be described as relative to

128 The reason that they are children of the oil worker or the oil tycoon is so that their
epistemic condition is the same: the worker and the tycoon would have very different motives
for the same denialist beliefs, but the children of either would have the same epistemic
circumstances: the way they were raised.
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constraint on the side of deliberative control, while relative to privilege on the side of

preparatory control.

Interestingly, from this point of view one can be deliberatively epistemically lucky for

what is in their preparatory control, which makes a certain amount of sense. If I am asked to

judge a chemistry problem in the moment, using only my deliberative powers, I would feel

unlucky to have not taken enough chemistry courses to solve the problem. That said,

considered more broadly, it was within my preparatory capacity to have taken more chemistry

courses, and so in a long term sense, I am culpable for not having done so, and it wasn’t a

matter of luck that I didn’t.Furthermore, while I’ve established that having preparatory control

is itself a privilege and that lacking preparatory control is itself oppressive, that doesn’t

necessarily mean that all privilege or oppression affords preparatory control. So it is worth

raising the question of whether there are privileges or oppressions that don’t offer control.

One tempting example would be a wealthy individual who was forced to attend boarding

school: they are privileged by such an education in innumerable ways (job prospects, easier

access to college, a wide array of available information), but this wasn’t within their control,

nor would they have chosen to go to boarding school if they had had the opportunity. I do not

deny that such a student is privileged by their boarding school upbringing, but I do deny that

that their autonomy being violated so they could attend the school was itself a privilege:

similarly aged students from underprivileged backgrounds face similar violations of their

autonomy due to their age, but they are forced to attend much worse schools, that potentially

perpetuate oppression. Additionally, each of the privileges resulting from the education typical

to more privileged people offer additional opportunities that constitute preparatory control:

they can choose from more jobs, they can more easily control which college they are

accepted into, they can choose from more information to devote to memory and reflect upon.
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And even if this account is insufficient and a detractor can come up with an example I

haven’t thought of, where a privilege doesn’t relate to preparatory control or an oppression

doesn’t relate to a lack of it, I still maintain that my theory holds weight and can explain a

case like that of Couch: even if such an outlier can be imagined, that merely shows that my

definitions of privilege and oppression are non-exhaustive, but Couch still had greater

preparatory control than a poorer defendant and he failed to take advantage of the

preparatory control the poorer defendant lacked.

It’s important to keep in mind that preparatory unluckiness in many cases will lead to

constraint on the materials one reflects upon, despite the fact that their reflective control over

these thoughts is limited only by their effort or imagination. However, while privilege is itself

partially made up of preparatory control, it can also lead to these sorts of constraints. The

vital difference which underwrites my theory is that the deliberative constraints caused by

privilege can be undermined by the preparatory control constituting that very privilege. Having

been accepted into an Ivy League university might inflate one’s ego to such an extent that

one is insensitive to their own epistemic shortcomings, but it also grants them resources to

take classes on epistemology, critical thinking, psychology, political theory and so one,

classes that could bring them to see where they are insensitive . It is only those privileged129

with such control who ought to be expected to use it.

Conclusion

129 I am sure that some are now questioning whether I believe that money can buy virtue. I do
not think that one can go to the virtue store and buy redemption ala Catholic sin-eaters, who
would be paid by believers to take responsibility for their sins and buy their way into heaven.
But I do think that classes on feminism, racism, ethics and so forth do have a function of
increasing ones critical thinking skills and relevant information towards the subject of their
inquiry. And I assert that the value of these classes is dependent on their effectiveness at
doing so.
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This theory of responsibility solves one of the central puzzles of this dissertation:

namely that of what role ones privilege or oppression should play when we determine their

responsibilities towards believing the scientific consensus. What remains is to apply this

solution to the remaining puzzles of how we ought to morally consider pseudoscience: how

one can best meet their responsibilities, how to consider or reconsider Fricker or Medina’s

respective theories of justice in light of this puzzle and pseudoscience generally, what we, as

advocates of scientific literacy, should do in response to positionality effects, etc. In what

remains of this dissertation, I shall develop theories on all of these topics.
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Chapter Five: Medina, Epistemic Friction, and The Social Connection, Revisited

Introduction

Having sketched the theory of responsibility that I called for in chapter one, and found

lacking in the work of José Medina, I can now re-examine his work in light of both

pseudoscience and my own theory. This chapter will therefore be devoted to answering two

questions: I will show both how Medina’s employment of Iris Marion Young’s social

connection model of responsibility interacts with my own theory of responsibility, and how

Medina’s call for epistemic friction is problematized by pseudoscience. The first line of inquiry

contributes to saying who should be understood as responsible for their agreement with the

scientific consensus, while the second helps us understand what we, as advocates of

scientific literacy, should do in response to a network of epistemic obstacles.

I’ll begin by revisiting the social connection model of responsibility, and then I will

examine Medina’s call for epistemic friction. I will conclude this chapter by considering the

interaction of these concerns.

The Social Connection Model of Responsibility

The social connection model of responsibility was first proposed by Iris Marion

Young, and applied to the topic of epistemic justice by José Medina. Young writes that this

model of responsibility “says that all agents who contribute by their actions to the structural

processes that produce injustice have responsibilities to work to remedy these injustices” .130

This model is meant to counter what Young calls a “liability model”, and defines as follows:

“under this liability model, one assigns responsibility to a particular agent (or agents) whose

actions can be shown to be causally connected to the circumstances for which responsibility

is sought” . To use an example of Medina’s, a college student who makes an anti-semitic131

131 Young, Global Challenges: War, Self-Determination and Responsibility for Justice, 116.
130 Young, Global Challenges: War, Self-Determination and Responsibility for Justice, 102.
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statement by dropping a pig's head on the lawn of a jewish community center, unaware that

either the pigs head would be perceived as anti-semitic or that the lawn was that of a jewish

community center, would be solely responsible on the liability model. On the social

connection model, the student would be responsible, but so would everyone who had, as a

community, failed to educate the student on the connotations of pigs towards jewish people,

or the presence of a Jewish Community Center on that student’s campus.

I believe that the social connection model has useful insights for my project. I do not

however, believe that it exhaustively describes our responsibilities towards fighting

pseudoscience. I will proceed to argue that this model accurately describes the preparatory

side of our epistemic responsibilities, but that it is incompatible with our deliberative epistemic

responsibilities to critically engage with given statements. I will additionally assert that this

incompatibility doesn’t form an actual problem. Then, I will demonstrate that the social

connection mode of responsibility can give us a rough litmus test for whether an individual

has met their obligations for what is within their preparatory control. This is vital, as I have

only argued thus far that people should be held responsible in proportion with their privilege

for these preparatory obligations, I have not actually said who has or hasn’t met them.

That the Social Connection Model is Incompatible with our Deliberative Responsibilities

The social connection model is incompatible with responsibility for the critical

engagement that can both overcome epistemic obstacles and fall within our deliberative

control over our judgments. This is somewhat obvious from the types of obligations that

Young discusses.

Obligations of social justice arise between persons by virtue
of the social processes that connect them; political
institutions are the response to these obligations rather than
their basis. I develop an account of some of these processes
as structural processes, and I argue that some harms come
to people as a result of structural social injustices .132

132 Young, Global Challenges: War, Self-Determination and Responsibility for Justice, 102
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The social connection model focuses on injustices that arise socially, and Young’s use of the

word, “some” signifies the possibility that not all injustice is purely social. Meanwhile, our

deliberative judgments occur entirely in the moment when deliberation occurs. It is this very

temporal limit that distinguishes between our deliberative and preparatory efforts to judge

properly. If there is anything collaborative about our deliberative control, that collaboration

must itself happen in real time: perhaps I converse with a friend and we articulate our

reasoning, trying to come to a judgment together. But that collaboration is, in a

straightforward sense, taking place between two individuals, not a society. Until we have

some sort of science-fiction hive mind, where all thoughts are shared, our deliberative

responsibilities can only be shared if we are actively collaborating in the duration of the

judgment.

As I’ve previously laid out, our control over our judgments are partially made up of

our actions to educate ourselves by doing research, reading books, discoursing with others,

and so on (i.e., what’s within our preparatory control), and partially made up of our real-time

judgments that are limited to our own thoughts or those in our immediate vicinity (i.e., what’s

within our deliberative control). Given that we can only communicate with so many people,

and given that we are oftentimes making deliberations silently, it doesn’t make sense to take

our responsibilities to deliberate well as societally shared responsibilities.

Perhaps I seem to be contradicting what I wrote in my first chapter, where I argued

that no judgment of a scientific statement is made on a purely individual basis, but I perceive

no real tension here. That point was initially made to demonstrate that not all the factors

determining these judgments are within our control, and that we are therefore lucky or

unlucky for the outcome and consequences of our judgements, at least to some degree.

Because these lucky or unlucky factors lie entirely outside of the individual’s control, they are

excluded from those factors under the individual’s deliberative control. Furthermore, when
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social factors do fall under our control, these are necessarily in our preparatory control, even

though they certainly affect our deliberations. If I expose myself to a word I have never heard

before, say “ameliorate”, then I’ve exercised my preparatory control--it was an action that

required me to do something more than I could have by merely thinking about it in the

moment, as I didn’t invent the term. But when, equipped with this vocabulary, I judge that “X

ameliorates the trouble with Y”, employing this vocabulary fell within my deliberative control,

despite the fact that this was only possible because of a prior non-deliberative action. Thus,

what is societal is non-deliberative: a societal factor cannot be created in a moment of

judgment, it takes time to be involved with more than a few people. Therefore, the

deliberative--despite relying on socially supplied concepts--is incompatible with the social

connection model of responsibility.

That the Social Connection Model is Compatible with Our preparatory Responsibilities

Meanwhile, I believe that the social connection model of responsibility is compatible

with our preparatory responsibilities to resist pseudoscience. This would amount to saying

that our responsibility to undermine the epistemic obstacles that facilitate pseudoscience and

the testimonial injustice that is often conjoined to belief in pseudoscience is a necessarily

shared responsibility. On the one hand, that would mean that we all have to attempt to

undermine epistemic obstacles that affect others, as well as ourselves. On the other hand, it

would mean that solitary individuals shouldn’t be held solely liable for the creation and

maintenance of these constraints .133

In a moment, I will make the case that we should use this model of responsibility to

understand our preparatory responsibilities by showing that all five advantages laid out by

Young for this model apply to our preparatory responsibilities. This in turn gives individuals a

133 This isn’t to say that they should be exculpated, but that their responsibility must be
understood as shared.
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set of questions one can ask themselves to see if they have met their preparatory

responsibilities. But first, there is another apparent tension that I must address.

In chapter four, I argued that our preparatory responsibilities are greater or less in

proportion with our relative level of privilege, whereas the social connection model of

responsibility takes our obligations to be necessarily shared. This sharing of responsibility

may sound like a claim of equal responsibility, which would be in direct contradiction with the

central claims of this dissertation. However, this would be a gross misreading of Young’s

theory, which is explicitly sensitive to the idea that it will be realized differently for individuals

different societal positions. In her conclusion, she writes,

Obviously each of these parameters for reasoning about the
ways that individual persons or institutions might meet their
responsibilities under a social connection model—power,
privilege, interest, and collective ability—needs further
elaboration. This sketch should indicate how an agent’s
position in the structures that produce injustices might
influence the kinds of issues the agent should address and
the kinds of actions the agent should take. It also gives more
concreteness to the notion that, under a social connection
model, agents share responsibility with others who are
differently situated, with whom they usually must cooperate
in order to effect change .134

Unfortunately, Young passed away in 2006, the same year this paper was published, so we

will have to provide this elaboration for ourselves, and I will do so in the following section. But

I can at least say right now that it makes sense that economic and cultural privilege would

afford greater ability to organize and participate in political praxis.

Advantages and Prescriptions of the Social Connection Model

Now, there are five advantages that Young describes for the social connection mode

of responsibility, and I believe that I can show how each feature provides an agent with a

question that one can ask themselves to see whether they have met their individual

134 Young, Global Challenges: War, Self-Determination and Responsibility for Justice, 130.
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obligations. This accomplishes two things: It shows that these advantages of the theory can

be incorporated into my own theory of responsibility, and it informs us of when we’ve met our

preparatory responsibilities as individuals.

Non-Isolating: “Where there is structural injustice, finding some people guilty of perpetrating

specific wrongful actions does not absolve others whose actions contribute to the outcomes

from bearing responsibility” . Young’s model avoids exculpating those who contribute to135

injustice in indirect ways because others are more directly guilty. For instance, we should hold

Tony Mohammad responsible for individually promoting the anti-vaccination movement, but

my analysis in chapter one also demonstrated that those who contribute to the culture of

racism that make Tony Mohammad appear believable ought to be held to a certain degree of

responsibility as well. Regarding whether one has met their preparatory responsibilities, this

criteria asks that the individual question whether they’ve worked to not only undermine their

own biases and epistemic obstacles, but whether they have done what was within their power

to help undermine others’ belief in pseudoscience. Mere non-belief in pseudoscience is

therefore insufficient to meet one’s responsibility, one must contribute to a scientifically literate

society.

Judging background conditions: “[The social connection model of responsibility] often brings

into question precisely the background conditions that ascriptions of blame or fault assume as

normal” . Young’s model has the advantage that it looks at and seeks to eliminate the136

background conditions of a given action or judgment. This means looking at not only whether

someone trusts Tony Mohammad for instance, but what kind of life would make one

especially prone to that trust. Individuals should therefore ask themselves when fighting

pseudoscience whether they have examined other people’s (and their own) political sources

of epistemic luck, whether their societal position makes certain tactics more effective than

136 Young, Global Challenges: War, Self-Determination and Responsibility for Justice, 120.
135 Young, Global Challenges: War, Self-Determination and Responsibility for Justice, 120.
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others and whether their means of fighting pseudoscience have been designed around these

facts, or around a naive debunking.

More forward-looking than backward-looking:

When conceptualizing responsibility in relation to structural
injustice, however, we are concerned with an ongoing set of
processes that we understand is likely to continue producing
harms unless there are interventions in it. The temporality of
assigning and taking responsibility, then, is more
forward-looking than backward-looking. Because the
particular causal relationship of the actions of particular
individuals or organizations to structural outcomes is often
impossible to trace, there is no point in seeking to exact
compensation or redress from only and all those who have
contributed to the outcome, and in proportion to their
contributions. The injustice produced through structures has
not reached a terminus, but rather is ongoing. The point is
not to blame, punish, or seek redress from those who did it,
but rather to enjoin those who participate by their actions in
the process of collective action to change it .137

Young’s model has the advantage of prioritizing the ongoing fight against injustice over

identification and punishment of the “guilty” parties. The point is not to continuously mock or

punish believers and peddlers of pseudoscience, but to fight continued belief in it and the

harms that result from pseudoscience. One should then ask oneself whether one has merely

sought retribution for epistemic and moral sins, or whether one has sought to actually

increase scientific literacy, and tried to build a society that practices a greater degree of

testimonial justice. In other words, one should ask themselves whether they are looking to

mock and scorn, or actually promote accurate identification of and belief in the scientific

consensus.

Shared Responsibility:

Shared responsibility, in contrast, is a personal responsibility
for outcomes, or the risks of harmful outcomes, produced by
a group of persons. Each individual is personally responsible
for outcomes in a partial way, since he or she alone does not
produce the outcomes; the specific part that each person
plays in producing the outcome cannot be isolated and

137 Young, Global Challenges: War, Self-Determination and Responsibility for Justice, 122.
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identified, however, and thus the responsibility is essentially
shared .138

This criteria is probably the most central to Young’s model, and restates the core of her

approach: these sorts of responsibilities are essentially shared and the harms we are

responsible for appear between people. One should therefore ask themselves whether they

have attacked individuals such as Tony Mohammad rather than the collective racism that

lends him an appearance of credibility. And while it is certainly true that the Nation of Islam

couldn’t convince people to join the anti-vaccination movement without Tony Mohammad,

Tony Mohammad wouldn’t sound convincing without a background of racism. Therefore, it is

no one individual agent who ought to be held culpable for Mohammad’s persuasive aspects.

Discharged through collective action:

Our forward-looking responsibility consists in changing the
institutions and processes so that their outcomes will be less
unjust. No one of us can do this on our own. Even if it were
possible to do so, a single shopper would not change the
working conditions of those toiling in sweatshops by refusing
to buy all items she had reason to believe were produced
under unjust conditions. The structural processes can be
altered only if many actors in diverse social positions work
together to intervene in these processes to produce different
outcomes .139

This final criteria makes the point that we can only meet our shared responsibilities by

working together, and that it is only via organization that real change can be enacted. In other

words, each individual can only meet their responsibilities by acting alongside other

individuals to communaly fight social structures, because pseudoscience is enabled by social

structures that no one individual can overthrow (such as racism, economic inequality, unequal

educational access, etc). The individual must ask themself what they have done to involve

themself in organized efforts towards social change. This involvement will include everything

139 Young, Global Challenges: War, Self-Determination and Responsibility for Justice, 123.
138 Young, Global Challenges: War, Self-Determination and Responsibility for Justice, 122.
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from electoral politics to food drives to re-education to cultural criticism to personal efforts to

help those facing persecution.

The Two-Pronged Approach

My next task in this chapter is to show that while the social connection model of

responsibility is compatible with our preparatory responsibilities, but incompatible with our

deliberative responsibilities, this state of affairs poses no real problem. Young doesn’t give a

strong argument against the possibility that there can be politically isolated injustices, instead

showing that many or most injustices are not isolated. Therefore, I don’t think that it’s a

stretch to assume that there are isolatable factors which contribute to injustices and which

individuals are solely responsible for. I’m suggesting a twofold set of responsibilities which

contribute to the determination of a judgment, one individualistic and one social, and that both

sets of obligations must be met for an individual's actions and judgments towards science to

be considered moral.

To show that this causes no real issue, I would like to apply such a twofold set to one

of Medina’s central examples: namely, the student who dropped the pig’s head on the jewish

community center lawn. Medina argued that the student’s failure to know that the action was

an anti-semitic gesture was partially a failure of the community to teach the student about

anti-semitism, but that this failure doesn’t exculpate the individual student. On the one hand,

the student’s individual guilt can be seen as socially connective, as a failure to engage with

other individuals who could have better educated him. This is certainly true, and is definitely

part of what made the action possible--the student wouldn’t have dropped the head had they

known that the symbol was anti-semitic. Simultaneously, the student did intend to make a

malicious prank, a decision that at least partially occured on an individual level. While the

anti-semitic nature of the action can best be understood as social, the decision to play a
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prank was a failure of the student individually, in that moment and was likewise necessary for

the anti-semitism to have occured. These facts are not in any apparent tension, as long as we

are careful to properly delineate what is social and what is individual.

Young herself mentions an example where an analogously twofold conception of

responsibilities can consist with one another.

Hired thugs who beat workers in horribly equipped factories
are personally guilty of crimes, as are the factory managers
who hire them and target particular workers. Finding them
guilty, however, does not absolve the multinational
corporations from responsibility for the widespread nature of
poor working conditions in the factories producing goods
they market. Nor does it absolve those of us who purchase
the goods from some kind of responsibility to the workers
who make them .140

The Call For Epistemic Friction

A major facet of Medina’s proposed solution to the ills of epistemic injustice is his call

for epistemic friction, or discourse between resistant epistemic forces. Medina’s argument, as

I understand it, is as follows:

1) Epistemic injustice occurs as a result of people being blind to how their particular

perspective affects their beliefs relative to their societal positionality (a phenomenon

that Medina calls “meta-blindness”).

2) Oppressed people have to attend to the epistemic perspective of both themselves

and dominant classes (a state of affairs that Dubois describes with his concept of

double-consciousness), which renders the effects of societal positionality on belief

formation more clear for some people (a phenomenon that Medina refers to as

“meta-lucidity”).

3) Because the meta-lucidity afforded to oppressed people is due to entertaining

multiple perspectives in tension with each other, meta-lucidity can be achieved by

140 Young, Global Challenges: War, Self-Determination and Responsibility for Justice, 120.
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confrontation of resistant beliefs (their contact with each other is what Medina calls

epistemic friction).

This isn’t to say that Medina believes that any and every instance of offering an alternative

perspective will be a good thing, as he gives a definition for detrimental epistemic friction:

“they can also be negative insofar as they produce negative epistemic friction, censoring,

silencing or inhibiting the formation of beliefs, the articulation of doubts, the formulation of

questions and lines of inquiry, and so on” . An obvious (and for that reason, potentially141

naive) example would be the belief that trans women are trying to trick men into having sex

with them and therefore deserve violence. Because this threatens trans women who reveal

that they are trans, it inhibits the ability to articulate their own perspective and offer an

opposed, resistant epistemic force that could counter the falsity of the first.

On the surface, there is an apparent tension between Medina’s call for epistemic

friction and the position that I have assumed for the duration of this dissertation: namely, that

the scientific consensus offers the best current answers for a field of questions about the

physical world and that disbelief in the scientific consensus is actively harmful. I have

endeavoured to fight these harms and a major motivation of this project is to halt the spread

of pseudoscience, whereas Medina endorses disagreement and discourse with the dominant

modes of thought. Under this view of Medina’s, who is to say that we shouldn’t accept the

arguments of flat earthers as deserving attention, given that they offer a minority position that

offers epistemic friction? How would this be any different than following Medina and paying

attention to say, the minority position that blacks face disproportionate levels of police

brutality?

And perhaps we should! After all, in chapter one I argued that we should consider

why people are tempted to believe an organization such as the Nation of Islam. Despite my

141 Medina, The Epistemology of Resistance: Gender and Racial Oppression, Epistemic
Injustice, and Resistant Imaginations, 50.

101



staunch position that misogyny, anti-semitism and anti-vaccination are unacceptable

positions, under Medina’s view, I could still discuss these ideas in a manner that would

promote meta-lucidity. This would involve epistemic friction that would force someone raised

in a liberal environment to consider alternative perspectives. On the other hand, I argued in

chapter two that it is both inaccurate to say that lay-people can do as scientists do, offering

the sort of dissent that Einstein or Galileo did, and that it is unfair to expect them to.

In musing over this topic, I initially expected that I would either have to show that

Medina’s call for epistemic friction was either severely limited or that positive endorsements

of pseudoscience were detrimental. Were it the former, it would be because Medina had

picked examples that were only applicable to the types of injustices that he was discussing.

Were it the latter, I would have to show that any positive endorsement of pseudoscience

would produce detrimental epistemic friction, and was only worth considering negatively, like

the aforementioned transphobic belief. I now believe that both of these positions are naive,

but by considering them, I’ve come to a new, explicit theory on what sorts of statements about

pseudoscience offer beneficial or detrimental epistemic friction. I will therefore proceed by

laying out each of the first two positions, and why that position was initially tempting. I will

then show why that position turned out to be naive, as well as the conceptual upshot of this

revelation. I will then use these upshots to describe my new position on epistemic friction, as

well as our obligations to entertain or suppress it.

Against Pseudoscience as a Counter-example to Medina’s Call for Friction

Why might I want to argue that Medina’s call for friction is inapplicable to scientific

matters? This view is tempting not only because of the tension between Medina’s call for

epistemic friction and my opposition to pseudoscience, but also because of how Medina
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selects his examples. Nearly every single example which Medina uses is related to social

justice, power relations and oppression or privilege. These examples all call for consideration

of distinctly different perspectives, all of which attain importance, despite being in tension with

each other: that some people of central or south american heritage prefer the term “latinx”,

while others prefer the term “hispanic” and that some others prefer to be referred to only by

their nationality must be considered--even if one turns out to be totally correct , it is only142

through consideration of all perspectives and the situations they arose from that such a

judgment can be made. Without entertaining all of these perspectives, we cannot be sure that

the judging party hasn’t been swayed by entertaining only those perspectives that are

convincing in societal positions similar to their own .143

The situation with science is very different. Whereas the emotional content

communicated by certain words will be subjectively determined, because the emotional

impact on the subject is what is being inquired after, when we ask scientific questions, we are

not asking about the scientists themselves, we are asking about the topic of their inquiries.

While different people will feel differently about slurs, and this often correlates with that

person’s societal position, the efficacy of vaccines will not vary on a political basis ,144

genetically modified crops continue to be safe and environmentally friendly despite people's

144 Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, “Science Summary: CDC Studies on
Thimiserol in Vaccines.”

143 For this reason, the call for epistemic friction is inapplicable to situations where everyone
happened to agree. Thus, if we took what is, in real life, a racial slur, and imagined a world
where no one whatsoever considered to be offensive and took it to be the mere signifier for
members of a race, we wouldn’t have to look into a variety of perspectives because they
would all be in agreement, but for the same reason, the sounds would no longer form a “slur”,
and such a scenario is so far from our current reality that I don’t think it’s worth much
consideration. After all, if everyone was in agreement that slavery was acceptable, including
the slaves, it wouldn’t be slavery anymore, because consent excludes slavery.

142 What I mean by this is that all of the relevant arguments turn out to show that one term is
better than the other, despite many people not knowing or believing all of those arguments.
I’m not imagining a fictitious scenario where everyone agrees, but rather a scenario where,
despite disagreement, one side would be more correct. And I’m asserting that, for such a
scenario to exist, the disagreement would necessarily have to be considered.
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feelings on them , and whenever a scientist allows things unique to the life of that scientist145

to influence their experiments, this is considered a failure, evidence of bad science, an

obstacle that only deserves rejection because it was neglectfully included. Even if we imagine

a world where everyone held the belief that vaccines cause autism, vaccines still wouldn’t

cause autism.

On this view, we would be able to say that science, as it is understood or

misunderstood by lay-people, provides a strong counter-example to Medina’s position on

epistemic friction. Pseudoscience causes real physical harms, and these harms will still hold

even if everyone felt subjectively unbothered (i.e, we can imagine a political situation where a

word has none of the connotations of a slur despite being pronounced identically, but

measles will be lethal regardless of linguistic changes in the public sphere). To prioritize

epistemic friction over the amelioration of these harms is therefore to prioritize an

unactualizable ideal of “radicalism” over the real, material conditions of living people, which I

do not endorse (nor, to my knowledge, does Medina). In other words, this would take the

ideal “consider all perspectives”, to be more important than preventing potentially deadly

disease, which would be self-defeating, seeing as one cannot include the perspective of

people who have died from measles. The endorsement of epistemic friction would therefore

have to be qualified as severely non-exhaustive.

However, I’ve already contradicted certain aspects of this view, insofar as it examines

the content of pseudoscientific belief rather than the reasons for belief. The motivating

revelation of this dissertation is that no one believes themselves to be pseudoscientific. Belief

in pseudoscience does not arise out of arrogant denial of facts, but out of a political situation

that makes these beliefs appear to come from legitimate scientific authorities. The modern

anti-vaccination movement in some senses began with a peer reviewed paper by Andrew

145 European Commission, “A Decade of EU-funded GMO Research”.
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Wakefield, and this apparently scientific authority is referred to by believers . In arguing for146

a radical difference between the epistemic status of emotional reactions to politics and the

epistemic status of lay-peoples’ belief towards science, I had to default to the naive

assumption that the latter arises in the theoretical vacuum that experiments take place in. Not

only did I demonstrate that pseudoscientific beliefs do not arise in a theoretical vacuum

chapter one, in chapter two I showed that we should not expect them to. This line of criticism

falls apart, because while a vaccine’s efficacy will not be subjectively determined, belief in

that fact certainly will be. In other words, when Medina says, “consider all perspectives”, it’s

tempting to give the different levels of subjectivity for science versus politics surrounding slurs

as evidence that pseudoscientific perspectives are counterexamples to the slogan. But my

previous analysis has shown that pseudoscientific perspectives are made plausible by the

same sort of conditions--racism, oppression, educational access, epistemic obstacles in

general--that make different takes on the politics of slurs appear plausible. It is not therefore

the content of pseudoscientific belief held by lay-people that ought to be positively considered

as cases of epistemic friction, but the misplaced trust that leads to it.

Against Pseudoscience as Detrimental Friction

Perhaps then pseudoscience presents an example of detrimental epistemic friction,

precisely because it silences the authority of real scientists. We could make a case via

comparison to other instances of detrimental epistemic friction. When a white person claims

to be “color blind”, that is, totally immune to seeing people as coming from a certain race,

they silence people of color’s own experience of being viewed as coming from their own race.

It is therefore a meta-blind position which should only be dealt with negatively: it is a failure to

see one’s own epistemic blind spots as a white person. This is analogous to say, a flat

146 Rao, Andrade, “The MMR vaccine and autism: Sensation, refutation and fraud”.
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earther, who balances a bucket of water on the tip of a ruler and sees that it doesn’t fall within

twenty four hours as they would expect it to if the ruler were balanced on a spinning object.

The flat earther offers only detrimental epistemic friction, because it silences the myriad

experiments on inertia, gravity, and astronomy that have taken place since ancient times, not

to mention the testimony of those who have left the planet and seen for themselves.

Such a view is tempting because it is a convenient answer to the problem at hand,

but I feel that it is likewise based on an extremely naive picture of the thought process of

actual flat earthers. Flat earthers might carry out these sorts of “experiments”, but they only

do so once they have already been convinced to distrust the scientific consensus on this

topic. Most people are not fooling around with rulers and buckets if they aren’t already

convinced that they ought to distrust the now easily-accessible photographs of the earth, and

therefore whatever silencing occurs must have been prior to the experiment. Even if one were

honestly unaware of inertia or had good reason to distrust the scientific consensus on the

topic of inertia, the experiment would lead one to be suspicious of a rotating earth, not to

assert a flat earth model. We cannot be blinded ourselves by this fact, and chop our own

examples to naively claim that all pseudoscientific friction is therefore detrimental, tempting

though it might be.

Epistemic Friction Concerning the Formation, But Not Content of Beliefs

Both of these attempts to avoid confronting the tension between not wanting to

endorse pseudoscience and the meta-lucidity provided by beneficial epistemic friction have

been naive because both have both rashly ignored the fact that endorsements of

pseudoscience are believed to be scientific by the endorser. I want to argue that we should

therefore confront these beliefs, not as scientific facts that should be considered worthy
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adversaries to those of the currently held consensus, but instead as politically situated beliefs

that pseudoscience is scientifically grounded.

I would like to clarify what I mean by this and will do so using several examples. In

chapter one I discussed an imagined resident of Gary IN, who comes to believe Tony

Muhammad's claim that vaccines are a conspiracy by the United States government to

spread autism to black men and thereby pacify movements that would otherwise undermine

white supremacy. Recall that our resident was impoverished, black, had faced poor

educational opportunities and lived under corrupt, racist politicians who introduced

disciplinary actions into every corner of their pedagogy. If we use this as a counterexample to

Medina’s theory and think this is an example of epistemic friction being necessarily harmful,

or if we take this to be an example of detrimental epistemic friction for silencing scientific

discourse , what tools would be at our disposal if we were determined to re-educate him? If147

we decide that this is detrimental friction, we deny that it is worth anything besides silencing.

If we decide that this is evidence that not all resistant epistemic forces ought to be confronted,

we likewise take it as a belief worth squelching or ignoring. Either way, we would only deal

with our agent’s belief negatively, throwing scientific sources at him, while remaining entirely

blind to the actual conditions that make these sources appear both untrustworthy and

illegible. Without confrontation of the real conditions that ground the formation of our Gary

resident’s belief, our efforts will necessarily fall on deaf ears, and we will fail our shared

preparatory duties to examine these conditions and collectively act against them in our fight

against pseudoscience.

Does this mean accepting pseudoscience itself as a valid and important part of

scientific discourse? Not exactly. There is an oft criticized mode of reporting on climate

147 I find it hard to believe that the voices of scientists would actually be quieted by our
resident, but it doesn’t change my position if I accepted that they would be and we considered
the distrust of vaccine efficacy among the Nation of Islam and those sympathetic with it to be
forms of silencing.
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science where a debate between a believer and a denialist is televised. This implies that

there is an equal debate within science itself, and I do think that this trend should be criticized

as giving an inflated view of one side's legitimacy. This does silence the dominance within

scientific communities of certain beliefs and is therefore detrimental. However, the reasons

one comes to believe pseudoscience, and believe it to be scientific absolutely deserve

treatment, and therefore constitute beneficial epistemic friction. As long as we are blind to

these conditions, we fail to consider our own perspective’s blind spots towards belief

formation, and do not achieve the meta-lucidity necessary to convince those who are taken in

by pseudoscience.

What instead needs to happen is an earnest attempt to understand why someone

believes in pseudoscience, and carry out an approach that undermines the background

conditions for the belief. This means not merely attempting to re-educate say, the anti-vaxxer

who believes Tony Mohammad (though criticism of their reasoning may certainly be

warranted), but carrying out activism which resists the racism, poor economic and

educational opportunities, roll of teachers as disciplinarians, and general epistemic obstacles

that make Tony Mohammad believable. And this is only possible if we recognize the

beneficial nature of this sort of epistemic friction.

Conclusion

Taking both points of this chapter together--namely that our preparatory

responsibilities ought to be understood as essentially shared, as well as the fact that we

ought to confront the underlying conditions of pseudoscientific belief as positive epistemic

friction--can help understand what we ought to do. Not only does this mean that our

preparatory responsibilities extend beyond our own beliefs towards the scientific consensus,

but that it is our responsibility to examine why other individuals believe pseudoscience and do
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whatever we can to help them. And because we aren’t dealing with their beliefs in a purely

negative sense, this handling will require a kinder face than we might initially suspect. In other

words, this chapter exposes a certain course of action: if we merely admonish the believer of

Tony Mohammad for potentially spreading disease, not only would our admonishment fall on

deaf ears and potentially sound racist, it would miss out on exactly the sort of target we

should be looking for in our fight against pseudoscience. We would do better to try to help

improve the material conditions of cities like Gary, reform avenues of education, and try to

rebuild trust between oppressed communities and scientific institutions.

Most importantly, we need to hear believers of pseudoscience out. As our

responsibilities are shared, and because these include the examination of underlying

conditions as positive epistemic friction, it is our duty to listen to believers and their reasons

for belief, rather than merely criticizing them. This is vital, so that we can continue to learn

why people believe and tailor our response to this information. I suspect that quite often, this

response will require activism, rather than argumentation.
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Chapter Six: Fricker’s Virtue Epistemological Account Revisited

Introduction

In this chapter I will be returning to Fricker’s virtue epistemological account of how we

can overcome testimonial justice, now equipped with my theory of deliberative and

preparatory responsibility. I will first explain Fricker’s account as I understand it, and make

some important remarks concerning the exercise versus the training of this virtue. I will then

show that this account is consistent with our deliberative responsibilities, but is inconsistent

with how we should understand our preparatory responsibilities. Finally, I will develop a notion

of how we can tell whether we’ve personally exercised this virtue and met this portion of our

deliberative responsibilities.

Fricker’s Virtue Epistemological Account

Fricker’s account of how we can overcome or otherwise avoid testimonial injustice is

a virtue epistemological description, and her specific account requires a reflexive sensibility to

testimonial injustice that corrects for prejudice in judgments of credibility. This reflexive

sensibility would allow one, in the moment, to stop themselves from snapping to judgments

that constitute testimonial injustices. Failing to exercise this sensibility, phenomenologically,

would often involve no mental rehearsal of a stereotype, which makes sense: I do not see an

advertisement that relies on an orientalist stereotype and believe it because I think to myself,

“asian people have mystical powers”, rather I snap to a spontaneous moment of trust that

reinforces orientalist stereotypes. The reflexive sensibility of a virtuous hearer therefore, is

one that undermines these sort of snap judgments in the same manner that one is tempted to

leap to them, by something analogous to physical reflex . This type of judgment or148

perception has five descriptions given by Fricker:

148 On certain views of how the brain works, this might be a literal physical reflex.
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1) “In the testimonial as in the moral sphere, the model for judgment is perceptual, and

so non-inferential” . This means that Fricker thinks judgments of credibility cannot149

be made via mere inference, but rather there must be a perceptual reflex to not

merely accept our immediate judgement. If I encounter a disagreement between a

white and black person, and my snap judgment is to trust the white person over the

back person on the basis of an unconscious stereotype, it is my obligation to

spontaneously stop myself before I make a racist and under-evidenced judgment.

This may seem opposed to the critical engagement I described in chapter two, but I

don’t actually believe it is, given that this virtue of Fricker’s would have us reflexively

stop, and critically engage from there. This critical engagement is possible only if

we’ve already perceived, by reflex, the potential falsity of our naive, automatic

judgments.

2) “In both [testimonial and moral] spheres, good judgement is uncodifiable” . Fricker150

doesn’t think that a specific protocol can be followed to effectively and constantly

avoid testimonial injustice. The multiplicity of situations in which testimonial injustice

occur make the possibility of an unconsidered situation ever present. As I have

already argued in chapter two regarding critical engagement that can overcome

pseudoscience, this virtue cannot be taught or codified, because this would require

complete knowledge of the subject matter and total abstinence from biased

application of that knowledge, which is impossible without miraculous foresight.

There will always be a new possible bias that we could encounter that we haven’t

noticed yet, and our character must include an openness to this possibility.

150 Fricker, Epistemic Injustice, 72.
149 Fricker, Epistemic Injustice, 73.
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3) “In both [testimonial and moral] spheres, the judgment is intrinsically motivating” .151

This amounts to saying that we are motivated, both morally and intellectually, to

behave according to belief in a correct degree of credibility, by this virtue--we are

prone to critically engage, or listen with an open mind and heart, or support the

scientifically agreed upon position, precisely because we possess this virtue. If for

example, I assent to the judgment that climate change is real, but do nothing to act

on that belief and take it as some abstract fact with no bearing on my actions or

politics, I haven’t exercised this virtue and I haven’t authentically judged climate

change to be as real and potentially harmful as it is. As Fricker states, “Seeing a

situation through the moral lens is to see it as calling for one or another practical

response from relevant parties” (77) .152

4) “[In both testimonial and moral spheres, the judgment is] intrinsically reason-giving”

. The reflex will lead one to look for reasons to believe--it prompts one to critically153

inquire into reasonable grounding for beliefs, rather than immediately and tacitly

accepting them as they arise. In other words, rather than allowing for a sort of

hearing that simply leaps over the rational justification for belief towards the “correct”

one (I think a situation like this would be if my partner told me some fact about

photography and I took her word for it due to emotional reasons, perhaps in order to

avoid a fight), a virtuous hearer would find reasons that justify their trust (to be truly

virtuous, I’d need to recognize my partner’s expertise and knowledgability in

photography and that she more likely than not had good information).

5) “In both spheres the judgment typically contains an emotional aspect that is a proper

part of the cognition” . This amounts to saying that a legitimate empathy is154

154 Fricker, Epistemic Injustice, 72.
153 Fricker, Epistemic Injustice, 72.
152 Fricker, Epistemic Injustice, 77.
151 Fricker, Epistemic Injustice, 72.
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necessary for hearing virtuously. If we don’t care about other people’s testimony, or

people affected by that testimony, the virtue will probably not be exercised effectively.

For instance, if I meet holocaust survivors and listen to them describe their

experience, but receive this information with emotional indifference, reacting as I

would to a massacre in a piece of fiction, I haven’t authentically trusted their

testimony. I’ve heard but I haven’t listened.

Exercise Vs Training of Fricker’s Virtue

Now, before I can move on to discuss how Fricker’s account is consistent with our

deliberative, but not our preparatory responsibilities, there is an important distinction I must

make. While exercise of Fricker’s virtue falls under our deliberative control, training in this

virtue falls under our preparatory control. This is vital to keep in mind, given that I don’t

believe people have equal access to acquiring training of this virtue--reading Fricker or

Medina probably contributes to one’s training this virtue, but doing so is to be able to

participate in academic philosophy and have access to a particular area of it, which is

obviously not realistic for many impoverished people. Attempting to use this virtue, to

whatever extent we have been trained in it, is clearly a cognitive task, and therefore merely

deliberative. But studying different biases, interacting with different people and perspectives,

or stepping outside of one’s own societal position and examining how it influenced one’s

views are all actions that happen outside of the duration of a judgment. I do believe that these

actions are easier for more privileged people, who should therefore have greater

responsibilities to train this virtue.

This Virtue As Deliberative Responsibility
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The fact that this virtue is consistent with my account of deliberative responsibility is

obvious in a certain sense. Exercise of this virtue, that is, reflexively stopping our immediate

perceptions of credibility, clearly seems to happen in the moment. It is not a social action to

simply exercise this virtue, as it happens entirely in the agent’s own head, even if other

deliberations are made out loud or with the help of an interlocutor. Furthermore, it is not clear

that access to economic resources, or avoidance of oppression broadly conceived, will

directly and consistently furnish one with greater power to exercise this virtue to overcome

epistemic obstacles. As Medina points out, one’s privilege can isolate them from seeing the

need to exercise this virtue, and this fact fits nicely into my theory that deliberative

responsibility is in proportion with epistemic unluckiness, despite one’s privilege.

Simultaneously, my earlier remarks on the distinction between exercising and training

this virtue help show why the exercise of this virtue is inconsistent with our preparatory

responsibilities. While training this virtue is almost certainly easier for more privileged people,

privilege itself puts constraints on it’s exercise, as evidenced by cases such as those of Ethan

Couch, or those I discussed in chapter three. Part of why we would not want to make a claim

that our responsibility for exercising this virtue lines up with ones relative level of privilege,

because being a member of an oppressed class can make exercising this virtue easier in

certain situations--i.e., it is easier for an Asian person to perceive the falsity of an orientalist

stereotype being used to sell a product. After all, the epistemic upshots of privilege do not

amount to spontaneous and thoroughly mental reminders to correct for bias. Instead, these

benefits consist of practically advantaged access to distributive epistemic goods. There

seems to be no coherent reason to put a higher expectation of a spontaneous, thoroughly

mental virtue on more privileged people.

Frickers Account as Non-Exhaustive
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Now, before I move on to reveal the sorts of questions we can ask ourselves to see

whether we’ve exercised this virtue, I want to point out that I am not claiming Fricker’s

account to be an exhaustive description of our deliberative duties. I think that the aspect of

her virtue which motivates critical engagement points towards the fact that this critical

reasoning itself (which I described in chapter two) is necessarily part of our deliberative

duties. But it is also true that this critical reasoning will only happen if we have the original

impetus to search for reasons, which I believe Fricker’s virtue epistemological account vividly

describes in all five of it’s criteria.

Frickers Account as Non-Exhaustive

Now, before I move on to reveal the sorts of questions we can ask ourselves to see

whether we’ve exercised this virtue, I want to point out that I am not claiming Fricker’s

account to be an exhaustive description of our deliberative duties. I think that the aspect of

her virtue which motivates critical engagement points towards the fact that this critical

reasoning itself (which I described in chapter two) is necessarily part of our deliberative

duties. But it is also true that this critical reasoning will only happen if we have the original

impetus to search for reasons, which I believe Fricker’s virtue epistemological account vividly

describes in all five of its criteria.

That said, what the problem of pseudoscience excellently illustrates is that mere

deliberation by a non-expert is insufficient to arrive at the correct answer. As I showed in

chapter two, we cannot expect the non-expert to do as the scientist does. The proper

identification of the epistemic authority of a consensus among scientists is not a task that can

be compared to a scientist’s judgment, nor can it be accomplished with the limited resources

of one agent thinking or two agents conversing. Outside appeal to sources and research is

necessary; and the seeking out of such sources necessarily goes beyond both Fricker’s
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account of her moral/epistemic virtue and my description of the type of critical reasoning that

this virtue motivates. All of these fall under preparatory control and are the actions external to

a judgment itself, though they are nonetheless indispensable to the judgment’s accuracy.

Finally, these sorts of actions (outside research, training of epistemic virtues, etc) are more

accessible to the privileged, even insofar as that privilege blinds the privileged while they are

actively judging.

What are the results of this consistency with one part of our responsibilities despite

it’s inconsistency with the other side? It equips us with two sets of separately conceived

criteria to make a sort of deontological judgment of our own credibility judgments. In other

words, it allows me to ask whether I’ve done my best towards these different parts of my

judgment, and say whether I was just or not. But of course, I still must articulate what this

question means for Fricker.

Testing Our Exercise of This Virtue

In Fricker’s examination of testimonial justice, she gives examples of those who are

not blameworthy, but are nonetheless disappointing. These agents could have judged in a

manner that counteracts the prejudicial effects of the social imaginary, but are in a

cultural-historical setting that makes such judgment extraordinary when it is achieved. Atticus

Finch is heroic in To Kill a Mockingbird precisely because he overcomes the prejudices of his

community, and this demonstrates the possibility for critical reflection on one’s biases in such

a culture of racism and neutralizes their effects. Simultaneously, Fricker argues that the jurors

of Maycomb county face such a high degree of epistemic unluckiness that to blame them for

their prejudices sets too high a bar for our expectations. That said, she still leaves an opening

for when we are on the hook for our efforts to counter prejudice, namely when the necessary

concepts for testimonial justices are made readily available by the social imaginary. I believe
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an example of this would be explicit racism in the United States today--the resources

necessary to understand that blacks are not inferior are publicly and easily available for most

people, and epistemic laziness is often a prerequisite to fall for these patterns of belief.

Fricker is unfortunately vague about where the line is between blameworthy and

disappointing testimonial injustice, or how we can tell when we’ve crossed it. However, I

would like to argue that we can ask ourselves a relatively simple phenomenological question:

did we try? In other words, did we attempt the type of critical engagement that I outlined in

chapter two to the best of our abilities (meaning that our efforts wouldn’t appear

extraordinary)? Oftentimes we tacitly assume, without asking ourselves whether we are

making prejudicial assumptions. Say some person reads that Gwyneth Paltrow claims jade

eggs are good for vaginal health , and due to her beauty, celebrity and whiteness, takes her155

to be trustworthy, without a second thought. This individual has been epistemically lazy.

Another reads the same article, and wonders whether it could be true, questions whether her

celebrity should be trusted. That said, this other reader does not know how to properly

identify and seek out scientific sources, nor can they discern which terms to search for to

undermine this claim, and on this basis comes to believe it to be true. We may be

disappointed in the outcome of this reflection, but they have done all that we could

reasonably expect of them, and they should not therefore be considered blameworthy.

Bringing all of this together, one has to ask themselves the following set of questions

when they are evaluating their own judgment of a scientific statement: did I attempt to stop

myself and critically engage before making a snap judgment? Furthermore, was this attempt

earnest insofar as I searched for strong reasons for belief, and did I consider the potential

harms to others of my judgment in an empathetic manner? Finally did my judgment motivate

me to act in a pro-science manner?

155 Clark, “Gwyneth Paltrow’s Goop to pay for making unsubstantiated claims about vaginal
Jade eggs”.
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Chapter Seven: Skeptical Concerns

Introduction

I have argued that we must differentiate our expectations for preparatory and

deliberative control over our scientific beliefs. In chapter five, I argued that one can ask

themselves five questions to see whether one has met their preparatory responsibilities. In

chapter six I argued that the non-heroic level of judgement to be expected can be achieved

by making honest and vigilant attempts to reflexively remind oneself to reflect on their

epistemic obstacles and correct for epistemically and morally unjustifiable biases.

From a first person point of view, this can be a fairly clear guide: I can ask myself

certain questions and come to see whether I’ve met the necessary criteria in exercising both

my deliberative and preparatory control to make acceptable judgments. I can then see how I

need to correct my epistemic practices if I find that I’ve fallen short of my obligations.

That said, I think that meditation on the responsibilities of other individuals gives rise

to three interrelated skeptical concerns:

1) Can people judge whether other people have met their responsibilities, given

that epistemic obstacles and certain privileging or oppressive circumstances

are hidden?

2) Is an epistemic condition for moral responsibility unreachable, because one

would have to be aware of their ignorance ?156

3) Can we tell whether someone's deliberation fails because one deliberated

poorly or because one failed to use their privilege to train themselves in

deliberation?

I’ll tackle these questions by first laying out the reasons we might have for skepticism.

I do think that there is almost always a possibility that some exculpating factor is going

156 This is the skepticism I mentioned in my first chapter, laid out by Rosen.
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unseen, and that we need to acknowledge that fact when we are trying to judge culpability.

That said, I think that there are certain unacceptable consequences of taking this fact too far

and diving into a moral skepticism that creeps near solipsism. Therefore, I’ll likewise lay out

why these possibilities, which we should be open to, shouldn’t cause us to totally withhold

moral criticism. This will lead me to articulate a certain type of contextually sensitive

capascitarianism that is nonetheless vigilant towards the possibility of it’s own imperfection.

Skepticism Towards Others Meeting Their Responsibilities

When it comes to other individuals, the question of whether we can judge from the

outside when one has or hasn’t met their responsibilities deserves independent

consideration. This is vital, because it will inform the type of activism we are expecting of

ourselves. After all, if we can’t distinguish between the guilty and the innocent, yet still toss

around accusations of guilt, then we risk committing the same victim blaming present in

pro-science media that this dissertation is determined to avoid.

The question of how we can tell whether others have met their responsibilities will

have two aspects for each side of our responsibilities. On the one hand we have preparatory

and deliberative efforts, while on the other we have privilege and epistemic obstacles. I will

therefore endeavour to show whether and when an outsider can accurately perceive each

aspect.

Whether one has met their deliberative responsibilities requires knowledge of both

one’s epistemic obstacles and that individual’s thought process. I have already shown that

the former is at least theoretically possible--if I couldn’t give examples of people facing

epistemic obstacles then I wouldn’t have reason to think that epistemic obstacles exist, and

this whole project would be a non-starter. That said, I believe the following example
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demonstrates that certain epistemic obstacles are hidden, and that the possibility that such a

constraint exists cannot be discounted for any given individual.

PTSD oftentimes causes major emotional reactions to certain content, or “triggers”157

, and the stigmatization of mental illness , particularly with the term “trigger” and it’s158 159

subsequent appearance in memes , leads many people living with the condition to hide160

their illness. However, because triggering content can take myriad forms, one is thus forced

to carefully avoid triggering content. This itself can be a massive epistemic obstacle: say one

was abused with a ruler, and carefully avoids both paying attention whenever they are around

them and revealing that rulers are triggering, given that it seems to be an absurd and

stigmatized condition to have. Their education regarding measurement with rulers would be

severely limited, but no one else would be able to identify their epistemic unluckiness. In

other words, one may be severely limited in their ability to learn things, but from an outside

perspective, this would be a potentially invisible constraint. It wouldn’t be entirely irrational to

assume that such an individual was merely lazy in school, rather than suffering from a terrible

disease.

The ever-present possibility of unseen epistemic obstacles imposes certain limits on

our knowledge of other people’s epistemic obstacles. We are sometimes able to clearly

perceive epistemic obstacles, but we are able to conceive of the possibility that one or more

epistemic obstacles are non-apparent to us. We shouldn’t therefore be so skeptical of our

perception of other’s epistemic luck that we deny when we can see more obvious cases of

bad luck, but we must also maintain that it is possible that there is more bad luck than we can

see.

160 Dillon, “‘Triggered’ - A Personal Response to a Popular Meme”.

159 Chapman et al, “Posttraumatic stress, depression, stigma, and barriers to care among
U.S. Army healthcare providers”.

158 Mittal et al, “Stigma associated with PTSD: Perceptions of treatment seeking combat
veterans”.

157 National Center for PTSD, “Trauma Reminders: Triggers”.
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That the actual critical engagement that constitutes exercise of the virtue of epistemic

justice is hidden is somewhat more obvious. This critical engagement usually takes place

mentally (even if it is done out loud, it still falls under deliberative control because it involves

deliberation in the moment, and the speaker might not be sharing all of their thoughts). Thus,

insofar as we are unable to read minds, there is always reason to be skeptical of any

outsider’s knowledge of critical engagement. That said, one can, for a particular judgment,

articulate their thought process. In these situations, presuming that we have reason to believe

that this articulation is honest and genuine, we can potentially judge the quality of their

reasoning. We might be making an incorrect judgment of their constraints, but we can judge

the epistemic value of their deliberation to the extent that they articulated it to us.

From this point of view, we can judge one epistemically--we can say whether they’ve

been reasonable or not--but we are unable to judge them ethically--we cannot discount the

possibility that they were epistemically constrained to such an extent that they ought not be

considered immoral given the quality of their reasoning. And as I stated earlier, this is only in

those cases where the thought process has been articulated in a clear and trustworthy

manner.

Similarly, we cannot discount the possibility that people are under-privileged in

publicly invisible manners, and that our assumptions regarding their preparatory abilities are

falsely inflated. For instance, one might be tempted to assume that anyone with access to a

large amount of wealth has the same ability to employ that wealth towards discharge of their

collective responsibilities. But this view ignores the interpersonal and familial politics that can

determine one’s wealth or their ability to spend it as one sees fit. We can easily imagine that

an individual who was born into a large inheritance could be written out of a will, or have their

access to a trust fund limited if they defy their parent’s will by say, employing that wealth to a
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political end which their family staunchly opposes. If we expect them to do so, we expect

them to carry out this political activism without the economic means that we think they are in

control of. And all of this can occur behind closed doors, or, in the case of some families,

without ever being explicitly stated.

I may be accused here of bringing up extremely specific cases that only apply to the

privileged, but my basic point--that there can be hidden oppressive forces--holds true

elsewhere. One can suffer illnesses that one doesn’t disclose, one can be trans but pass as

cisgendered, one can be homosexual but face active threats of violence if one identify as

such, and I have met homeless people who steadfastly hide their housing status.

I think that it’s likewise important to keep in mind that we sometimes have an inflated

perception of certain individuals’ oppression. I fear that we have a tendency to assume that

all members of an oppressed class can be painted in one shade of limitation, while the voices

of black people who do not feel as oppressed as some of their peers are ignored for the sake

of political expediency. Medina is careful to make qualifications that allow for these sorts of

individuals: “the epistemic vices of the privileged and the epistemic virtues of the oppressed

are not their exclusive property; differently positioned subjects may have them as well” .161

It may seem that because preparatory responsibilities are socially embedded and

thus socially discharged that these responsibilities are necessarily visible, and I think that

there is some truth to this statement. Educating oneself about the ways they are epistemically

blinded by their privilege and more likely to believe the Gwyneth Paltrows of the world162

requires acquainting yourself with differently positioned people, and it seems impossible for

knowledge of this acquaintance to be one-sided. It is probably true that many of our

preparatory responsibilities are therefore publicly visible, but that doesn’t mean that the

162 As was stated in chapter one, Gwyneth Paltrow promotes a number of pseudoscientific
alternative health programs through her brand, Goop.

161 Medina, The Epistemology of Resistance: Gender and Racial Oppression, Epistemic
Injustice, and Resistant Imaginations, 30.
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possibility of less public praxis exists. Anonymous donors can give money to science

education, and training of one’s critical abilities can happen entirely in private. Once again, a

person can articulate all that they have done to contribute positively to their epistemic lives,

but we cannot discount the possibility that they’d have reasons to keep certain factors private,

and these possibilities aside, it would be an intensely personal conversation. Because our

preparatory responsibilities include helping others, and because others can be epistemically

constrained for a myriad of personal reasons, articulations of how and whether one has met

these responsibilities requires disclosure of not only that individuals own secrets, but

potentially the secrets that they know of other people.

Skepticism Towards Our Knowledge That Others Have Met The Epistemic Condition

As I stated in chapter one, the epistemic condition for moral responsibility (the ECR),

is sometimes perceived as a reason for skepticism of our knowledge that other people are

culpable in general. The ECR, conceived in the manner of Rosen or Zimmerman, means that

one can only be culpable for something done out of ignorance if they were culpable for their

ignorance. To be culpable for that ignorance, one would have to be aware that they were

causing that ignorance, which seems very strange and unusual. While some examples are

basically conceivable--an alcoholic might know that they act in ignorance when they drink, but

nonetheless soberly decide to begin drinking and thereby knowingly cause their own

ignorance --these examples are certainly quite rare.163

And furthermore, the possibility that ignorance has caused any given action is

ever-present for reasons similar to those I laid out in the preceding section: one might be

ignorant of moral arguments that would cause them to act otherwise than they do, one might

163 I want to be clear that I don’t think this is actually a fair view of relapse or addiction and
that I am only using it as an example. But that fact makes my point in this section even
clearer: cases of explicitly and knowingly causing your own ignorance are very strange.
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be ignorant of the consequences of their actions because of some hidden epistemic obstacle

to their education, one might be ignorant of the very possibility that one could have done

something to undermine their ignorance .164

This means that those such as Rosen would need to withhold judgment of other

people's culpability. While a case of clear eyed akrasia, where one knowingly causes their

own ignorance is plausible, we can imagine it, and have probably had cases of it ourselves (I

can admit that I’ve freely chosen to avoid learning about certain pieces of pop culture and

made unfair, immoral assertions about them ), we can never know with absolute certainty165

that other people have acted out of clear eyed akrasia. Therefore the argument is made that

we ought to suspend judgment of moral culpability.

Skepticism Towards Knowledge of Whether a Failure Was One of Deliberation or of

Preparatory Training of Deliberative Skills

I’ve mentioned across several chapters that we can probably do things to train our

critical thinking skills, to get better at reminding ourselves of our past biases and cases of

ignorance, and that to do so would fall within our preparatory control. This itself may be a

cause of a certain type of skepticism towards our knowledge of responsibility as I’ve hashed it

out. If someone makes a judgment and that judgment is incorrect, my theory would require

that we know whether they failed in deliberating itself and whether they failed to take

advantage of an opportunity to better train deliberation if we are to determine whether they

are culpable for the falsity of their judgment. For instance, let’s say an undergraduate had an

opportunity to take a class on critical thinking, which taught them to look out for the naturalist

165 I unfairly critiqued the play Hamilton without full information, and had avoided looking into it
thoroughly because I disliked both the over-annunciation of many of the performances and
the fact that I knew many people who only would listen to hip-hop when it was repackaged as
a historical musical.

164 In the next section I’ll be tackling this specific case with a bit more detail.
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fallacy (the belief that simply because something is more natural, it is therefore better or

healthier) and they took this class, but didn’t try their hardest. At a later point, a friend tells

them that organic pesticides, being more “natural” are safer, and they believe their friend on

the basis of the naturalist fallacy. In the moment of deliberation, they didn’t think of the fallacy.

But was this due to the fact that the undergraduate didn’t deliberate well enough, or was it

because the undergraduate didn’t try hard enough in the critical thinking class?

Furthermore, one might even want to be skeptical that the critical thinking class itself

could have done anything to train the type of critical self awareness that would be required

here. I myself have asserted that the critical thinking required to make good deliberations

about science cannot be taught in the straightforward sense of telling someone facts or a

direct procedure. It may be that some people simply have a nature that lends them

awareness of their own ignorance--this is after all what Socrates gestures towards when he

compares one’s soul to different types of metal: those of a golden nature ought to rule as

philosopher kings because they are talented, not because they have been taught or

undergone Socratic questioning. And after all, despite going through Socratic questioning,

Anytus nonetheless accused Socrates.

Even if we grant that one could train deliberations, it still seems very difficult to

determine where the failure was. And this is going to be vital: there are probably people for

whom the opportunity to train better deliberations never presented itself as a result of

systemic oppression, which could be a factor worth of exculpation. But it is plausible that this

factor isn’t actually the cause of a particular faulty judgment, one instead made a lazy

deliberation, and had they the opportunity to train themselves better, they still would have

deliberated in a lazy and unjustifiable fashion. Likewise, the opposite can be true: it seems

that someone is making a lazy judgment, acting out of stubbornness and failing to try hard

enough to think something through, but in actuality, the judge was raised by abusive,
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oppressive parents, and were never trained to question themselves. I may have a friend who

falls for a stereotype, and I think that they are too stubborn to deliberate over whether the

stereotype is false, but in actuality, if they were privileged with the opportunity to take the

college courses I’ve taken, courses that revealed to me my own ignorance of certain

stereotypes, they would have realized their own ignorance.

The Injustice of Taking These Examples To Be Cause for General Skepticism Towards

Culpability

I’ve laid out these three lines of skepticism towards culpability, and all three have in

common that they question our ability to be aware of ignorance. The first line of criticism

showed that there is always a possible cause of other people’s ignorance that we can’t see.

The second line of criticism showed that to be aware of one’s own ignorance is quite strange

and rare, and that if we require clear eyed awareness of causing ignorance for moral

culpability, we will have an extremely hard time finding it. The third line of criticism showed

that we can’t always tell whether ignorance is being caused by failures of deliberative control

or failures of preparatory control. I do think that each of these arguments have certain

valuable insight for the moral prescriptions I would like to make towards scientific literacy, but

I also think that it is a massive injustice to take any of these arguments to be reason to totally

suspend judgments of culpability. The broad strokes of my reasoning, which I’ll lay out shortly,

are as follows:

1) No one is completely unaware of their own ignorance

2) To be aware of one’s own ignorance is to undermine that ignorance

3) Everyone therefore has experience of undermining their own ignorance

4) From a first person point of view, I hold myself responsible for undermining my own

ignorance or failing to do so
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5) Holding myself to a different standard of responsibility than everyone else is

solipsistic, arrogant and immoral

What would it take for a person to be totally ignorant of their own ignorance? I think

the following hypothetical can help demonstrate just how absurd such a person would have to

be. Imagine that the Vatican elected a newborn infant as their pope, and the cardinals who

did so believed it paramount that not only was the pope treated as infallible, but that the pope

himself believed in his own infallibility. Because our infant pope was elected upon birth, he

has no experiences (at least that he can remember) prior to their papacy, when he might

have been fallible according to the church. As a result, the papal entourage carefully hides

any case of the infant pope being incorrect. With some things this would be easier: they never

tell the infant pope about Santa Claus, so he never falsely believes in it, and they try to be

quite honest in his upbringing. However, problems immediately arise: the pope assumes that

stop lights are manually operated, so a monk has to go hold a fake remote control ahead of

the pope passing any streetlight. As the infant pope learns that the earth is round, he asserts

that he could dig a hole to the opposite side, so the monks cannot mention magma. As the

infant pope learns numbers, the digits 1 and 2 make the number twelve, so he disbelieves the

existence of the number 21, and never learn to count any higher than 20 . This total166

ignorance of the pope’s own ignorance would in fact stop them from learning the most basic

information that he would need to understand the world, and that’s granting that such a

situation is even possible: the papal entourage would have to carry out these tasks perfectly,

and even if they did, there would be nothing stopping the infant pope from thinking some false

belief to themself, telling no one, and realizing it to be incorrect. All it would take for the whole

166 These are all real misconceptions I held as a very young child.
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charade to fall apart is that the infant pope thinks to himself, “an hour has passed” and then

glance at a clock to realize that it has only been twenty minutes.

What I mean to demonstrate here is that total ignorance of ignorance is so ridiculous

that it’s possibility requires quite a bit of imagination: everyone is aware of their own

occasional ignorance, and no one is ignorant of the possibility that they are currently

deliberating on the basis of ignorance. I think most of the examples of us catching ourselves

in ignorance are backwards looking: we acted ignorantly in the moment, and would have

acted differently if we were aware of that ignorance, but that realization equips us to watch

out for these sorts of situations.

I think that we can all think of times where we stopped ourselves before acting

ignorantly, and that in these situations, we reminded ourselves of other instances of

ignorance, as I laid out in chapter 2. It’s vital to keep in mind that I hold myself responsible for

these moments of self awareness and that, in those moments where I fail to be self aware

and act ignorantly, I hold myself culpable. To act as if other people shouldn’t be held

responsible for acting ignorantly implies that others couldn’t have similar moments of self

awareness, at least insofar as ought implies can. And this idea that other people can’t be self

aware in the same manner that I can easily think of myself being, is itself solipsistic and

unjust.

Lars von Trier’s film, Dogville (my favorite film), harps on a very similar point. Nicole

Kidman’s character, Grace, is rejected, sexually assaulted and eventually enslaved by the

people of Dogville, yet she repeatedly and constantly forgives them, always finding reason to

exculpate. When her father arrives at the end of the film, he admonishes his daughter.

You have this preconceived notion that nobody--listen--that
nobody can possibly attain the same high ethical standards
as you, so you exonerate them. I cannot, I cannot think of
anything more arrogant than that. You, my child, my dear
child, you forgive others with excuses that you would never
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in the world permit for yourself...the penalty you deserve for
your transgressions, they deserve for their transgressions .167

I think that the view of those such as Rosen commits precisely this sort of arrogance:

I hold myself accountable, I hold myself to a standard of avoiding ignorance wherever

possible, yet because my philosophical training has equipped me to imagine an infinite

regress of ignorance of ignorance, I refuse to hold others to precisely the same standards?

This is a sort of paternalism that I won’t assent to. I may be able to see, philosophically, that

the possibility of ignorance determining my actions is ever present, and I may see that the

same possibility is true for other people, but if someone, for that reason, took me to be

excluded from moral responsibility, that would be a deep insult to my own humanity. To do so

is to exclude me from a moral community, to say that I (and sure, everyone else) am akin to a

toddler who cannot be held accountable for their own actions.

The same sort of arrogance is present in the argument that because we can’t totally

exclude the possibility that others have some unseen epistemic obstacle or some privileging

or oppressive circumstances that are hidden from us, that we must categorically deny holding

others to the same standard we hold ourselves to. Because I can imagine that someone with

wealth might be unable to use that wealth to do certain things doesn’t mean that I should

effectively exculpate all wealthy people. To do so is to act as if only I can be responsible168

for using my privilege to ameliorate my epistemic short comings, and if I were, I would

probably commit myself to an equally arrogant saviorism .169

Similarly, we can often identify for ourselves when we’ve grown more self-aware as

people, when we’ve come to have more “socratic” wisdom. I can freely admit that I began my

169 The sequel to Dogville, Manderlay, sees Grace take on the role of white savior for a
community of black people who remain enslaved years after emancipation. This connection is
part of why von Trier is my favorite director.

168 Withdrawal of judgment has a certain difference between positive exculpation, but never
holding someone accountable and morally exonerating one usually has the same effect: the
person is not considered culpable for some harm they caused.

167 Dogville, 2003.
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undergraduate degree with as potentially as low a level of self awareness as someone like

Ethan Couch. I was intensely stubborn, believed numerous conspiracy theories, and

steadfastly avoided information that would cause me to question or reassess my own beliefs.

But by reading Socratic dialogues, by taking courses on feminist theory, by learning about the

history of science, by studying psychological biases, I came to improve my deliberations and

better remind myself to watch out for ignorance. It may sometimes be hard for me to tell

whether I’ve failed in a moment of deliberation or whether my failure was in preparing myself

to critically engage and seek out my own ignorance, but I shouldn’t take this fact as reason to

reject people’s capacity or responsibility for both training better deliberations and practicing

better deliberations in general.

And if one is still skeptical that preparatory control can actually improve ones

deliberations on their own ignorance, then I’d respond to them in the following manner. I’d

point out that if preparatory control can’t help equip one to make better deliberations, that we

probably shouldn’t be charging money to study and teach feminist theory, queer theory,

theory of race, or (and perhaps most importantly) moral philosophy. It may feel strange to

assert that money can buy virtue, and I do think that many of the virtues money can buy at

college are those which oppressed people are already in possession of (e.g., oppressed

people don’t need Dubois to learn about double-consciousness, because they are living it),

but if money cannot buy virtue, then we as philosophers of ethics should really stop charging

for it.

Acting on A Capascitarianism That Is Sensitive to the Unseen

I’ve argued both sides of this topic now: on the one hand, I showed that there are

always reasons that might be going unnoticed in our judgments of people’s responsibilities.

On the other hand, I showed that to take those reasons as cause for general moral
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skepticism is unacceptably arrogant and solipsistic. What I need to articulate therefore is a

certain type of capascitarianism, which says that one is responsible for their judgments if one

could have reasonably judged otherwise, but which is sensitive to the possibility that there are

relevant factors going unnoticed in a judgment of culpability. Such a capascitarianism would

need to be contextually sensitive to constraints on one’s deliberative control, as well as the

fact of preparatory control being limited or enhanced by one’s level of social power.

What will this look like? We shouldn’t totally withhold judgments of other people’s

culpability: when we have strong reason to believe that one has or hasn’t taken advantage of

their opportunities for preparatory control, we should praise or blame them for doing so, and

when someone articulates their reasoning with regards to a judgment, we should praise or

blame them for the quality of that deliberation. That said, we need to do so while keeping in

mind that we might be incorrect. The possibility is ever-present, but we need to make sure

that we don’t morally dehumanize the many for the sake of the few who we would be wrong

about. I’d submit that this means in the first place, that we do our best to make sure we are

correct in our assertion that someone believes pseudoscience as the result of an epistemic

failing with a moral color. Before we leap to the assertion that someone has failed to meet

their responsibility, we should ask why one believes what one does, what sources one relies

on, what standard of evidence would convince them otherwise. We should probably know the

people we are morally criticizing, and even if they are very close to us, we need to ask

whether they have some reasons for belief that they don’t want to share with us, and we need

to trust them when they tell us that there are.

In other words, we need to hold and make moral assertions towards the

responsibilities of others, we should not be skeptics, but nonetheless, we need to keep a

flavor of skepticism in all of our judgments of responsibility. I think that Medina’s concept of a

meta-attitude can briefly summarize the function that I think the skepticism I’ve advocated for
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in this chapter should perform: “this is the meta-attitude of being always on the lookout for

more, forever more, which is based on the experience that there can be more than what is

seen” .170

170 Medina, The Epistemology of Resistance: Gender and Racial Oppression, Epistemic
Injustice, and Resistant Imaginations, 192.
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Conclusion: A New Pro-Science Media

As stated at the outset of this dissertation, my critical analysis of the interaction

between concepts of epistemic justice and pseudoscience has been motivated by a desire to

reform pro-science media, and I am now well equipped to confirm my earlier suspicions that

pro-science media has often endorsed both ineffective and immoral tactics. My task in this

concluding chapter will therefore be twofold: I must show how and when pro-science media

has violated the normative aspects of epistemic justice, and I also must make

recommendations for tactics that would ameliorate the harms of pro-science media’s failures.

I will do just that by examining modern pro-science media through the lense of the following

insights, which my analysis has yielded.

1) Many believers of pseudoscience are committers or victims of testimonial injustice,

and sometimes both (chapters 1, 3).

2) Differently situated agents will require different levels of epistemic effort to form

correct beliefs (chapters 1, 3).

3) Critical engagement, when properly practiced, can overcome epistemic unluckiness

in some situations and can be motivated the virtue of testimonial justice as Fricker

describes it (chapters 2, 6).

4) We are responsible for our deliberative efforts in proportion with our epistemic

unluckiness or blindness, regardless of whether it results from oppression or privilege

(chapters 4, 6).

5) We are responsible for our preparatory efforts in proportion with our privilege, and

these obligations are socially embedded (chapters 4, 5).

6) There is an ever-present reason to be skeptical that we can correctly perceive other

individual’s level of epistemic luck or relative privilege, but it would be arrogant and

unjust to take this as reason for total withdrawal of attributions of blame (chapter 7).
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7) Epistemic friction towards science is beneficial only when it is focused on how

lay-people, as lay-people, come to identify the authority and content of what they

perceive to be scientific (chapter 5).

Reforming Pro-Science Media

The first revelation of this dissertation primarily set up the concepts that I’ve been

dealing with across the foregoing chapters, but it also bears directly on pro-science media,

particularly the tendency to make flat condemnations of pseudoscience. If these

condemnations are being made against the victims of testimonial injustice, then pro-science

media victim blames. Even where these condemnations are made against those who commit

testimonial injustice and are in no way victim to it, when such a condemnation is made

naively, without reflection on the systemic power structures that cause testimonial injustice,

they fail to effectively consider both how to ameliorate these injustices and how to distinguish

between committer and victim. At a bare minimum, this initial insight equips me to say that

pro-science media needs to cease flat condemnations of believers of pseudoscience,

including explicit moral critique and mockery.

What I mean by the “flatness” of these condemnations is that they are applied

broadly and equally to any believer of pseudoscience, which is why they are often

accompanied by a title for believers (e.g. flat earther, anti-vaxxer, etc). While my first insight

already equipped me to call for an end to this tactic, my second reinforces my call, specifically

via critique of this flatness. It is unjust to set equal expectations for different people to carry

out tasks with different difficulties. Given that many of the cases of greater difficulty to know

what is scientifically authoritative correlate with other issues of systemic oppression, this

injustice often beats those who are already down. This flat condemnation expects greater
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labor from these oppressed individuals while others achieve the same standard with relative

ease.

Thus, from both of these angles, we need pro-science media to pivot towards a

kinder public face, that seeks to educate rather than condemn, and ceases it’s habit of

mockery. I believe that exceedingly few snarky memes have successfully convinced anyone

to change their views on the content of good science, but I have no doubt that memes have

increased traffic for pro-science media pages by providing an ego boost to those who already

agreed with whatever the page was promoting. This is clearly a poor set of priorities for

anyone who actually cares about the harms wrought by pseudoscience, rather than a fleeting

emotional righteousness.

Simultaneously (and I will clarify this more later), by virtue of examining the

background conditions of testimonial injustice that make levels of difficulty to know things

different for differently situated subjects, we can see that pro-science media must become

more broadly political. This includes efforts against whatever sources of testimonial injustice

or inequality in requirements to know things that it can find. Without doing so, pro-science

media cannot avoid the critique that it fails to undermine pseudoscience by failing to attend to

the background conditions of testimonial injustice.

Critical reasoning can potentially overcome bad epistemic luck and the exercise of

this critical reasoning is a virtue falling within our deliberative responsibilities. Both of these

facts can guide the recommendations that pro-science media should be making. There is a

habit in pro-science media to throw sources at interlocutors, without any consideration for the

type of thinking that can make individuals perceive certain sources as trustworthy or

untrustworthy. This is a clear failure, given that the ability to trust a source properly follows

from a certain set of skills and their exercise. Therefore, pro-science media should not only

remind people of their deliberative responsibilities, but actively educate others about how to
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examine their own biases, how to accurately judge sources, how to recollect any reason we

might have to think that our position is an epistemically unlucky one, and how to correct for all

of these constraints.

That we are responsible for these deliberative efforts in proportion with our epistemic

blindness bears on pro-science media in two ways. First off, it reinforces the already

well-supported call for an end to flat condemnation, restating that different people have

different cognitive tasks to know the same things and resultantly different responsibilities. It

also gives pro-science media a moral prescription that it can broadly promote. While it can’t

always say who has followed this prescription , pro-science media can however171

recommend that we all ask ourselves whether we have done the best that could reasonably

be expected of ourselves when considering our opinions. It can say we should ask whether

we have arrogantly or lazily accepted x, y or z as true.

That our preparatory responsibilities are in proportion with our privilege and that

these are socially embedded has perhaps greater consequences for pro-science media. As

I’ve already touched on, political inequality facilitates pseudoscience and we are all

collectively on the hook for these political inequalities. Furthermore, the public platform that

pro-science media holds is it’s own form of political privilege, so members of the pro-science

media are therefore on the hook for fighting inequality to a greater degree than those without

such a platform. Pro-science media has a history of remaining politically silent when science

isn’t obviously related. It will lobby for efforts against climate change, but will usually remain

silent on efforts to fight income inequality. The socially embedded nature of our preparatory

responsibilities demonstrates just how insufficient this is. We need to examine and fight the

background conditions of pseudoscience, and this includes fighting against political inequality

in all forms. It is therefore necessary that pro-science media lobby for whatever policies can

171 Chapter seven shows that we usually need to know the agent in question to make such a
judgment.
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be shown to decrease systemic oppression and support social justice. And because this

responsibility is collectively discharged, pro-science media must recommend that it’s

followers work together to do the same.

That said, pro-science media must do so while being sensitive to the different political

abilities provided by different levels of privilege. I fear that there is sometimes a tendency

among more privileged activists to put unrealistic expectations on less privileged people, such

as recommending that poor people risk losing their jobs to attend protests, and pro-science

media must be careful to qualify their calls for activism on this basis.

Finally, this insight also shows that there is much action necessary to the formation of

an individual's beliefs--the training of critical thinking, educating oneself about bias, literacy on

identifying a good scientific source, etc--and pro-science media needs to recommend all of

these actions in addition to the tactics of good deliberative judgment.

My analysis of epistemic friction showed that such friction is positive when it is about

the actual manner in which people come to possess beliefs. This isn’t meant to say that

pro-science media needs to endorse pseudoscientific beliefs, but that it should

sympathetically consider the reasoning practiced by believers of pseudoscience. Thus, when

communicating with a member of the Nation of Islam who distrusts vaccines, one needs to

fearlessly confront the racism that makes such a position appealing, consider how the

Tuskegee experiment could give historical precedent for their belief, and how one’s own

position could potentially be blind to these sorts of beliefs. Obviously, the interlocutor should

not endorse anti-vaccination, but it falls within their preparatory responsibilities to entertain all

of the concepts that convince the Nation of Islam member, and pro-science media can only

answer these concerns if it is able to tackle such resistant epistemic forces and their

perceived rationality.
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My final insight is that while outsiders are sometimes unable to tell whether an

individual has met their responsibilities, it would be unjust to take this as reason to reject

attributions of blame in general. This gave rise to a capascitarianism which is tempered by a

healthy awareness of it’s ability to be incorrect and the relatively high amount of information

that would be required to make correct judgments of culpability. These insights reinforce the

fact that pro-science media needs to cease making flat condemnations. Whatever

condemnations it does make need to be either depersonalized, focusing only on abstract

characters, or made only when there is a large amount of information readily available.

Pro-science media must cease it’s habit of dealing with celebrities or attacking individual

commenters dissenting on social media, because it is extremely rare to have all of the

necessary information to judge accurately when the individual in question is a stranger. Most

often, I would recommend that pro-science media makes judgments in the abstract, towards

characters who bear relation to real instances of pseudoscience, but whose conditions of

belief are unrealistically clear. Thus it can avoid both accusations of hypocrisy and unfair

condemnation, while nevertheless making strong moralistic prescriptions against

pseudoscience. These prescriptions against pseudoscience could in turn be used to equip

individuals to call out those who are known well enough to make a fairly accurate judgment of

such a person's culpability.

All of these insights point towards a radically transformed pro-science media.

pro-science media needs to be simultaneously kinder in argumentative tone and broader in

its political scope. It needs to cease personal mockery and flat, broad moralizations, while

involving itself and it’s followers in anti-oppressive praxis. This new pro-science media must

educate on critical reasoning and fight against the material inequalities that cause epistemic

inequality and pseudoscientific testimonial injustice.
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