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ABSTRACT 

Despite a growing effort in recent years to theorize epistemic justice as a species of distributive justice from within a Rawlsian framework, there is as yet no well-worked out capabilities-based account. In this paper, we set out to provide one. According to our sufficientarian conception, epistemic justice requires a distribution of capabilities that ensures to all individuals opportunities for minimal epistemic agency, publicly conceived. We argue that this conception has advantages over existing resourcist accounts of distributive epistemic justice inspired by Rawls as well as over Miranda Fricker’s tentative capabilities-based alternative. We contend that epistemic justice concerns a plurality of capabilities for epistemic agency, where the scope and nature of these capabilities is ultimately left open to discernment through public reasoning, but where equal emphasis is placed on contributing as well as retrieving epistemic goods and resources from common pools and on exerting combined capabilities as well as developing internal ones in the first place. 

1. Introduction 

In recent years, it has been increasingly appreciated that there is much to be gained by theorizing epistemic justice as a species of distributive justice. It has been argued that too narrow a focus on prejudice and oppression as causes of epistemic injustice – in keeping with Miranda Fricker’s canonical discriminatory approach – leaves us ill-equipped to answer crucial questions about the fair distribution of epistemic resources and opportunities and why this matters for justice (Anderson 2012; Beeby 2011; Coady 2017; Langton 2010). In a departure from her early stance, Fricker has come around to appreciating the virtues of a distributive approach to epistemic justice, conceived as a welcome complement to discriminatory approaches (2015, 2017).1 

Those analyzing epistemic justice in distributive terms overwhelmingly rely on a resourcist model, according to which knowledge, information or access to either or both count as primary goods subject to broadly Rawlsian principles of distribution. Despite the fruitfulness of these accounts, they suffer from many of the much-criticized weaknesses that characterize resourcist approaches to distributive justice more generally, weaknesses that the capabilities approach to distributive justice is designed to overcome. 

In this paper, we take as our point of departure the need for an adequate capabilities-based, distributive conception of epistemic justice to complement and rival the growing number of resourcist accounts on offer. Our chief aim is to develop such an account with epistemic capabilities, rather than epistemic goods or resources, as the metric of a sufficientarian distribution rule. According to the conception we defend (henceforth ‘EJ’), epistemic justice requires a distribution of capabilities that ensures to all individuals opportunities for minimal epistemic agency, publicly conceived. Our strategy in developing EJ is to clarify, reconstruct and improve upon the promising though flawed capabilities-based, sufficientarian conception of epistemic justice we find in Fricker’s (2015) paper, ‘Epistemic Contribution as a Central Human Capability’. 

Our critical contention is that Fricker arbitrarily restricts the scope of epistemic justice through her reliance on a reductive account of epistemic capabilities, captured in her too narrow idea of epistemic contribution. The result is a capabilitarian conception of epistemic justice that, despite its promise, fails the test of extensional adequacy, while forsaking the more global viewpoint that the capability approach affords. To get the global scope of epistemic justice right, we contend, it is necessary to start from a more capacious view of the relevant capabilities involved and the social resources required for their comprehensive development. Drawing more fully and consistently on the capabilities framework, EJ overcomes the shortcomings we find in Fricker’s position, providing an extensionally adequate account of epistemic justice that is appropriately sensitive to the capabilities deficits more prevalent in developing countries. 

We proceed as follows. In Section 2, we motivate the need for a capabilities approach to distributive epistemic justice by showcasing its strengths over the predominantly Rawlsian approaches that currently dominate the literature. In Section 3, we clarify and systematically reconstruct Fricker’s highly promising but still tentative capabilities-based conception of epistemic justice based on epistemic contribution. In Section 4, we raise two objections to Fricker’s view and discuss how best to overcome them. In Section 5, we introduce our alternative distributive, sufficientarian, capabilities-based conception (EJ) and explain how its distinctive metric and rule over- come the aforementioned objections. Finally, in Section 6, we conclude by reflecting on how our conception better exploits the strengths of the capability approach, affording a more genuinely global lens on distributive problems of epistemic justice and injustice. 

2. Distributive Epistemic Justice: Why the Capabilities Approach? 

For all that has been written on epistemic injustice, distributive questions of epistemic justice have received much less attention than so-called ‘discriminatory’ ones.2 Although we agree that the fight against prejudice and discrimination in the epistemic domain is highly important, it is greatly helped by a positive vision of what epistemic justice demands we achieve. Distributive approaches to social justice offer a clear framework for articulating this, showing how many forms of epistemic injustice can be overcome or diminished by means of specific distributive arrangements. They also help to articulate how and in what sense epistemic justice counts as an expression of social justice, insofar as the latter has traditionally been conceived in distributive terms. In this section, we motivate the need for a capabilities-based account of distributive epistemic justice to compliment and rival the Rawlsian accounts currently on offer. 

The dominant tendency in the literature is to theorize the distribution of epistemic resources, such as information, knowledge or access to the same, within a broadly Rawlsian framework (Britz 2004; Fallis 2003; Kurtulmus 2020; Kurtulmus and Irzik 2017; Lor and Britz 2007; Mathiesen 2015; van den Hoven and Rooksby 2008; Watson 2021). Despite the fecundity of this approach, we nevertheless find it less than wholly satisfactory in addressing central questions of distributive epistemic justice. Our concerns are inspired by Amartya Sen’s criticism of Rawls’ theory of justice and by the broader set of criticisms that have motivated a turn away from resourcist paradigms towards the capabilities framework (see Sen 2009, also Anderson 2010; Nussbaum 2011; Robeyns 2005). In what follows we highlight the central reasons why we believe the capabilities approach is better equipped than its Rawlsian counterpart to capture key features of distributive epistemic justice. 

As is well known, one powerful line of criticism developed by Sen against Rawls focuses on the metric in the latter’s distributive account of justice, i.e. social primary goods, understood as those goods that anyone would want and value whatever their life plan and whatever else they wanted (Rawls 1999). Sen argues that theories of justice should focus instead on a different metric, namely the capabilities or substantial freedoms that people possess to do and be things in society in accordance with what they have reason to value. According to Sen and his followers, a focus on primary goods as the metric of just distributions risks ignoring or downplaying the differences in people’s substantial freedoms to exploit or convert these goods into actual functionings (the abovementioned doings and beings). Accordingly, ‘capabilities’ refer not only to a person’s abilities or internal powers but also to the complex and varied set of so-called ‘conversion factors’ (personal, social, environmental) that make a particular freedom to achieve a certain functioning effective for a particular individual in a specific context (Sen 1992, 19–21, 26–30). From this perspective, then, the problem with the Rawlsian approach is that treating goods and resources as a reliable measure of people’s real opportunities to achieve well-being ends up vastly discounting the importance of conversion factors, leaving us with a normative framework for justice that fails to appreciate the fundamental diversity of the human situation. By contrast, switching to the metric of capabilities gives normative priority to the situated lives people are effectively able to lead, allowing for an approach to justice that is much better attuned to this diversity. 

An example will help to illustrate why the above-described shift in metric offers important advantages when it comes to theorizing distributive epistemic justice. Following the Rawlsian approach dominant in the contemporary discussion, we might suppose that epistemic justice requires securing a certain threshold level of access to ‘information-objects’, where this might involve, say, providing all citizens with a decent, basic level of education, as well as equitable access to the internet, and a public library system that prioritizes the needs of underserved communities (van den Hoven and Rooksby 2008, 379). But the above provision of resources would be of little value to those living in impoverished or extremely unequal societies in which opportunities to take advantage of these resources are severely limited. The relevance of these sorts of conversion factors, among many others, illustrates how epistemic goods and resources alone are not an adequate metric of epistemic justice. 

Capabilities theorists argue that, in starting the analysis of distributive justice from the standpoint of ends (an individual’s chosen functionings), we become freer to ask about which means, in any particular situation, serve for the pursuit of given ends, rather than merely assuming the ubiquity of certain all-purpose means of roughly equal value for everyone. This advantage also carries over to the epistemic case. By asking about which means are important for fostering a particular epistemic capability in a particular context, we are better poised to appreciate when, for example, improved and more equitable access to information or education is insufficient and what is needed instead are changes to our social-political attitudes, institutions and practices (e.g. stronger prohibitions on hate speech, more inclusive mechanisms of participation, better safeguards against the spread of mis- information, etc.). For these reasons, among others, we find that trying to integrate capabilities- driven concerns while remaining wed to a resourcist metric is less promising than making a full- blooded turn to the capabilities metric in theorizing distributive epistemic justice. 

3. Fricker’s Distributive Approach to Epistemic Justice Based on the Capability of Epistemic Contribution 

Although there is as yet no well worked out capabilitarian account of distributive epistemic justice, we nevertheless find the elements of such a view in Fricker’s richly suggestive paper entitled ‘Epistemic Contribution as a Central Human Capability’ (2015). In this paper, Fricker heeds Anderson’s (2012) call for an account of epistemic justice better suited to distributive, systems- level analysis by turning, in the first instance, to Nussbaum’s capabilities approach to social justice. For Nussbaum, social justice requires distributing a threshold level of ten central human capabilities to all individuals that enable opportunities for self-determination and well-being (Nussbaum 2011). Nussbaum thus advances a sufficientarian, capabilitarian, distributive conception of social justice based on the value of human well-being. And while it remains unclear exactly how much of Nussbaum’s framework Fricker wishes to take on board, she nevertheless states that she is ‘very sympathetic’ to Nussbaum’s project of formulating ‘a list of capabilities that might at least roughly capture a workable universal characterization of human well-being, and which might also function as a plausible standard for international justice’ (Fricker 2015, 77). 

In keeping with the ambiguity in her position, however, Fricker presents the first of her two main argumentative claims in hypothetical form, stating that ‘if there is such a universal list [of capabilities] to be had, then [the capability she refers to as] Epistemic Contribution merits a place on it’ (Fricker 2015). Fricker makes the case for this novel capability, not found on Nussbaum’s original list of ten, by arguing that ‘the capacity to contribute epistemic materials to the shared pool of epistemic resources is fundamental to human well-being’ (Fricker 2015, 81), while acknowledging, along with the capabilitarian orthodoxy, that ‘the primary locus of the obligation to conserve capabilities is that of social institutional arrangements’ (Fricker 2015, 82). 

Fricker’s second main argumentative claim in the paper leads her away from Nussbaum’s capabilitarian framework and towards that developed by Anderson. Formulated in a variety of ways, it is that epistemic contribution is a capability of ‘central egalitarian concern’, is ‘implied by core egalitarian values’, is ‘a proper part of the relational egalitarian approach’ and that the universal possession of this capability among citizens might be thought of as ‘establishing the core of epistemic relational equality’ (Fricker 2015, 83). While it is again unclear exactly how much of Anderson’s framework Fricker means to take onboard, her intention to align her view with Anderson’s relational egalitarian approach is clear, such that a closer examination of Anderson’s position will help us to further systematize and interpret Fricker’s claims. 

In her essay ‘Justifying the Capabilities Approach to Justice’, Anderson writes that she has ‘advanced a capabilities-based theory called democratic equality’, the point of which is to ‘identify the demands of justice that flow from citizenship in a democratic state’ (Anderson 2010, 83). ‘On my view’, she writes, ‘the fundamental requirement of democracy is that citizens stand in relations of equality to one another. Citizens have a claim to a capability set sufficient to enable them to function as equals in society’ (Anderson 2010, 83). Democratic equality thus ‘advances a sufficientarian rule of distributive justice in the metric of capabilities’ and although it ‘does not offer a comprehensive theory of distributive justice’, it does ‘locate the role of equality in a theory of justice for democratic societies’ (Anderson 2010, 83). 

Because Anderson’s account of justice counts as both egalitarian and sufficientarian in specific senses of these words, and because we think these characterizations also apply to the view Fricker sketches, it is worth clarifying them. Anderson’s pattern-sensitive distributive rule is not egalitarian in the usual sense because it does not require equality of opportunities, capabilities or actual holdings. Instead, her rule is sufficientarian, because it requires that all enjoy some minimum threshold of opportunities, capabilities or holdings. Nevertheless, Anderson’s conception of justice counts as egalitarian in a different sense, insofar as equal-standing-as-a-citizen is the sufficiency threshold identified in her capabilitarian distribution rule and insofar as the very point of justice, on her view, is to ensure the social conditions that enable citizens to stand in relations of equality. 

Although Fricker does not apply the ‘distributive’, ‘sufficientarian’, ‘egalitarian’ and ‘capabilitarian’ labels to herself in the explicit way that Anderson does, her capabilitarian approach to epistemic justice nevertheless appears to align with Anderson in all these fundamental respects.3 In the first instance, Fricker quotes Anderson (1999) as saying, ‘following Sen, I say that egalitarians should seek equality for all in the space of capabilities’ (316) and that the effort to determine which capabilities society has an obligation to distribute fairly must follow the path of identifying ‘which goods within the space of equality are of special egalitarian concern’ (Anderson 1999). Fricker then offers a partial reply to Anderson, arguing that ‘among the goods of special egalitarian concern are the goods of proper epistemic respect that come from all citizens being able to exercise the functionings associated with Epistemic Contribution’ (Fricker 2015, 81). What is important is not whether people exercise this capability, argues Fricker. Instead, ‘what is important from the point of view of equality is that all citizens should have the capability of Epistemic Contribution’ (Fricker 2015, 81). While the above comments leave open the question of exactly what kind of capabilitarian distribution rule Fricker has in mind, she clarifies its sufficientarian character in stating that, ‘[t]his does not mean of course that everyone must enjoy the same level of Epistemic Contribution . . . [r]ather it means that all citizens must enjoy whatever basic level of Epistemic Contribution is deemed necessary for equal standing as a citizen’ (Fricker 2015, 84). 

In light of the above, we read Fricker as arguing that epistemic justice requires that the capability of epistemic contribution be equally secured to all individuals up to whatever threshold level is needed to secure their equal standing as citizens (Fricker 2015, 81–82). In this sense, we take her to advance – however tentatively – a sufficientarian, distributive approach to epistemic justice in the metric of capabilities. This reading gives us a natural way of seeing why relational equality among citizens, which functions as the threshold of Anderson’s pattern-sensitive, capabilitarian distribution rule, functions in an analogous way in setting a threshold for the distribution of epistemic contribution. As we have seen, Fricker sees the latter capability not only as vital to human well-being (à la Nussbaum), but also as ‘establishing the core of epistemic relational equality’, which, she argues, is integral to relational equality more broadly (Fricker 2015, 83). 

Thus, the capability of epistemic contribution is at the core of the sufficientarian conception of epistemic justice we find in Fricker (2015). She uses the term to encompass two kinds of epistemic giving, the first directed to informational materials and the second to interpretive materials needed to make sense of a shared social world. On her account, these ubiquitous forms of epistemic giving amount to the exercise of ‘something plausibly regarded as a loosely unified social epistemic capability on the part of the individual to contribute to the pool of shared epistemic materials – materials for knowledge, understanding, and very often for practical deliberation’ (Fricker 2015, 76). What is important for Fricker is that the epistemic agency and relations of reciprocity made possible through this capability are not only vital to well-being but also to the equal political standing of citizens. 

With this sketch of a sufficientarian, capabilities-based framework for epistemic justice in hand, Fricker then turns to reframing her earlier account of epistemic injustice in both its testimonial and hermeneutical forms. She argues that both can be understood as the wrongful frustration of epistemic contribution.4 In other words, suffering a credibility deficit due to prejudice on the part of one’s hearers and lacking the conceptual tools for rendering one’s social experience intelligible due to epistemic marginalization are both ways in which one’s capability of epistemic contribution can be wrongfully thwarted, in violation of the sufficientarian rule Fricker identifies. 

Fricker is concerned, however, not only to recast her earlier views on epistemic injustice in terms of the distribution of capabilities but also to use the capabilities approach to exhibit how epistemic justice functions as an integral part of social justice. Securing the capability of epistemic contribution to all individuals up to the minimum level that enables equal standing as citizens not only requires eliminating or reducing epistemic injustice in its testimonial and hermeneutical forms. It also helps to advance social justice by enabling the epistemic relational equality that Fricker takes to be funda- mental to equal political standing among citizens. In this sense, Fricker’s view shows how epistemic justice functions as a component of social justice or indeed as its expression in the epistemic domain. 

4. Two Objections to Fricker’s Capabilities-Based Approach 

4.1. The Epistemic Contribution Objection 

Despite its richness and promise, Fricker’s account suffers from two key deficiencies, which we explore in the present section. First, we believe she takes too narrow a view of the substantive capabilities required for epistemic justice, arbitrarily restricting its remit in the process. Recall that, on her view, epistemic justice requires that the capability of epistemic contribution be secured to all individuals up to whatever threshold level is required for establishing their equal standing as citizens (Fricker 2015, 81–82). We agree with Fricker that the capability of epistemic contribution is necessary for the functioning of epistemic subjects and for the well-being of persons more broadly. We also agree that a threshold level of this capability is required for citizens to achieve the equal political standing that she and Anderson set as a threshold for justice. Moreover, we agree that this capability can be unjustly distributed or thwarted in the ways Fricker richly describes. However, on our view, epistemic contribution neither exhausts nor necessarily typifies the sorts of capabilities that can be wrongly thwarted or hindered in cases of epistemic injustice. For this reason, we maintain that characterizing epistemic justice in terms of a sufficient distribution of epistemic contribution alone is incomplete. We call this the ‘epistemic contribution objection’. 

To appreciate the force of this objection, it helps to notice that the paradigmatic victim of epistemic injustice at the core of Fricker’s capabilitarian account is envisioned as someone entitled to express her epistemic subjectivity, someone whose experiences (often of discrimination) deserve to be understood and taken seriously, someone whose contributions are unjustly discounted. In a nutshell, this victim is someone entitled to exercise the capability of epistemic contribution and has wrongly been prevented from doing so, either through testimonial or hermeneutical injustice. We certainly agree that being unfairly discounted, unheard or misunderstood can manifest epistemic injustice for the reasons Fricker states. But we must not lose sight of another way epistemic subjects are routinely wronged, namely by being unfairly left in ignorance or error about matters of concern to them. We think this constitutes a widespread and often dire form of epistemic injustice that any adequate sufficientarian conception of epistemic justice ought to be able to identify as such. What is required, we submit, is a single conception that allows us to generalize across this variety of cases (cf. Coady 2010, 110–111). 

To make the point more vivid, consider that privileged epistemic subjects will often know when and how to ask the right questions. They will often know how to seek further information when doing so would serve their interests. They will also be more likely to understand which epistemic sources might be suspect and deserving of scrutiny. Epistemic injustice in the form of unfairly distributed epistemic capabilities, on the other hand, leaves many people ill-equipped for such tasks and therefore more vulnerable to unjust ignorance and error, especially when the latter are brought about through active disinformation campaigns and political manipulation. Here, the problem is not that epistemic injustice leaves people unable to articulate their social experience, express their subjectivity or contribute their beliefs to the epistemic pool. In other words, the problem is not the unjust thwarting of epistemic contribution. Rather, epistemic injustice, in these cases, involves the thwarting of other epistemic capabilities, leaving people unable to inform themselves effectively about the world in which they live, including the immediate risks they face, the consequences of different possible courses of action and the ways in which they may be tricked, misled or manipulated by those who have the epistemic upper hand. This capacity to appreciate when and where being informed might bring a crucial benefit or stave off an important harm, and the capacity to inform oneself effectively in such instances, is one of the capabilities for epistemic agency that an adequate sufficientarian conception of epistemic justice should include. In what follows, we refer to this capability as ‘epistemic retrieval’, which is meant to complement and counterbalance Fricker’s focus on epistemic contribution. 

By epistemic retrieval we refer to the variety of competences and abilities that allow one to draw effectively from shared pools of epistemic resources. Retrieving resources effectively from existing pools will involve seeking, obtaining, interpreting and understanding information, weighing evidence, learning from others, soliciting advice, trusting and distrusting testimonies appropriately, comparing existing views, studying the literature, distinguishing credible from incredible sources and a long etcetera. Notably, the general capability of epistemic retrieval tracks the core concerns that motivate resourcist accounts of epistemic justice, which often focus on the distribution of epistemic resources such as information or knowledge. Still, by articulating epistemic retrieval as a capability, we emphasize that its just distribution cannot be reduced to questions of access to resources. This is because epistemic retrieval involves the ability to exploit such resources for the purpose of one’s chosen functionings, where this ability will be sensitive to a host of conversion factors. 

We believe that Fricker would, in principle, agree with us about the importance of epistemic retrieval as a central human capability, on a par with epistemic contribution (see her response to Nussbaum in Fricker 2015, 75). For example, she readily concedes that ‘someone’s receiving less than their fair share of an epistemic good, such as education, or access to expert advice or information’ should count as an instance of epistemic injustice (Fricker 2017, 53). Despite this acknowledgement, however, the epistemic capacities involved in drawing from common pools of epistemic resources disappear from her capabilities-based account for reasons that remain unexplained.5 Tellingly, epistemic justice is characterized exclusively in terms of the fair distribution of epistemic contribution, with no mention of the other vital capabilities involved in epistemic agency. In this picture, everyone is entitled to contribute to the epistemic pool (up to the specified sufficiency threshold), but questions about who is entitled and able to draw from it do not arise. 

We claim that this strategy has its costs. By continuing to prioritize her discriminatory agenda, Fricker continues to obscure or downplay wrongs to the epistemic subject that she herself acknowledges as instances of epistemic injustice, wrongs that are the clear focus of the resourcist literature. On our view, there is no principled reason to exclude the wrongful thwarting of epistemic retrieval from the remit of epistemic injustice, and if a single conception of epistemic justice can meaningfully capture the variety of cases Fricker and others acknowledge as tokens of the type, so much the better. 

4.2. The Diachronic Development Objection 

In Fricker’s early work, epistemic injustice characteristically involves wrongs done to a subject in her capacity as a ‘knower’. In this characterization, epistemic agents susceptible to epistemic injustice are individuals who already possess significantly developed (so called ‘internal’) capabilities to act epistemically and see the exercise of these capacities frustrated by external impediments rooted in prejudice and discrimination. We agree that this type of wrong certainly deserves to be counted as an instance of epistemic injustice, as when one’s testimony is discounted due to the social prejudice of one’s hearers. However, Fricker’s exclusive focus on what we might call ‘late-stage’ epistemic injustices (where so-called internal capabilities are prevented from becoming combined due to a lack of appropriate uptake) obscures a different sort of injustice, one that involves harms to the development of internal capabilities in the first place. 

Our guiding insight is that, in an unjust setting, individuals are frequently unable to develop the capacity to appreciate when and where epistemic actions would be called for, much less the capacity to undertake such actions successfully. This capacity, in turn, will often need to be developed before more sophisticated epistemic capabilities can function, especially those associated with epistemic contribution. For example, before one can be in a position to contest unjust treatment, or question authority, or raise one’s voice to describe the nature of one’s social experience, one must usually have benefitted from a certain level of education or have had access to a sufficiently diverse variety of perspectives on the social questions at issue. In the context of widespread poverty and illiteracy, say, the capabilities to engage in these higher forms of epistemic activity are likely to be severely limited. We emphasize that the capability of epistemic contribution, which is characterized by Fricker as a combined capability (2015, 80), requires the development of internal capabilities first. 

In justifying her narrow view of the diachronic scope of epistemic injustice, Fricker argues that basic and internal capabilities are almost always secured, while combined capabilities, such as epistemic contribution, can be frustrated in a range of ways. She writes: 

Almost all will have the ‘basic’ capabilities involved in fundamental and universal social epistemic functions such as information sharing and understanding social experience. When human beings live together, these basic epistemic practices are operative as a matter of practical necessity. And these same capacities are almost always sufficiently developed through infancy to become ‘internal’ capabilities. Humans are social animals with finite rational capacities, and as such they are inevitably socialised into becoming sharers of both information and forms of social understanding. (Fricker 2015, 78) 

We strongly disagree with Fricker on the above point, in view of the empirical record which, unfortunately, does not bear this out. For example, consider the UNDP Human Development Report (2019), which states that inequalities in human development (i.e. capabilities) ‘begin at birth, can persist, and accumulate through life’ (74, 93). While there is global convergence in basic capabilities, there is great divergence concerning internal capabilities (covered by the term ‘enhanced capabilities’, United Nations Development Programme 2019, 32–33). This is manifest in highly differentiated access to education and knowledge, from having basic primary education to accessing a high-quality learning experience at all levels (United Nations Development Programme 2019, 33). Thinking about epistemic justice broadly, beyond the sorts of issues that predominate in rich, first-world social settings, requires treating the transition from basic to internal capabilities as a matter of justice. On this view, measures like basic education, the eradication of poverty and equal social rights for the working poor are essential to the pursuit of epistemic justice. 

At times Fricker appears to acknowledge this point, as when she writes that the distribution of epistemic goods such as education, expert advice or information is also a matter of epistemic justice (Fricker 2017, 53). Consistency would then seem to demand that she takes as interested a view in the transition from basic to internal capabilities as she takes in the transition from internal to combined. Unfortunately, we fail to see this consistency, as in the passage cited above where Fricker explicitly excludes the distribution of internal capabilities from the scope of epistemic justice. 

5. Towards a Capabilities-Based Conception of Distributive Epistemic Justice 

In this section, we set out our sufficientarian, capabilities-based conception of distributive epistemic justice, which overcomes the limitations we find in Fricker’s view. It is stated as follows: 

(EJ) Epistemic justice requires a distribution of capabilities to all individuals that secures opportunities for what is publicly conceived as minimal epistemic agency. 

In what follows we explain the basic features of EJ, focusing on its metric and rule, and demonstrate its strengths relative to Fricker’s account as well as resourcist, Rawlsian alternatives. To begin with, it is important to note that EJ is partial in Nussbaum’s sense of the term. That is, it identifies one necessary, minimal requirement of epistemic justice without taking a stand on what else epistemic justice might also require.6 In this sense, it does not attempt to offer sufficient conditions under which epistemic justice may in all instances be said to obtain. But, just as with Nussbaum’s ‘partial’ account of social justice, the minimum necessary requirement specified in EJ is, in practice, extremely demanding. With so many individuals falling so far below the minimal capabilities threshold identified, EJ serves as a highly relevant practical guide for the situated pursuit of greater epistemic justice in most societies, despite its partial character. 

Our proposed metric is capabilities for epistemic agency. Here, we follow Sen (2009), Nussbaum (2011) and Fricker (2015) in taking capabilities to be the substantial freedoms that people have to choose beings and doings in society in accordance with what they have reason to value. We employ Nussbaum’s (2011) distinction between basic, internal and combined capabilities and insist that the capabilities identified in EJ are both internal and combined. As a reminder, ‘basic capabilities’ refer to an individual’s innate capacities or potential, while internal capabilities are basic capabilities that have been developed or trained in society. When suitable external conditions are in place to enable the functioning of internal capabilities, they count as combined. 

The fact that capabilities in EJ should be conceived as both internal and combined calls attention to a two-stage process of social development (see Diachronic development objection above). According to EJ, epistemic justice requires distributing a minimal threshold of opportunities to all individuals for developing and training basic epistemic capabilities (thus rendering them internal) as well as a minimal threshold of opportunities to all individuals for exercising them (thus rendering them combined). By insisting that the transition from basic to internal capabilities falls squarely within the scope of epistemic justice, EJ captures some of the core concerns foregrounded by resourcist accounts of distributive epistemic justice, such as unjustly distributed access to knowledge, information and education. In contrast to Fricker’s position, then, EJ stays true to the global concerns that inspire and orient the capability framework, where early-stage capabilities deficits found in developing countries are front-and-center. 

Importantly, the capabilities that function as the metric of EJ are those needed for epistemic agency. We take ‘agency’ to refer to a manifestation of the capacity to act.7 By the same token, we regard ‘epistemic agency’ as manifest activity directed to the pursuit of epistemic ends. We construe the notion of epistemic ends broadly so as to include anything that may be sought and valued in the epistemic domain, such as knowledge, interesting true belief, credibility, hermeneutical power, education, understanding, access to information, among others. Here, we depart from the general trend in the resourcist literature of restricting epistemic justice to questions of who can access traditional high-value epistemic ends that tend to preoccupy epistemologists, such as knowledge and information. Comparative theorizing about epistemic justice from the ground-up, by contrast, compels us to acknowledge the great diversity of epistemic ends people in fact value, as well as the diversity of activities directed to the pursuit of these ends. Considering this diversity, it would be inappropriate to try to specify a priori the precise extension of epistemic agency. To give a taste, epistemic agency includes, but is not restricted to, the pursuit and acquisition of knowledge, the avoidance of false beliefs, the acquisition of hermeneutical power or tools, gaining understanding (not tantamount to knowledge), delivering epistemic contributions, gaining credibility, achieving epistemic recognition and accessing education. 

We focus on capabilities for epistemic agency – as opposed to capabilities for well-being or flourishing (à la Nussbaum) – because we aim to deliver a conception of justice that is distinctively epistemic. Following the epistemic (in)justice literature, we find it useful to distinguish cases in which capabilities for agency that is in some important sense epistemic have been unfairly thwarted or fairly secured, drawing attention to their specific features. This is also why we exclude basic capabilities from the scope of EJ: basic capabilities (e.g. those secured through health and food security) are a precondition for all forms of agency, including epistemic, and their unfair distribution in society creates a host of injustices that are not in the first instance distinctively epistemic in character. 

Turning now to the justification of our distinctive sufficiency threshold, we believe that EJ again does a better job than does Fricker’s conception of exploiting the unique strengths of the capability framework. Recall that for Fricker, epistemic justice requires that the capability of epistemic contribution be equally secured to all individuals up to whatever threshold level is needed to enable their equal standing as citizens. This latter threshold, in turn, is borrowed from Anderson’s theory of democratic equality where ‘the capabilities necessary for functioning as an equal citizen in a democratic state’ marks the threshold of justice (1999, 316). 

While we agree with Fricker that epistemic justice is a species of justice, and that, in order to make legitimate demands on us, epistemic justice must be linked to a broader conception of social justice commanding widespread public support, we do not think it is the rightful task of the theorist of to decide, a priori, which theory of social justice is to be preferred. By remaining neutral on the relation that our threshold (minimal epistemic agency publicly conceived) has with thresholds explicitly tied to social justice, we preserve the humility that, on our view, is a central strength of Sen’s comparative, incremental, non-ideal approach to theorizing justice in terms of capabilities. Although we have argued that all individuals must have capabilities for minimal epistemic agency, publicly conceived, as a necessary condition of justice, we hold – contrary to Fricker – that specific conceptions of social justice are best determined by contextualized public reasoning on the ground. 

Here it is worth noting that the existing resourcist literature also tends to offer more determinant a priori characterizations of what epistemic justice demands. For instance, Britz holds that individuals should have equitable access to ‘essential information [. . .] that is required to survive and develop’ (2004, 194), while Kurtulmus and Irzik hold that all individuals are entitled to access the knowledge they need to deliberate about ‘the common good, their personal good, and the pursuit thereof’ (2017, 129). In the meantime, Mathiesen argues that distributive epistemic justice should be concerned with ‘information that supports and enhances people’s capabilities’ (2015, 221), while van den Hoven and Rooksby contend that ‘information objects’ that are ‘effective means to knowledge’ should be of central concern (2008, 380). Any one of these characterizations could be used to articulate a public conception of minimal epistemic agency, our proposed sufficiency threshold. However, by defining the sufficiency threshold as minimal epistemic agency publicly conceived, we take care not to determine a priori which substantive epistemic ends fall under this designation, holding that this will vary with context, making the question unsuitable for a priori theoretical resolution. 

It may be objected that the public cannot reasonably be entrusted to conceive of what minimal epistemic agency consists in since, in the highly unequal, non-ideal conditions we are assuming, the public’s view of this matter will be unacceptably biased in favour of the privileged. In response to this objection, we would point out that existing societies, despite their unfair distributions of capabilities for epistemic agency, do have tools, resources and opportunities at their disposal for broadening and diversifying public discussion (about justice in all its dimensions, as well as other issues), however imperfect these may be. Of course, the mechanisms needed to ensure that public deliberation is as inclusive as possible and that it tends to support democratic values and aims (such as those expressed in epistemic justice) are varied, contingent and multi-faceted. EJ does not assume that public deliberation will deliver maximally just or reasonable determinations of the threshold level of epistemic agency required for justice. That said, we do believe that conceptions of justice (epistemic and otherwise) require broad social support and that the sort of democratic legitimacy these conceptions gain by being arrived at through public deliberation offers the best and truest basis for this support. For this reason, we think the role played by public reasoning under non-ideal conditions in establishing the sufficiency threshold for epistemic justice in EJ is defensible. 

Importantly, however, not every reduction, deficit or threat to an individual’s epistemic capabilities can be assumed a priori to pose an issue of epistemic justice. This is an important feature of any partial, sufficientarian account, including ours. Once all individuals have reached enough capabilities for minimal epistemic agency publicly conceived, EJ provides no reasons of distributive justice to object to inequalities in epistemic capabilities above the threshold.8 But this does not mean there may not be other reasons of distributive justice, linked to other principles or thresholds, to object to such inequalities. In other words, we leave open the possibility that one may wish to be a pluralist on this issue, holding that there is more than one principle of distributive epistemic justice, either in the metric of capabilities or in some other metric. However, EJ does allow us to say with confidence that all persons equally have a claim to the level of capabilities necessary for achieving minimal epistemic agency, and epistemic justice advances as more individuals live at or above this level. Moreover, it allows us to say that a failure to secure a threshold level of capabilities for minimal epistemic agency to any person is unjust. We are then open, for example, to the further claim that this injustice may be compounded when some are failed in this way while others are not, thus contributing to social relationships of inequality and the opportunities for oppression they generate. 

6. Conclusion 

In this paper, we have defended a partial, distributive, sufficientarian, capabilities-based conception of epistemic justice, with capabilities for minimal epistemic agency as the metric and whatever is publicly conceived as minimal epistemic agency as the threshold of our sufficientarian rule. This conception goes beyond a focus on rooting out prejudice and discrimination as the source of epistemic injustice, as all distributive accounts do, while also avoiding the pitfalls associated with resourcist approaches. With a view to overcoming the weaknesses we identify in Fricker’s approach, we have insisted on the importance of theorizing as unjust deficits in capabilities for minimal epistemic agency that leave people in ignorance or error about matters of concern to them, patterns often brought about deliberately for the financial or political benefit of more powerful others. In such cases, prejudice and systemic discrimination based on social identity may play no role at all. 

Unlike Fricker’s conception, EJ is extensionally adequate to the great variety of ways in which epistemic injustice harms people, corresponding to the great variety of capabilities that are required for the functionings associated with minimal epistemic agency. The frustration of epistemic retrieval will be as unjust as the frustration of epistemic contribution, when this results in an epistemic capability set insufficient for minimal epistemic agency, publicly conceived. Moreover, on our account, social prejudice counts as one important driver among others that may result in unjust deficits in capabilities for minimal epistemic agency. Agnotology campaigns in service of corporate profits that do not involve social prejudice are another important driver, as are the larger social factors involved in the production of poverty. With respect to the latter, it is important that EJ pays even attention to both early- and late-stage epistemic injustices, insisting that the development of internal capabilities for minimal epistemic agency is as much a matter of justice as their late-stage expression, which relies on appropriate social uptake. In this multi-pronged way, EJ moves away from the first-world bias we find in Fricker’s account, giving us a wider, more globally relevant lens with which to theorize these issues. 

Notes 
1. In an earlier paper, Fricker states: ‘I doubt [. . .] that the distributive model could be used to illuminate the phenomenon of testimonial injustice itself, since while matters of distribution can reflect patterns of discrimination, they are after the fact. My interest has been to reveal the structure of the discrimination itself, and for that I have needed to think outside the distributive paradigm. More generally, however, I certainly would not claim that we should not talk about social justice in terms of distribution. [. . .] The point is simply that if we were to stick exclusively to the distributive framework, then we would not advance our understanding of the structure and ethical impact of injustices which are, at root, forms of discrimination’ (2008, 85). 
2. Coady (2010) offers a compelling diagnosis of this comparative neglect, although work in this area has certainly grown in the last decade. 
3. Fricker (2015) refers to two papers by Anderson: ‘What is the Point of Equality’ (1999) and ‘Epistemic Justice as a Virtue of Social Institutions’ (2012). In her earlier paper, Anderson treats inequality not fundamentally as a matter of unequal distributions of goods, but rather as a matter of asymmetrical power relations (312). Fricker (2015) seems to adopt Anderson’s earlier views on the matter, seeing her own proposal as consistent with, and lending further support to, the claim that equality is best understood as fundamentally relational rather than distributive (77). However, Anderson’s (2012) use of these terms requires more careful treatment, for she readily concedes that distributive patterns directly affect and, indeed, condition the possibility of relational equality. For example, she says: ‘injustice in the distribution of access to credibility markers undermines the epistemic standing of the disadvantaged and blocks contributions to inquiry they could have made had they been able to participate on terms of equality with others’ (171). 
4. In testimonial injustice, a speaker receives less credibility than she deserves owing to prejudice on the part of the hearer. Hermeneutical injustice, by contrast, occurs at a stage prior to communicative activity, though is made manifest in failed or semi-failed attempts to render an experience intelligible, either to oneself or to another person (Fricker 2007). 
5. We suspect that one reason Fricker places undue emphasis on epistemic contribution is to overcome a politically unsavory view of the disempowered epistemic subject as a would-be recipient of the knowledge and wisdom of others, of those who know better. The desire to reject an overly passive, often patronizing portrayal of the victims of epistemic injustice is understandable and appears to go hand in hand with the movement to reject ‘deficit models’ of the epistemic subject in the philosophy of science. However, this tendency can be taken too far and can distort the very real ways in which epistemic subjects can be unjustly prevented from accessing epistemic goods whose value is not reducible to the subject’s own epistemic contribution. Our emphasis on retrieval from the epistemic pool does not align with the alleged passivity of individuals assumed on deficit models. On the contrary, epistemic retrieval, as we have defined it, refers to those capacities with which subjects actively decide what is relevant to their own needs, exercising a variety of competences in seeking and using tools, information, knowledge and other epistemic resources. Our inclusion of epistemic retrieval in the capabilities relevant for epistemic justice is thus perfectly in keeping with the central emphasis we place on the epistemic agency of individuals.
6. We refer to EJ as a ‘conception’ of epistemic justice, as opposed to a theory or definition in order to emphasize that epistemic justice is multidimensional and best approached by means of comparative efforts. Our conception is intended to provide one set of ‘reasons of justice’ among others to be used in public debates about these questions (cf. Sen 2009, x). 
7. Agency is obviously a contentious topic and there is much lively debate about which explications of the concept should be preferred. Nonetheless, we take our definition to align with broadly shared views in the contemporary literature (see Schlosser 2019).
8. It may be objected that inequalities in epistemic capabilities are relevant for justice insofar as the value of one’s capabilities is positional, depending essentially on how much one has relative to others. We agree with this point and acknowledge that the value of possessing capabilities sufficient for minimal epistemic agency may shift depending on how much more epistemic capabilities other actors or groups have. When inequalities in epistemic capabilities (above the specified sufficiency threshold) end up devaluing capabilities for minimal epistemic agency in morally unacceptable ways, we expect this will prompt public reasoners to raise the bar on what kind of epistemic agency counts as minimal for the purposes of epistemic justice. 
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