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Abstract 

 Hermeneutical injustice, according to Miranda Fricker, consists in a subject’s inability to  

make sense of a harmful experience in the social world where there is an intuition of having been 

wronged, but no interpretive tools capable of bringing the harm to light.  Since the interpretive 

tools of currency in the social world have been developed to the exclusion of subjects with par-

ticular social identities, our social meaning-making practices will be geared toward positive in-

terpretations for the experiences of only some subjects, often at the expense of some others. 

Fricker considers hermeneutical injustices as revelatory of gaps, or lacunae in what she calls the 

collective hermeneutical resource.  Overcoming hermeneutical injustices seems to involve the 

putting together of interpretive tools and strategies which we may consider as filling the gaps — 

supplying appropriate understandings for experiences where there were previously none avail-

able.  Yet, in many cases of hermeneutical injustice, the victim subject’s achievement of an ap-

propriate understanding involves the displacement of an extant damaging, or otherwise insuffi-

cient one.  Moreover, if the latter confirms what the victim subject has accepted as facts about 

the social world and their place within it, it will not appear, itself, inappropriate.  Thus any given 

set of interpretive tools only becomes available once it is believed to properly acknowledge so-

cial facts.  Among the facts relevant for interpretations of experience in the social world are ones 

concerning social identity — which rights, responsibilities and capabilities belong to whom — 

and the moral and symbolic relations between subjects possessing different identities.  As will be 

argued for in the course of this paper, the interpretive tools with which we navigate experiences 

in the social world are bound up with public master narratives — widely-circulating cultural sto-

ries about typical subjects engaging in typical forms of behavior.  Master narratives limit subjects 

with regard to which sorts of stories they may author, and which rights and privileges they may 

claim in the social world.  In this paper I will (1) show how overcoming hermeneutical injustices 

involves the development of redemptive narratives which picture the social world so as to make 

sense of the victim’s intuition of having been wronged, and (2) examine how master narratives 

constrict subjects in the interpretation of social experience, and in the process of identity-forma-

tion.  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Introduction  

 How our experiences are had, the significances and meanings they take on, and how we 

communicate them to others, all seem constrained by what are the available means of their inter-

pretation, and communication.  The availability of any means of interpretation is contingent on 

the plausibility of the meanings and significances it derives from whatever the event or experi-

ence it handles.  We believe and invest very little in readings or interpretations of our experiences 

which don’t very well cohere with our view of things.  That said, we can certainly have our 

minds changed, or change them ourselves about what are the most salient aspects of any event or 

experience, and such a change may well shift our understanding of its meaning and significance.  

Our understanding of the meanings and significances of our experience seems socially and cul-

turally rule-bound in much the same  way as our use of language.  There are many social and cul-

tural norms of interpretation which bear on the view we take of our experiences in the social 

world.  There are also appropriate and intelligible, as well as inappropriate and 

unintelligible ,ways of communicating about them.  There are stories which, in observation of the 

norms, we can tell quite easily — stories which feature subjects in their proper roles, in certain 

kinds of interaction with others, causal of certain outcomes, which bear certain significances and 

meaning.  Where stories are offered which are discordant with interpretive and communicative 

norms, they are less likely to be met with the belief and affirmation of their audience.  

 The interpretive and communicative barriers surrounding our experience of the social 

world are perhaps not so easily identified.  Most people do not seem aware, and indeed are not 

often in a position from which awareness might be aroused, that their experiences, the interpreta-

tions they give them, and the ways they communicate about them ever encounter limitations — 

at least not limitations of a problematic or harmful kind.   Where cultural and social limitations 

on the interpretation of experience are not identified as problematic or harmful, they are likely to 

take the form of rather firm beliefs about what kinds of experiences are at all possible, what they 

may possibly mean, and about the sufficiency of the interpretive and communicative norms 

available.   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 Yet where a subject has some experience in the social world for which there appear to be 

no available interpretive and communicative resources which can adequately capture it’s mean-

ing, then these limitations in fact become harmful.  We are not so constrained by our interpretive 

practices that what are the available means of interpretation always and necessarily feel right.  

Such experiences as these have a clearly ethical dimension; they involve a subject’s sensing that 

they’ve been wronged in some way, but in a way incompatible with the norms of interpretive 

practice.  Thus, there isn’t any apparent, clear and coherent way in which that wrong can be un-

derstood and articulated by the subject — at least, not without putting the subject at variance 

with the norms.  We should expect that the limitations of our interpretive and communicative 

practices are not serious obstacles for subjects who, on the basis of their identity, possess some 

measure of social power.  It is primarily by those with social power that such practices, and their 

guiding norms, have been developed over time.  Subjects with marginalized identities, vulnera-

ble to prejudicial consideration and treatment in society, have traditionally been kept outside of 

the roles and positions which allow for influence over the development and maintenance of our 

interpretive and communicative practices.  The perspectives of marginalized subjects are consid-

ered less epistemically valuable than the perspectives of the non-marginalized.   Thus, the great 

problem for marginalized subjects is (a) being, relative to non-marginalized subjects, potentially 

harmfully constrained by the limitations of our interpretive and communicative practices, and (b) 

lacking the credibility one needs in order for novel interpretive and communicative strategies — 

which somehow challenge, or deviate from the norms of our current practices — to be effective.  

Non-marginalized subjects, on the other hand, are generally treated as more epistemically com-

petent, so it is quite exclusively their experience of the social world to which are calibrated the 

interpretive tools and strategies of currency in the social world.  Accordingly, they are more like-

ly to have experiences which can be satisfyingly accounted for by those practices.   

 The philosopher Miranda Fricker has coined the term hermeneutical injustice to refer to 

the experience of the hermeneutically marginalized subject as we’ve just described it.  An in-

stance of hermeneutical injustice involves a hermeneutically marginalized subject — whose po-

sition of hermeneutical marginalization is characterized by their being excluded from the custo-

dianship of collective interpretive and communicative practices, owing to their possession of a 
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depreciated social identity — having some harmful experience in the social world for which the 

available interpretive and communicative resources are insufficient.  The problem is not simply 

that the victim’s experience cannot be satisfyingly described for others, but that the victim her-

self cannot properly understand the nature of the harm she has experienced.  The unavailability 

of an appropriate or proper understanding for such an experience is owed to the victim subject’s 

position of hermeneutical marginalization — their inhibition from making substantial contribu-

tions or reforms to the interpretive practices of their society, and the resultant insufficiency of 

those practices when it comes to making proper sense of the experiences unique to those subjects 

positioned as they are in the social world.   

 For hermeneutical injustices to be overcome, it is necessary that victim subjects move 

beyond whatever the interpretive barriers preventing their reaching a proper understanding of 

their experiences.  This is accomplished in the development and implementation of a novel 

meaning-making strategy, one which reasons a nontraditional understanding of an experience out 

of a alternative view of the social world.  New, and potentially improved interpretations are made 

possible by one’s reimagining the rights, responsibilities, and capabilities of oneself and one’s 

fellow subjects, and the circumstances by which they’re activated or made relevant.  This is dif-

ficult work, requiring considerable and consistent effort, and it is rarely accomplished privately.  

For new forms of meaning, and novel understandings of some episode of social experience to 

successfully displace a harmful, or obscurant one, it is important that they receive intersubjective 

corroboration and validation.  It is usually difficult to invest much confidence in a representation 

of one’s experience which one’s fellow subjects don’t consider viable.  So we can say that the 

novel meaning-making strategies which may serve the melioration of hermeneutical injustices 

require some degree of social legitimization.  Yet drawing on an alternative, or reimagined pic-

ture of the social world to support new interpretations given to experiences invites controversy.   

 It is the difficulty involved in achieving social legitimization for the novel interpretive 

tools and strategies of marginalized subjects on which many of Fricker’s respondents have fo-

cused their critique.  How are we to understand the discordance between extant, harmful norms 

of interpretive practice, and the alternative meaning-making strategies critical for marginalized 

subjects (and communities of subjects)?  This question seeks a useful understanding of the inter-
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pretive and communicative practices of currency in the social world.  Fricker, in a book titled 

Epistemic Injustice: Power and the ethics of knowing, offers a theoretical framework which I 

find conducive to a misunderstanding about the way we interpret and communicate events and 

experiences in the social world.  Central in her work is the notion of the collective hermeneutical 

resource, resembling a shared vocabulary of concepts intended but unable to make sense of all 

kinds of experiences and events in the social world.  In Fricker’s picture, the collective 

hermeneutical resource — which grounds our extant interpretive practices — is described as 

having gaps, or blind spots, which render it unable to account for certain areas of social experi-

ence.  Yet it seems that experiences which engender hermeneutical injustice are not usually  had 

out-of-bounds of our social interpretive practices, but are rather improperly accounted for by 

them.  Often, the difficulty in achieving corroboration for the novel meaning-making strategies 

of marginalized subjects lies in the commitment of their fellow subjects to a particular under-

standing of the social world and of the identity of the subjects within it, including their rights, 

responsibilities and capabilities.  Accounts or interpretations of the social world which are in-

compatible with such an understanding will likely be considered unfeasible.  While dominant 

interpretive practices may well be harmful, the harm seems to stem more from an inherent mis-

understanding of some area of experience, rather than a lack of any kind of understanding at all.  

What’s more, the normative force of such misunderstandings seem to explain, in many cases, the 

challenge with which the victim of hermeneutical injustice is faced, when it comes to getting be-

yond coercive, traditional social interpretive norms, and achieving a proper understanding of 

their experience.   

 In this paper, I offer a discussion of hermeneutical injustice which treats social interpreta-

tive practice as guided by cultural and social master narratives.  Master narratives are widely cir-

culating and familiar stories of typical subjects engaging in typical forms of behavior.  These sto-

ries are current in media, legal and institutional policy and practice, and everyday practical rea-

soning.  They are drawn on for the prescription of meaning to experiences and events in the so-

cial world.  They are tools for sense-making, schematics which overlay episodes of social expe-

rience to reveal their significance and meaning.  Master narratives are not generally seen as triv-

ially narrative, but rather as accurate representations of social facts — facts about the identity of 
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subjects, and what are their various rights, responsibilities and capabilities.  Since the cultural 

stories we may classify as master narratives are bound up with our understanding of social fact, 

they are often difficult to detect.  Our reliance on master narratives as sense-making tools is also 

rather compulsive, among all subjects, including those portrayed unfavorably within them.  In 

this picture, hermeneutical injustices are revealed as instances in which harmful cultural narra-

tives guide the interpretation of some episode of social experience, and inhibit subjects from see-

ing how such an experience may differently make sense.  Overcoming hermeneutical injustice, 

then, should entail the revision or replacement of harmful, traditional narrative understandings. 

 Owing to the ubiquity, compulsive nature, and invisibility of cultural master narratives as 

hermeneutical resources, victims of hermeneutical injustice may not actually suffer from a lack 

of an understanding of a harmful experience, rather from their investment in a harmful misunder-

standing.  In other words, an experience may be felt harmful — and indeed be harmful — 

whether or not the victim thinks they’ve somehow missed something in their interpretation of 

that experience.  Though the possibility of this kind of victim is undiscussed in Fricker’s text, it’s 

examination gives us clear insight into what is the primary harm of hermeneutical injustice — an 

inhibition on the identity-forming processes of the subject.  Hermeneutically marginalized sub-

jects, whose experiences of the social world are overlooked by our dominant social interpretive 

and meaning-making practices, are encouraged toward a depreciated self-understanding.  The 

cultural identities of marginalized subjects are, in a sense, written for them, but not by them.  

Thus they are likely to form a self-conception impacted by the negative roles in which they fea-

ture in the social world, as constructed more or less exclusively by those who have traditionally 

held the most power in society.  The cultural narratives which guide our social interpretive prac-

tices are also resources drawn on for the formation of identity.   

 Narrative features doubly in this paper; once in an explanation of our social interpretive 

practices, and again as the means by which deficient or otherwise harmful understandings of ex-

perience may be supplanted by new and improved ones.  The usefulness of the redemptive narra-

tives for meliorating the harm of hermeneutical injustice is in fact predicated on the prevalence 

of narrative understandings in the social world, and on the regularity with which our experiences 

are storied for ourselves and fellow subjects.   
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 The goal of this paper is to expand on Miranda Fricker’s picture of hermeneutical injus-

tice that we may better frame the problem of gaining social legitimation for the novel meaning-

making strategies of victims, and the way dominant social interpretive practices impact the iden-

tity-formation of marginalized subjects.  This project unfolds in three chapters.  The first chapter 

will be both an exegesis of Fricker’s notion of epistemic injustice with a special focus on the 

kind hermeneutical injustice, and a discussion of a few objections which bring to light the impor-

tance of intersubjective concurrence for alternative meaning-making strategies.  The second 

chapter examines Fricker’s notion of the collective hermeneutical resource, with which she un-

derstands our social interpretive practices.  We will consider some its potential shortcomings, and 

then develop the role of master narratives as fundaments of our social interpretive practices that 

those shortcomings may be neutralized.  Sociological research into the various roles master nar-

ratives play at each the cultural, institutional, and organizational level of society will drawn on to 

support our claim that subjects’ engagement with such narratives is often imminent and neces-

sary.  The final chapter will be given to talking about what Fricker calls the primary harm of 

hermeneutical injustice — the identity harm — and how an understanding of social interpretive 

practice as largely narrative brings this harm into better light.  We’ll examine the notion of narra-

tive as a means toward the melioration of hermeneutical injustice.  In applying this notion to one 

of Fricker’s own examples, we will expose the importance of narrative for the clarification of 

harmful and obscured experiences.  Research in social psychology will be drawn on for support 

of this claim.  The chapter will close with a review of an objection to the importance of narrative 

as a meaning-making resource, and its subsequent repudiation.   
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I.  Hermeneutical Injustice and Intersubjectivity of Meaning 
  

 There are two tasks to which this chapter is set:  the first is to provide a review of Miran-

da Fricker’s account of epistemic injustice, with particular attention to the kind hermeneutical 

injustice, which concerns subjects’ frustrated attempts at making sense of their experiences.  

Fricker’s claim is that subjects who occupy a disadvantaged social position of hermeneutical 

marginalization are constrained in this activity by a body of interpretive and communicative re-

sources that are biased toward the positive interpretation of the experiences of those dominantly 

situated in society.  The attempts of those marginalized to explore new meaning-making strate-

gies for the interpretation of their experiences are often heavily resisted, usually because they are 

seen as poorly calibrated to reality, and thus incapable of revealing the proper meaning of an ex-

perience.  What the novel interpretive strategies of marginalized subjects seek is social legit-

imization, that they may be used effectively by the subjects to whose experiences they are spe-

cially sensitive.  However, since those dominantly situated in society do not necessarily have a 

special interest in appreciating what is different about the social experience of the marginalized 

subject, bringing them to acknowledge new kinds of meaning or significance in the social world 

is challenging.  Still, it seems necessary.  Hermeneutical injustice involves the marginalized sub-

ject’s inability to locate meaning as well as their inability to communicate it to others.  Thus, the 

second task of this chapter is to explain the necessity and difficulty involved in gaining social 

legitimization for novel interpretive tools and strategies. There have been given several responses 

to Fricker’s discussion of hermeneutical injustice which home in on this difficulty, each offering 

important an conceptualization of the tension between received and accepted social hermeneuti-

cal practice, and the nascent contributions of marginalized subjects and groups.  Through an ex-

amination of a few such objections, I’m going to develop an argument for why our recognition of 

narrative and narrativization as a practice by which social experiences are given meaning focuses 

the problem I see exposed by these objections.   
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1.1 Explaining hermeneutical injustice 

 In what has now assumed the status of  locus classicus for a wide and popular discussion 

in contemporary philosophy, Miranda Fricker’s Epistemic Injustice: Power & and the Ethics of 

Knowing presents two ways in which subjects may be wronged “in their capacity as a knower”.   

Fricker’s thesis refers itself to a familiar feminist objection to the classical construal of the epis-

temological project, which posits a neutral, non-social epistemic subject “who is generic and 

self-sufficient” (Grasswick 2004: 85).  The objection is that our epistemic practices are unable to 

acknowledge alterity. Classical epistemological accounts have long failed to address prejudices 

and large-scale marginalization in our epistemic practices, specifically those communicative and 

social-transactional.  Dissenters urge that what may be known, or what may be available to be 

known, depends much on the identity of the knower, and their position relative to others.  Their 

main grievance is that one’s status as a knower (among other knowers) seems unfortunately to 

correspond with one’s situation in society, and the social power one is afforded.  Social power — 

particularly social identity power — begets epistemic authority.  Conversely, marginalization, or 

the possession of a lesser-than social identity, means a depreciation of one’s capacity as a know-

er.  The imbalance of epistemic authority in this Thrasymachian picture may be observed, Fricker 

argues, in two varieties of epistemic injustice: testimonial, and hermeneutical, both consequential 

of social identity prejudices.  Testimonial injustice, arising from what Fricker calls a “prejudice 

in the credibility economy”, is the assignment of a deflated level of credibility to a speaker by a 

hearer, owing to the hearer’s negative, prejudicial assessment of the speaker.  It is a denial by 

one’s interlocutors of the epistemic authority one claims in an informational exchange.  In cases 

of testimonial injustice, what is being conveyed by the speaker would be given more careful and 

favorable consideration if their interlocutors viewed them as having greater social power.  As an 

example, Fricker describes the situation of the character Marge Sherwood in the story and 

screenplay The Talented Mr. Ripley.  Marge is sure that a mutual acquaintance of herself and her 

deceased husband, Tom Ripley, is somehow responsible for the mysterious disappearance and 

death of her husband, Dickey Greenleaf.  She makes several attempts at getting both Dickey’s 

father, and the private investigator hired to solve the case, to see that Tom Ripley is the culprit, 

�8



	 	

but her counsel on the matter is consistently devalued or ignored as mere ‘female intuition’, and 

to abide it would be epistemically irresponsible.  Marge’s very justified suspicion of Ripley, who 

is in fact Dickey’s murderer, is discounted because she is a woman, and is hence prone to erro-

neous thinking and judgment.   

 Hermeneutical injustice has not directly to do with what the subject wishes to communi-

cate, but rather with their ability to make sense of, or find meaning in their experiences.  This 

second form of epistemic injustice occurs when a subject is prevented from properly making 

sense of an experience (often a particular pattern of experiences) because of a deficiency in what 

Fricker calls the collective hermeneutical resource. This term denotes those publicly produced 

and consumed conceptual, semantic tools by which we interpret our experiences and thus render 

them communicable to others.  It is good to have a wide array of interpretive tools and strategies, 

and for all subjects to be agreed on the circumstances under which their employment is appropri-

ate.  This is what makes possible a high degree of precision when it comes to the articulation of 

our experiences and the meanings they have for us.  There is also, however, a danger in keeping 

certain subjects outside the conversation about whether the body of tools currently in place is 

sufficiently diverse, and where and when the use of such tools is appropriate.  Fricker’s point is 

that the production and appropriation of these tools does exclude the participation of socially-

marginalized individuals and groups.  Sufferers of hermeneutical injustice lack the proper inter-

pretive tools they require in order for their experiences to be properly made sense of, and they 

are resultantly unable to make clear — often for both others and themselves — the appropriate 

meaning of those experiences.  Though testimonial and hermeneutical injustice both follow from 

a socially enforced epistemic inequality, they are somewhat distinct kinds, and Fricker offers cor-

respondingly different strategies for their melioration .    1

 Pertaining to testimonial injustice, Fricker suggests we cultivate and heed a virtue of tes-

timonial justice, by which hearers extend credibility beyond the identity prejudices which threat-

en a fair assessment of a speaker’s testimony.  This requires that they actually detect the preju-

 Fricker does recognize the “grim possibility” that a subject suffer both simultaneously: “…the 1

speaker is doubly wronged: once by the structural prejudice in the shared hermeneutical re-
source, and once by the hearer in making an identity-prejudiced credibility judgment.” (2007: 
159). Indeed, each would be much less pervasive if not for the pervasiveness of the other.  
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dices infecting their assessment, or, acknowledging the possibility that there may be active cer-

tain prejudices undetectable to them, take care to be as neutral as possible in their assessment.  

Cultivating the virtue testimonial justice seems to require a commendable degree of self-aware-

ness in one’s interactions with others, as well as the wisdom to distinguish between helpful and 

harmful kinds of prejudicial notions .  Remedying hermeneutical injustice requires an amend2 -

ment of our interpretive practices such that we gain access to the proper meaning and signifi-

cances of some social experience which we have, traditionally, failed to properly understand.   

  Along lines already drawn by several others, I observe significant mutual overlap be-

tween testimonial and hermeneutical injustice - the prejudicial obstacles confronting the subject 

in the one reinforce the imposition of those obstacles present in the other, and the reverse.  Failed 

attempts at understanding and communicating some experience, owing to the insufficiency of the 

available interpretive resources, will weaken one’s credibility in testimony; the deflation of one’s 

credibility and epistemic authority diminishes one’s self-confidence, and seems eventually to 

guarantee the failure of one’s future attempts at hermeneutical innovation.  Thus, what prevents 

new interpretive strategies from being legitimatized and acknowledged in the social world seems 

to be identity prejudices — markers of epistemic incompetence — which attach to their progeni-

tors.  Yet, the particular experiences for which those strategies are purposed may also be weight-

ed by prejudicial notions.  In other words, many of the experiences which sufferers of hermeneu-

tical injustice struggle to make sense of are ones which we interpret — rather impulsively and 

unreflectively — via a conformation to familiar narratives of experiences and social events.  

What this means is that, in many cases of hermeneutical injustice, what justice  requires is not 

simply an abandonment of particular identity prejudices, but also an abandonment of whatever 

the prejudicial interpretive notions attached to the experiences or events which forerun those cas-

es.  Realizing and popularizing a new (and presumably improved) interpretation for a certain ex-

perience is difficult where there already exists, firmly rooted in traditional modes of social un-

derstanding, a conflicting narrative interpretation.  As will be later shown, the prejudices which 

attach to experiences and events in the social world are not to be understood as separate from 

 There are certainly some signs — only detectable if one holds the right kind of prejudice — 2

that hearers would do well to read in others in order to avoid being misled or mistreated.  
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particular identity prejudices which follow individual subjects; rather, prejudicial narrative un-

derstandings as stories of typical actors behaving in typical ways in the social world justify our 

holding identity prejudices.  It should be gainful for us to understand the prejudices operative in 

cases of epistemic injustice as preserved in widely-circulating social narratives, and to see how 

the transposition of certain familiar narrative-episodic interpretations onto our social experiences 

enforces the marginalization of certain individuals and groups from equal participation in epis-

temic practices.   

 Many instances of hermeneutical injustice involve not just an absence of proper meaning, 

but the presence of an oppositional, improper one which is not easily displaced.  Thus the central 

difficulty in overcoming hermeneutical injustice concerns as much the generation of the right 

meaning-making tools and strategies as their legitimization by those for whom the collective 

hermeneutical resource grounds and enables effective communication, and, in turn, the aban-

donment of harmful traditions of interpretive practice.  It should be our first order of business, 

however, to see how exactly Fricker proposes we treat the problem of hermeneutical injustice.  In 

Epistemic Injustice; Power and the ethics of knowing, we are given several examples of what 

closing the hermeneutical gap might look like.  One such, a true account of the experiences of 

one Carmita Wood, is perhaps the most widely familiar, and also oft-reinvoked example among 

Fricker’s many respondents.  Let us summarize it here. 

 In the late 80’s, Carmita Wood, aged forty-four, had been working for eight years in the 

nuclear physics department at Cornell University, beginning as a lab assistant, and moving even-

tually into an administrative position.  In this position Wood found herself the target of  unwant-

ed sexual advances from a superior of hers — one of the department’s most distinguished profes-

sors.  As these episodes persisted, Wood grew increasingly troubled and developed symptoms of 

severe physical stress corresponding to the psychological trauma of her experiences.  She re-

quested transfer to a different department, and after this was denied, she decided to quit, unable 

to any longer endure the pain and stress she was experiencing.  After taking some time for her-

self, for the sake of psychological recuperation, she applied for unemployment insurance.  This 

she was also denied, as she was unable to provide a coherent explanation of why she left her job 

of eight years, stating only that her reasons had been ‘personal’.  Wood eventually found her way 
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to a seminar in which women had begun to share stories of experiences very similar to the ones 

which led her to quit her job.  Sharing these experiences with others who very well understood 

the feelings involved was profoundly revelatory.  Mutually inspired, and committed to a solution, 

these women began to brainstorm a new, coherent interpretation of what had happened to them, 

eventually generating the term sexual harassment, and all agreed that this term properly captured 

the nature of the experience with which each had struggled.  Today of course, the term sexual 

harassment is widely recognized and occupies an important place in the colloquial and legal lexi-

con.  3

1.2  Making sense for whom? 

 The story of Carmita Wood serves as an example of how strategies like consciousness-

raising seminars, conducted by and for people whose experiences are improperly, or inadequate-

ly interpreted with reference to the collective hermeneutical resource may succeed in producing 

the conceptual, semantic tools which allow them to make sense of their experiences.  It should be 

stated that the propriety and the acceptance which the concept sexual harassment enjoys today is 

the result of a long and uphill battle, fought mostly by women that demanded our recognition of 

a serious problem which, now, it seems a majority agrees is an important issue.  Though it is a 

battle which is certainly far from over, it is one which is now fought primarily over the issue of 

the proper application of the term, not so much over its general implications.   4

 There is no sure road to reform where the mis/un-represented experiences of any 

hermeneutically marginalized group are concerned.  Again, because the identity prejudices which 

follow them in society entail a depressed level of epistemic competency, their contributions to 

the shared interpretive-communicative resource are often treated as a priori illegitimate.  More-

over, I’m not sure how people in positions of hermeneutical marginalization would not be poorly 

off relying on the empathetic faculties of those for whom the extant interpretive tools are suffi-

 Our summarization of Woods’ account is based on its appearance in Fricker’s text, though it 3

originates in Brownmiller (1990).   

 One doesn’t have to look far to see how slow progress can appear.  Consider the recent ex4 -
change of testimony in the examination of now confirmed Supreme Court Justice Brett Ka-
vanaugh. 
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cient to make the right kinds of reforms on their behalf.  Indeed, whatever the troublesome or 

hateful experience of those marginalized, its continuing unrecognized may likely be in some way 

gainful or beneficial to those for whom the experience represents no hermeneutical deficiency.  

Nevertheless, in order that they may be effective in interpreting and communicating the experi-

ences for which they’re designed, contributions generated by hermeneutically marginalized and 

disadvantaged subjects must seek the confirmation and legitimization not only of other marginal-

ized subjects, but of those non-marginalized, whose power in these matters is greatest.  This 

presents a difficulty. 

 Without the acceptance of those for whom the recognition of sexual harassment is so im-

portant (should we like to see its cessation) — its perpetrators — the harm which this term at-

tempts to describe should unlikely desist, even once such a description gains acceptance among 

those (actually or potentially) harmed.  Effective reform of our social interpretive practices 

seems to require the endorsement and approval of a body of subjects much larger than those 

marginalized alone — including those whose experiences in and of the social world seem already 

well accounted for by the available resources (often to whom revisionary attempts appear a seri-

ous malfeasance), and whose social situation affords them largely unquestioned epistemic com-

petency.  The problem is illuminated when we notice that to designate as instances of hermeneu-

tical injustice those cases in which, owing to a insufficiency of available interpretive resources, 

the subject is unable to make sense of an experience, is to beg the meaning of the phrase to make 

sense of.  There is a significant difference between the comprehensibility of one’s experiences to 

oneself, and comprehensibility of one’s experiences to others.  The first is a deeply personal ac-

tivity, and the second is a necessarily communicative one.  Meanings within experience which 

are appreciable or even self-evident for some may appear mistaken or illusory to some others.  

There is much within any interpretation, or meaning-making strategy applied to experience 

which may give reason for dissent.  In other words, the interpretations which others put to expe-

riences and events may seem to challenge a number of our beliefs about how the significances of 

subjects and actions in the social world are accurately observed.  Still, overcoming hermeneutical 

injustice requires that novel meaning-making strategies are able to make sense for victims and 

non-victims alike.  It is important that agreement is reached that such tools are calibrated to so-

�13



	 	

cial reality, which is to say, can be used in the production of appropriate or proper interpretations 

for social experiences and events.  For example, it is important that sexual harassment, consid-

ered as a hermeneutical innovation, is not thought to be a bogus concept — that it describes a 

real harm, that the existence of such a harm is predicated on the violability of real rights, and that 

the violation of such rights may rightly be called a failure to abide a real social and moral re-

sponsibility.   The point, it should be clear, is not that so long as the nascent meanings of one’s 

experiences are misunderstood by others, they’ll never be truly realized for oneself.  It is rather 

that hermeneutical injustice is as much a matter of understanding for oneself as it is being under-

stood by others.  As Jose Medina correctly observes: 

Hermeneutically marginalized subjects can eventually achieve understanding of their obscured experi-
ences while they may still remain systematically misunderstood by others (some others) when they try to 
communicate about those experiences.  In these cases, the hermeneutical injustice continues even after the 
lack of self-understanding disappears. (Medina 2012: 207) 

 There may emerge, in communities of marginalized subjects, interpretive and commu-

nicative strategies for making sense of their experiences as marginalized, but those strategies 

might not be considered feasible outside of the communities which develop them.  As a result, as 

Medina puts it, “hermeneutical injustice continues even after the lack of self-understanding dis-

appears”.  But there’s another, related concern: since there is a challenge in holding firm to one’s 

story— to the meaning one gives one’s experiences — in the face of pervasive incredulity, the 

clarity which such meaning-making strategies give to experience may subside unless they gain 

the legitimization of other (usually non-marginalized) subjects.  If the stories one crafts to cap-

ture the meanings of one’s experiences are routinely discredited or spurned, those stories are 

likely to be abandoned or substituted for stories which meet, with much less controversy, the ex-

pectations of the wider public — which is to say, give fewer reasons for dissent.  One’s confi-

dence that a story of sexual harassment correctly describes their experience may be shaken if 

many of those to whom such a story is told refuse to count it as descriptively accurate.  As a re-

sult, the story-teller may eventually conclude that the moral and symbolic boundaries within 

which their story is feasible were in fact poorly drawn, or wrongly observed, and adopt instead a 
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story which conforms to the social world one’s interlocutors  acknowledge.  It should in fact be 

considered a significant feat to redraw those widely observed moral and symbolic boundaries 

such that some alternative interpretation is made possible in the first place.  Moving the alterna-

tive interpretative strategies of marginalized subjects into progressively wider circles of social 

accreditation ensures their meaning-making power for actual, and potential future victims.  It’s 

thus important that we prioritize the comprehensibility of new interpretations for victims and 

non-victims. 

1.3 The rigidity of social interpretive practice 

 Perhaps the greatest obstacle to the expansion or adaptation of the collective hermeneuti-

cal resource — equally, to the comprehensibility of novel interpretations of experience (among 

victims and non-victims) — is the endurance of the belief that it, in its extant form, is already 

capable of providing the proper interpretation for whatever the experience in question.  Where 

the hermeneutical innovations of marginalized subjects are resisted (typically with little required 

effort), it is implied that the disagreeable experiences of those marginalized do not reveal any 

failing attributable to social interpretive practices, but instead suggest (ironically, maybe) inter-

pretive malpractice on behalf of the so-called victim — their own personal failing.  In this pic-

ture, instances of sexual harassment involve no foul play - only, for example, the inability to take 

a joke.  The implication is that sufferers’ painful experiences are the result of their own interpre-

tive ineptitude or irresponsibility.    5

 The hermeneutical innovations of marginalized subjects are often met with significant 

resistance, which means that progress is often slow and difficult to measure, and it’s thus difficult 

to say precisely what overcoming hermeneutical injustice means.  As Medina points out, it seems 

that as long as victims’ stories are not widely enough understood and accepted, we shouldn’t 

consider the problem of hermeneutical injustice to have been vanquished.  It is necessary, for 

overcoming hermeneutical injustice, that victims develop appropriate and clarifying interpreta-

 This phenomenon is sometimes denoted by the term gas-lighting.  The term has in recent 5

years become a oft-used discursive tool for marginalized subjects and communities perceptive 
of the low appraisal often given to the epistemic value of their experiences in society. 
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tions for experience, yet this is not itself sufficient when we’re considering hermeneutical injus-

tice as a larger problem in the social world, or as an unjust circumstance of social life.  Addition-

ally, as we observed above, the comprehensibility of an interpretation for a teller is strengthened 

or weakened depending on whether or not it can be made comprehensible to audiences of hear-

ers.   

 I’m going to review three objections to Fricker’s account of the overcoming of hermeneu-

tical marginalization which will help bring to light what we mean when we speak of the ‘larger 

problem’ of hermeneutical injustice.  Each offers a useful representation of the difficulty in-

volved in putting the force of social legitimization behind the novel interpretive tools and strate-

gies of marginalized subjects, and should put us in a good position to examine the tenets of the 

narrative approach.  It is a central claim of mine that resistance to the hermeneutical innovations 

of marginalized subjects is based in a firm commitment to an array of social and cultural narra-

tives which sustain the ethical prioritization of the interests of those dominantly situated in soci-

ety, and provide justification for identity prejudices which follow marginalized subjects.  These 

prejudices prevent marginalized subjects from claiming the epistemic competency necessary for 

their hermeneutical contributions to be taken seriously.  The shared resource which Fricker 

places at the center of the problem is here conceived of broadly as a set of ethically significant 

interpretive tools by which social experience can be thematized according to familiar and deeply 

rooted narrative structures.  Certain narrative interpretations of social experiences recommend 

themselves where enough of the important pieces appear together in place — particular sorts of 

subjects vis-a-vis particular others, in particular settings and in particular circumstances.  The 

arrangement of the pieces to which those narratives give roles and assign values will vary, but 

are always unified toward some more or less determined, ethical conclusion.  The resistance to 

change of our interpretive practices is explained by our investment in the ethical conclusions to 

which we are led via deep-rooted narrative understandings of the social world.  Owing to their 

deep-rootedness, those narrative interpretations have a propensity to guarantee their own future 

solicitation; novel and unfamiliar descriptions of experience are heard as untrue, or inaccurate, 

because they are discordant with already told stories, with already settled ethical conclusions.  
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 In none of these objections, attributable each respectively to Komarin Romdenh-Romluc, 

Gaile Pohlhaus Jr., and Katharine Jenkins, is the word narrative used, at least not with the impor-

tance I’m attaching to it here.  However,  I do find compatibility between the narrative approach 

and the central issues raised in each.  In reviewing these objections, and borrowing some of the 

ideas they introduce, we should gain a better understanding of the problem which this narrative 

approach is made to inspect, and why it is gainful that we should pursue it.  Romdenh-Romluc, 

for example, writes that, beside a lack of concepts — a gap in the collective hermeneutical re-

source as Fricker so conceives — “what has not been properly appreciated in the literature to 

date is that it is really competing world views that are at stake” (2017: 1)  Here I read Romdenh-

Romluc as suggesting that the felt misrepresentation of marginalized victims within certain nar-

rative framings of social experience is not always a matter of those marginalized being without 

the right conceptual, semantic tools, but is instead an essential dissatisfaction with the way in 

which some episode of their experience is traditionally construed.  The problem is not as simple 

as not having the concept with which some problematic hermeneutical gap might be filled, but 

extends to the broader narrative interpretation within which many other concepts are present and 

operating in ways also harmful.   

 Romdenh-Romluc’s response to Fricker, titled Hermeneutical Injustice and the Problem 

of Authority, concerns itself with the conditions that must be met for a divergent world view, as 

proffered by a hermeneutically marginalized group of subjects, to be granted some interpretive 

authority.  It seems that the greater the disjunction between the hermeneutical innovations of the 

marginalized and the ethical and epistemological commitments of the interpretive frameworks 

already endorsed and readily applied by those dominantly situated, the more uncertain it will be 

that the proposed revision gains traction.  Observing what she considers the problem of authority 

— how are debates about the proper and improper interpretation of the social world settled? — 

Romdenh-Romluc points out that it seems far from beyond doubt that we should count as author-

itative those individuals and groups in positions of hermeneutical marginalization (with respect 

to where within our current practices is there harm being done, and how it might be remedied), 

though it is quite often assumed, as by Fricker, that such authority ought always to be granted.   

�17



	 	

 Take for example the insistence of a small but growing number of teenagers in the United 

States that they are, in fact, vampires.  Although their identification as such is for them a serious 

matter, affirmed for example in various group-ritualistic practices involving the consumption of 

animal or human blood (the latter usually supplied by willing donors), we are firmly opposed to 

abiding their claim to vampirehood, as it is too severe a departure from the world view supported 

by some of our serious epistemological commitments.  Though Romdenh-Romluc does not iden-

tify with the same realist position as Fricker , her worry is that if careful evaluation of new 6

hermeneutical contributions against the larger conceptual-hermeneutical framework is not per-

formed, we’ll be compromising our general hermeneutical project, or agitating some social inter-

pretive traditions we’d like not to disturb. 

 Though I don’t disagree that it is, as she eventually concludes, responsible and respectful 

dialogue that should guide us where the potential revision of our hermeneutical practices is con-

cerned, the important take-away is for me, the purely descriptive point.  Our epistemological and 

ethical commitments always weigh heavily on our consideration of how we might differently in-

terpret some of our experiences, and what we consider to be feasible interpretive strategies for 

others.  It just never happens that suggestions toward the expansion or revision of the collective 

hermeneutical resource issuing from suffering, hermeneutically marginalized people are honored 

completely uncritically - surely this is something with which neither Romdenh-Romluc nor 

Fricker would disagree.  This is because the revisions to our interpretive practices in question 

aren’t aimed at a more complete understanding of some experience (this suggests that the extant 

interpretations are already partially successful), but instead imply an importantly different one - 

one which certainly appears better and, indeed, more accurate to those for whom the experience 

is a negative one, but which has a more complex, resounding effect.   It is our world view that is 

implicated in the development, use, and adaptation of the tools by which we make our experi-

ences make sense.  By Fricker’s own metaphorical construction, to fill that gap to which we trace 

some instance of hermeneutical injustice, is not merely to expand the picture, but to reshape or 

 Fricker believes that the insights of the hermeneutically marginalized into the defects of our 6

interpretive practices have a degree of objectivity greater than those of the dominantly-situat-
ed.  By heeding them, we are getting closer to a more accurate, or true representation of 
meaning.  Ignoring them harms marginalized subjects as knowers.
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shift the significances, to some degree, of its other constitutive elements.  It’s the recognition of, 

and often the aversion to, the greater resounding effects of the hermeneutical contributions which 

issue from marginalized individuals and groups that makes the greatest difficulty for the accep-

tance of such contributions.  If, for example, we are to recognize sexual harassment as a particu-

lar kind of harm, and as an accurate characterization of experience, then it will be necessary to 

adjust our understanding of the social world to make room for the rights and responsibilities of 

subjects on which such a notion depends for its intelligibility.  It is central to my thesis that this 

issue is quite usefully understood if situated in the conceptual context of social and cultural nar-

ratives. Novel interpretive strategies for handling experiences and events in the social world may 

undermine the social and cultural narratives which guide us in understanding of the social world 

and the identities of the subjects of which it’s composed; and there are some issues on which we 

may be unwilling to budge.  Here, we’re considering narrative not exclusively as a backdrop for 

our understanding of the social world, but as a kind of epistemic resource.   

 When we refer to narratives as epistemic practices or resources, we are intending their 

active employment by subjects for the mediation of those subjects’ experiences, and the explica-

tion of meaning.  We are thinking of narratives as having a prescriptive power in the sense that 

they are not entirely open-ended; they bring along some pre-determined outcomes and typically 

are not ethically neutral.  Here, my conception of an epistemic resource is borrowed from Gaile 

Pohlhaus Jr., who talks about epistemic resources being relative to the social-situatedness of 

knowers and the interdependence of their knowing.  When we say that epistemic resources are 

relative to subjects’ social-situatedness, what we mean is that they are not made to fit a politically 

neutral subject, but rather have their point of origin in the experience of a particularly oriented 

social subject.  Fricker, of course, would concur.   Furthermore, the tools with which our experi-

ences are shaped and given meaning are collectively developed and maintained (though certainly 

not with fully equal participation), thus their interdependence.  

“Knowing requires resources of the mind, such as language to formulate propositions, concepts to make 
sense of experience, procedures to approach the world, and standards to judge particular accounts of ex-
perience…we need epistemic resources for making sense of and evaluating our experiences, and epis-
temic resources such as language, concepts, and criteria are normative:  they are resources that are main-
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tained by the force they exert in coordinating agents who recognize and use them.”(Pohlhaus Jr. 2012: 
718) 

 I imagine narrative as a kind of higher-order epistemic resource, in the sense that it works 

as an interpretative model which arranges into particular relations various concepts and evalua-

tive criteria, and determines to a significant extent how an experience plays out for those subjects 

involved, and how it is subsequently closed and catalogued.  Restrictions are placed on the au-

tonomy and intentionality of the subjects implicated in the narrative.  These narratives, as epis-

temic resources, are interdependent — maintained collectively, drawing power from our wide 

and continuous use of them — and, importantly, are skewed toward the misrecognition of the 

experiences of those non-dominantly situated.  Pohlhaus continues: 

“…predominantly recognized epistemic resources are most likely to make better sense of that which aris-
es from the experienced world of the dominantly situated than that which arises from the experienced 
world of the marginally situated.” (2012: 719) 

 Owing to the prescriptive force and pervasiveness of narrative structures, it will be diffi-

cult for those harmed to identify exactly what went wrong.  This is, indeed, precisely the problem 

hermeneutical injustice.  There is, for the sufferer, no satisfying interpretation which turns up for 

the particular suffering they experience.  For those dominantly situated, whose justification is 

prioritized within the narrative, the harm is obscured from view.  Enforced and reinforced narra-

tive episodes do not tend to let on to their own deficiencies or hermeneutical shortcomings — 

rather it is those underserved, marginalized subjects whose position offers critical awareness.  

Those dominantly situated, suggests Pohlhaus, exercise a willful hermeneutical ignorance.  Will-

ful hermeneutical ignorance entails an automatic refusal to critically engage the epistemological 

or ethical commitments on which one’s world view rests.    Such commitments appear to them to 

be beyond scrutiny.  Since the hermeneutical innovations developed by subjects in marginalized 
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positions do contend with some our epistemological and ethical commitments, they may be re-

jected outright . 7

 As mentioned above, the prescriptive force of traditional, cultural narrative structures 

makes it difficult for those who are harmed within them to locate the source of their suffering.  

Narrative episodes of social experience pervade as epistemic resources because they paint over 

those gaps in the collective hermeneutical resource  (I’m in fact inclined to say that we’re better 

off abandoning the metaphor of gaps in our interpretive practices).  We’ll turn finally to an ob-

servation of a point made by Katharine Jenkins on the endurance of epistemic myths even after 

there have been generated conceptual, semantic tools for a positive, sufficient  interpretation of 

experience[s]. 

 In a paper titled Rape Myths and Domestic Abuse as Hermeneutical Injustices, Jenkins, 

picking up the terms operative and manifest concepts developed by Sally Haslanger (2012), 

highlights the role of myth as a kind of insulation of extant epistemic practices against revisions 

forwarded by, or in favor of marginalized subjects.  The operative use of a concept refers to its 

actual, practical use, which may stray an extent from the manifest concept, which is ordained 

with some measure of authority, for example in strictly legal discourse.  Jenkins observes that a 

harmful, operative concept of ‘rape’ has persisted in social discourse even though proper legisla-

tive steps have been taken toward a new manifest concept which more accurately captures the 

experience.  I see the kinds of myths to which Jenkins calls our attention as narratives which en-

sure the obscurity of the meaning of certain negative experiences, from the view of all relevant 

subjects.  Consequential of the pervasiveness of myths when it comes to interpretive practice is 

 It may also happen that hermeneutical innovations of marginalized subjects are transformed 7

and assimilated to a world view which is beyond question.  This seems to be precisely the case 
where the public’s reception of the message “Black Lives Matter”, while rightful in many 
places, also quite quickly turned out the response “All Lives Matter” - a complete misinterpre-
tation of the message owing to an inability to imagine the world to which the message to at-
tempts to call our attention.  The intended message behind “Black Lives Matter” is that black 
subjects are afforded a lower status in society currently, and should be valued as much as any 
other subject.  The adaptation “All Lives Matter” implies that the problem suggested in the 
original slogan doesn’t really exist, and thus negates its power as a conceptual, semantic tool.
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the problem of actual victims accepting improper interpretations of their experiences .  We 8

should, with Jenkins, classify rape and domestic violence myths as hermeneutical injustices, for 

the victims are indeed prevented from achieving proper understanding of their experiences.  Yet 

in such cases, the reason why the appropriate meaning — the one which adequately captures the 

harm of the experience and rescues the integrity of the victim — is unattainable is not because of 

a gap in the collective hermeneutical resource.  The manifest concept, a fitting description, is 

there (though precisely where it is seems hard to say).  The problem is rather that the notions of 

rape and domestic violence which are essential for justice have not managed to dislodge extant 

myths, or cultural narratives which grip our understandings of such experiences.  What’s more, it 

is not necessarily the case that actual victims would substitute those myths for purportedly more 

accurate interpretations if they only knew the latter existed.  It’s not uncommon for hermeneuti-

cally marginalized subjects to embrace a self-understanding by which their epistemic compe-

tence is quite low.  Many are likely to abide a social reality largely outside their influence, and 

never critically engage with the epistemic resources of those dominantly-situated, despite our 

belief that their social-situatedness affords them an important, more objective perspective on our 

interpretive practices.  The problem is that the hermeneutical resources which confirm the expe-

riences of suffering subjects will have a difficult time reaching them where there are entrenched 

understandings of those experiences derived from deeply rooted cultural narratives.   

  

1.4  A narrative of redemption 

  

 I’d like to conclude this chapter with some remarks on the importance of narrative as a 

meaning-making strategy.  That what stands in the way of hermeneutically marginalized subjects 

achieving proper meanings are entrenched, harmful narrative understandings of subjects and of 

their being in the social world becomes more plausible in observation of the fact that when these 

subjects do succeed in locating the proper meaning — and in rendering it communicable to oth-

 As we’ll see later on, hermeneutical injustice may obtain where a victim subject does not in 8

fact perceive an experience in any way obscured, but rather cedes an interpretation which con-
firms their epistemic incompetence.  
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ers — they do so very often through an alternative narrativization, or storying of experience.  

Novel interpretive tools, concepts like sexual harassment, for example, thematize a new kind of 

story in which subjects’ rights, responsibilities, and capabilities are newly portrayed and 

arranged.  It is the storying, or narrativization of a harmful experience which affords the victim 

subject clarity with regard to how they were harmed — why, given the circumstances, the expe-

rience counts as a harm at all.  We also commonly format our experiences into narratives for the 

sake of communicating them to others, and imparting their meaning.  Moreover, experiences 

which are disruptive of one’s sense of self are those one is most likely to story in order to achieve 

some resolution .   9

 The primary harm of hermeneutical injustice is best conceived as a harm to one’s identity, 

which is reconciled for oneself and to others via the development of a redemptive narrative .  10

Securing the meaning of one’s most challenging experiences in narratives of one’s self, and hav-

ing these narratives affirmed by others seems essential for the integrity an durability of one’s 

identity.  For many victims of hermeneutical injustice, this identity harm brings with it both the 

frustration of being without the resources to make sense of their suffering, and the feeling of 

powerlessness, emergent in one’s initial attempts at giving an account of the suffered experience.  

 The philosopher Susan Brison has written on the importance of the redemptive narrative 

in her book Aftermath, a study of her experience as a victim of rape, and the difficult process of 

recovering one’s identity and self-worth.  The sort of trauma suffered by victims of rape involves 

an extreme feeling of powerlessness, of one’s life no longer being entirely in one’s own hands.     

While it’s not true that in every case, rape is, eo ipso, hermeneutical injustice, the struggle in-

volved in understanding the experience is consistently a shared feature, for which narrative con-

struction offers a resolution.  To properly story the experience allows the subject to admit and 

accept the reality of the trauma, while still maintaining a firmness of identity.  According to Bri-

son, developing the redemptive narrative “involves going from being the medium of someone 

 For an extensive discussion of research projects in narrative psychology which confer on this 9

point, see McLean, Pasupathi & Pals 2007.

 The relationship between narrativity and identity will be covered in greater detail in the final 10

chapter. 
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else’s…speech to being the subject of one’s own” (2002: 56).  By locating the meaning of one’s 

experience through a narrative of one’s own authorship, one is able to regain one’s subjectivity.  

Likewise for the victim of hermeneutical injustice, finding the interpretive resources which yield 

an improved understanding of one’s experience allow for the restoration of one’s self-worth and 

epistemic confidence.   

 Brison too, acknowledges how crucial to the victim’s recovery is the receptivity of their 

audiences to tellings of the redemptive narrative.  It is largely in the sharing one’s stories with 

others that these stories are fortified, and can do the work of giving meaning to our experiences.  

Intersubjective conference on the verity and meaning of the stories we tell is important for the 

usefulness of those stories to individual subjects, just as intersubjective conference on the scope 

and function of our interpretive resources is important for those resources to be of any use for 

anyone.  If the redemptive narrative of the victim of hermeneutical injustice is not credible for 

the victim’s interlocutors, is it less likely to be credible for the victim.  What often makes it diffi-

cult to earn credibility and empathy from others is their investment in an understanding of one’s 

experience discordant with the story one is trying to tell.  Observing a point we find in Romdenh-

Romluc and Jenkins, it may be that the victim’s audience is blocked from appreciating the mean-

ing the victim is trying to realize by their commitment to a world view which can not accommo-

date such a meaning, or by their being captive to an interpretation based in myth.  Brison recog-

nizes the additional possibility that the discomfort of the victim, and the discomforting subject 

matter of the story they’re telling produces an unwillingness to listen.  She comments on the dif-

ficulty of engaging others in the weeks immediately after her assault:  

My sense of unreality was fed by the massive denial of those around me — a reaction I learned is an al-
most universal response to rape.  Where the facts would appear to be incontrovertible, denial takes the 
shape of attempts to explain the assault in ways that leave the observer’s world-view unscathed.  Even 
those who are able to protect themselves from the realization that the world in which it occurs is their 
world and so they find it hard to identify with the victim  (2002: 9).   

  

 The fact that certain areas of human experience are somehow inappropriate to share with 

others itself seems consequential to our commitment to narrative understandings of the social 
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world, and of the relations between subjects therein.  Stories which reveal a world beside the one 

in which we prefer to live are not readily afforded legitimacy, if we are truly listened to at all.  

Yet it is crucial that victims’ stories are heard.  To this end, Fricker and others argue for the im-

portance of consciousness-raising seminars for victims with still fragile understandings of the 

harm they’ve suffered, for whom the affirmation and empathy of others is absolutely imperative.  

Moreover, fostering the redemptive narratives of victims helps to displace extant narrative under-

standings of experiences and events in the social world which engender hermeneutical injustices.   

 I hope that at this point, enough has been said for there to be seen the possibility of a use-

ful narrative explanation for the endurance of epistemic and hermeneutical resources which pre-

serve a social environment of uneven power relations.  My goal has been to show how several 

similar, important objections to Miranda Fricker’s account of hermeneutical injustice and its me-

lioration illuminate a problem for which the narrative approach provides a useful, critical per-

spective.  All three represent the difficulty involved in achieving social legitimization for the in-

terpretive tools and strategies capable of revealing the proper meanings for those experiences we 

classify as cases of hermeneutical injustice.  It may be necessary to abandon the idea that 

hermeneutical injustices expose gaps in the collective hermeneutical resource in order to appre-

ciate that resistance to amendment of our interpretive practices can be explained by the belief 

that those practices don’t have any gaps, and are already capable of properly accounting for our 

experiences.  It is important for us now to appreciate the claim that narrativity can explain as 

much of our interpretive practices as is supposed in the argument heretofore developed.  We must 

consider how far the claim that our actual epistemic practices are in some important way narra-

tive can take us.  This will involve first a demonstration of how Fricker’s collective hermeneuti-

cal resource is reflective of our ethical and epistemological commitments, and second an argu-

ment for how those commitments are engaged in our narrative interpretation of social experi-

ence.  Only if a compelling argument can be made in this regard will the suggestion that we see 

the problem of hermeneutical injustice as a narrative one be coherent. 
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II. Master Narratives in the Social World 

 In the previous chapter, we touched on the importance of narrative reconfigurations of 

experiences for overcoming of hermeneutical injustice as a problem for particular subjects.  We 

saw also the importance of collaboration between victims of a shared harmful experience in gen-

erating these narratives and imbuing them with explanatory power.  In this chapter we are going 

to examine what makes the project of developing redemptive narratives challenging, and why 

habits of social interpretation (particularly those which are potentially oppressive or silencing) 

are so intransigent.  This will involve seeing hermeneutical injustice not just as a problem affect-

ing particular individuals via systematic identity prejudices, but as a larger, systemic social prob-

lem.  Thus there should appear a more complex relationship between dominant social interpre-

tive practices, and the instances of hermeneutical injustice they engender.  The problem may in-

deed be traced back to marginalized subjects’ non-participation in the development and custodi-

anship of interpretive practices.  It may be traced even further to the fact that specific identity 

prejudices become something like social facts, and thus built-in features of our interpretive prac-

tices.  In the first half of this chapter, I will build on the idea that redemptive narratives reimag-

ine subjects’ rights, responsibilities, and capabilities, as well as the relations which exist between 

subjects in the social world.  I will argue that Fricker’s notion of the collective hermeneutical re-

source must be expanded in order to account for the fact that victims’ redemptive narratives are 

not additions to an insufficient conceptual interpretive vocabulary, but reimaginings of the social 

world.  In developing the notion of public master narratives as epistemic resources we will 

achieve the necessary expansion.  Master narratives, as I argue, better explain the connection be-

tween oppressive and occlusive social interpretive practices and the identity prejudices linked to 

hermeneutical injustice.   The second half of this chapter will be concerned with how master nar-

ratives constrict subjects with regard to which experiences they may have, and how they may be 

had; how master narratives establish a social world which resists amendment via victims’ re-

demptive narratives; and how master narratives influence conduct in the social world, not just as 

representations of experience but determinants on social action.  
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 Overcoming a hermeneutical injustice involves foremost the victim’s arriving at an ap-

propriate understanding of harmful experience which can not be achieved via extant interpretive 

practices.  The problem is essentially the subject’s inability to make sense of an experience 

where they have the strong intuition of having somehow been harmed, but have not the language, 

concepts, or interpretive tools able to render such a harm is intelligible.  So we can imagine re-

dress of a hermeneutical injustice as the victim’s adoption of a proper interpretation — one 

which can make sense of the harm.  This entails a narrativization of experience which reconfig-

ures subjects’ rights, responsibilities and privileges, and the significance of action and of differ-

ent sorts of conduct.  These narratives will reveal a (to some degree) reimagined social world.  

Considering a successful redemptive narrative as one which gives victims the clarity they seek of 

a harmful, yet obscured experience, successful redemptive narratives seem to have in common 

their being developed as collaborative intersubjective efforts; for example, within a cohort of 

sympathetic others, as part of a consciousness-raising seminar.  Whether a narrative reinterpreta-

tion works for the victim in particular — whether it has the power to render intelligible a harmful 

experience obscured from their understanding — seems heavily dependent on whether it can be 

made intelligible to others.  A narrative is intelligible when subjects can abide the social world it 

pictures, and assent to the roles, causes, effects it describes.  We can imagine that victims’ al-

ready deflated epistemic confidence (a chronic symptom of hermeneutical marginalization) will 

make it extraordinarily difficult for them to construct independently a successful redemptive nar-

rative.  Accordingly, the development of a redemptive narrative is rarely a private achievement.  

Since the proper interpretations which victims of hermeneutical injustice require involve recon-

figurations of a social world, particular subjects will be unlikely to invest any more in the ex-

planatory power of those narratives than the other subjects with whom that world is collectively 

imagined and lived within.  It should be true then, at least for the great majority of cases, that for 

any interpretation to be capable of making sense for a particular subject, it is all but necessary 

that it makes sense to (at least some) others.  The sense-making power of any interpretative strat-

egy for any particular experience should only be strengthened by its gaining ever greater social 

currency.  Conversely, if the interpretative strategies by which one articulates one’s experiences 

are in most social communicative contexts considered illegitimate, one’s faith in the sense-mak-
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ing power of those strategies will be shaken.  Moving redemptive narratives into progressively 

wider circles of social credibility seems as much a challenge for, as it does a necessary step to-

ward addressing hermeneutical justice not just as a problem for any victim in particular, but for 

potential victims — the hermeneutically marginalized — generally.   

 There is a sense, then, in which hermeneutical injustice is resolved once the hermeneuti-

cally marginalized subject achieves an understanding of an obscured experience, but it remains 

to be explored why that subject “may still remain systematically misunderstood by others (some 

others) when they try to communicate about those experiences.” As Jose Medina correctly ob-

serves:  

hermeneutical injustice continues even after the lack of self-understanding disappears, which shows that 
the problem goes deeper and concerns not only a deficient self-understanding, but also and more funda-
mentally a precarious and unequal relation to expressive and interpretive practices in which experiences 

are shared with others (2012: 207).   

  

 We should note that even once harmed subjects are equipped with suitable understand-

ings of suffered and obscured experiences, neither of what Fricker calls the primary and sec-

ondary harms of hermeneutical injustice are decisively dealt with.  The primary harm consists in 

subject’s “exclusion from the pooling of knowledge owing to structural identity prejudice in the 

collective hermeneutical resource”, whereas the secondary harms include “physical symptoms of 

stress” (as we might recall were present for Carmita Wood) and “the subject’s loss of epistemic 

confidence” and “intellectual courage” (Fricker 2007:162-163).  While the development of re-

demptive narratives often entails some solidarity-building between subjects who share some 

harmful and obscured experience, the operative structural identity prejudices responsible (be-

neath which communities of victims tend to form) are neither quickly nor easily dislodged from 

the dominant modes of social discourse.  Outside of the marginalized communities in which are 

acknowledged and corroborated the interpretive strategies of victims, there are liable to be many 

failed attempts at self-explanation.  It should follow that maintaining epistemic confidence and 

intellectual courage in the face of those many failed attempts will be significant challenge. 
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 2.1 Filling the gaps, or reconstruing the facts? 

 Our task here is to explain (a) what inhibits victims of hermeneutical injustice from 

reimagining the social world such that sense can be made of obscured experiences where they 

have the strong intuition of having been harmed but are unable to understand and communicate 

precisely how, and (b) what makes it difficult for the redemptive narratives of victims to gain so-

cial legitimation and currency in social discourse.  It seems plausible that whatever constrains the 

victim in (a) is what limits or delegitimizes redemptive narratives for the victims’ interlocutors in 

(b).  Fricker does not directly engage with (b), but since it is the concept of the insufficient col-

lective hermeneutical resource which answers (a), we can assume this concept would for her play 

an important role in answering (b).  However, the explanatory power of the collective hermeneu-

tical resource is not great enough to answer either unless the notion is expanded beyond a con-

ceptual vocabulary, and repertoire of communicable, interpretive tools.  To this end, I argue that 

the resistance which alternative narratives encounter is best explained by the existence of a nor-

malized, social story-world constantly reified in cultural master narratives.  Master narratives 

offer descriptions of the social world and all contained subjects.  Stories which  are found in-

commensurable with the social world thus portrayed are deemed inaccurate or illegitimate.  Thus 

the problem of hermeneutical injustice is as much the unavailability of the proper interpretive 

resources as it is the implausibility of particularly-storied experiences.  For Fricker and others, 

the unbelievability of victims’ redemptive accounts of their experiences is considered solely as a 

testimonial injustice.  Attempts at delivering any redemptive account of their experience are 

plagued by some identity prejudice which diminishes their epistemic competence.  They are not 

taken seriously because of who they are; precisely what it is they’d like to say is of lesser impor-

tance.  I share the belief that one’s identity has much to do with the degree of epistemic compe-

tence one is afforded in society. Yet it seems that many stories are discounted not because of the 

story-teller’s identity, but because those stories are discordant with the collectively imagined so-

cial world.  Cultural master narratives offer glimpses into the collectively imagined social world.   

 Master narratives are powerful and widely circulating stories which hold in place shared, 

and potentially oppressive notions of social identity, and the symbolic and moral relations be-
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tween subjects possessing different social identities.  They also supply subjects with fairly inflex-

ible ideas about their capabilities, and which rights, responsibilities and privileges they can claim 

in the social world.  Master narratives establish a story-world in relation to which subjects’ narra-

tives of experience may be evaluated (privately and by others) as good or bad, believable or not, 

depending on whether they correctly represent the facts of which the social world is composed.  

Social facts are represented in, but not inseparable from the interpretive practices by which we 

understand and communicate social experiences.  Once the social facts which feature both im-

plicitly and explicitly in master narratives are internalized by subjects, such that they guide inter-

pretive practice, and place restraints on identity development, they can be become detached from 

the conceptual and interpretive vocabulary in which Fricker considers them to be at home — 

namely, the collective hermeneutical resource — and represented and communicated in ways 

different from those of the non-hermeneutically marginalized subjects.  Moreover, if we view the 

collective hermeneutical resource as correspondent with an imagined, though unambiguously 

moralized, symbolically coded social reality — as I argue we ought — then the meaning-making 

work of the hermeneutically marginalized will be not so much filling the gaps as reconstruing 

the facts.   

 There are some ambiguities surrounding the notion of collective hermeneutical resource 

which may be avoided if we appreciate the effect of master narratives on our interpretive prac-

tices.  To reveal these ambiguities we might start by asking which subjects we should have in 

mind when we talk about the collective hermeneutical resource.  Exactly whose experiences, 

whose social interpretive and discursive practices are we referring to?  Representing subjects as 

uniformly constrained (for better or for worse) to understand and communicate their experiences 

within the same conceptual vocabulary elides the fact that “a complex society often contains di-

verse publics with heterogenous interpretive resources and practices”, which means that “it is not 

always the case that hermeneutical gaps render experiences unintelligible for everybody equally 

and in every communicative dynamic” (Medina 2012: 207).  Recall the argument made by Ko-

marin Romdenh-Romluc, as reviewed in the previous chapter.  That there is seemingly irresolv-

able controversy about where the gaps are suggests that struggles over the appropriate interpreta-
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tion and meaning of social experience involve competing world views of subjects and communi-

ties.  

 For Fricker, the collective hermeneutical resource is a conceptual vocabulary which may 

be deficient in the sense that the interpretive strategies it allows are not adequate for giving prop-

er interpretations for the experiences of all of its users.  Though it is the victim alone who actual-

ly suffers from the lack of adequate interpretive resources, their being unavailable to any one 

subject entails their being unavailable to all other subjects whose general understanding of the 

social world finds expression in that same conceptual interpretive framework.  Thus, while a de-

ficiency in the collective hermeneutical resource may affect social subjects very disproportion-

ately, it is no less the case that hermeneutical injustices signal a shortcoming not of the victim, 

but of the widely shared interpretive framework.  Fricker believes that instances of hermeneutical 

injustice are revelatory of certain areas of social experience that exist out-of-bounds of the col-

lective hermeneutical resource, such that there is simply no way those areas may be mapped out 

without expanding or substituting our interpretive framework.  Gaps in the collective hermeneu-

tical resource “are like holes in the ozone”, she writes, and “it’s the people who live under them 

that get burned” (2007: 161).  The collective hermeneutical resource is described by Fricker as 

having lacunae where the name of a particular experience should be,  but is not.  If there really 

are such gaps, then controversy over where and whether they are should not be as great as it is.  

Experiences which require concepts unavailable to those concerned to understand their meaning 

and significance should remain frustratingly obscured until the right concepts are found.   

 In this picture of the collective hermeneutical resource, there are two problems for which 

I see no easy solution.  The first concerns the fact that the social world pictured in victims’ re-

demptive narratives is likely somehow incongruent with the one pictured in narratives which cor-

respond with the dominant social interpretive framework.  Redemptive narratives offer new de-

scriptions of social interaction in which previously justified behavior may be stripped of its justi-

fication, and subjects previously blameless are portrayed rather as having been in the wrong.  

The subjects implicated in these narratives may feature in roles they are unaccustomed to playing 

— ones which contrast with the roles they play most ordinarily in the social world correspondent 

with the dominant social interpretive framework.  If these narratives are to be considered as 
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telling some truth about the social world, and the rights and privileges of its occupants, then it’s 

likely that some of what we’ve been considering true of the social world will be called into ques-

tion.  Redemptive narratives developed by victims of hermeneutical injustices are often not ex-

pansions into as yet unfamiliar territories of social experience, as Fricker suggests, but rather re-

bukes of the predominant discursive habits operative in what we’ve been considering familiar 

territories of social experience.  In this way, new contributions to the collective hermeneutical 

resource appear not as filling gaps where some conceptual tool should, but no actual conceptual 

tool does exist, but rather as putting pressure on an internally cohesive (but no less insufficient) 

interpretive framework, and in so doing, busting up the ground on which certain social facts 

stand, and displacing more than a few extant and operative concepts.  It is not that the interpre-

tive framework of the collective hermeneutical resource misses certain areas of social experi-

ence, but rather that such areas are perhaps not, as yet, properly mapped out.   

 The second problem, very much connected to the first, is that there is not as much agree-

ment as we might expect about where the gaps are.  This is true not only, as we could easily an-

ticipate, between the hermeneutically marginalized (those whose possessing a particular social 

identity means that they are routinely disadvantaged by the insufficiency of the available 

hermeneutical resources) and the non-hermeneutically marginalized (those whose possessing a 

particular social identity means that their being excluded from the production of shared 

hermeneutical resources could only be incidental or rare-circumstantial, and never systematic), 

but perhaps most importantly, and certainly less intuitively, between the actual victims of 

hermeneutical injustice, and those in society who are in fact hermeneutically marginalized at the 

same point, along the same axes of social identity as the actual victims, and whose experiences 

are wholly symmetrical, but with the crucial exception that they are not without (what they con-

sider) acceptable understandings; in other words, their experiences do not appear to them ob-

scured.  While certain of their experiences may be no less harmful, these subjects buy into an 

understanding of those experiences which is in fact rooted in a feeling of powerlessness that 

doesn’t feel as much an injustice as it would if this weren’t considered to be simply the way 

things are.  I’ll say a bit more about what I mean here, as I find the point an important one.  The 

utility of any social interpretive framework, it’s ability to make sense of experience, depends on 
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there being acknowledged by its users certain facts about the social world — particularly, facts 

concerning categories of social identity, the symbolic and moral relations between subjects pos-

sessing different social identities, of what whom is capable, and what sorts of conduct are appro-

priate for whom.   

 Subjects who, owing to their being systematically hermeneutically marginalized, possess 

depreciated social identities, but all the same consider the facts which make it so to be beyond 

question, aren’t likely to find unintelligible the same harmful experiences as those Fricker dis-

cusses with regard to victims of hermeneutical injustice.  Such experiences will instead confirm 

the facts about how and where they fit into the social world, and what they can expect from ex-

periences had within it.  Where there is found no good understanding of a harmful experience, 

subjects may settle for simply not deserving a better one.  Indeed, there is no better one on which 

they can draw.  The feeling of powerlessness is not always the feeling of reaching out for some-

thing one cannot seem to grasp (so it goes in the standard portrait of the victim of hermeneutical 

injustice), but may also be the feeling of actually being powerless, and knowing there’s nothing 

to reach for.  If being powerless, even if only in a few contexts or vis-a-vis some particular oth-

ers, is a part of one’s social and (most importantly) private identity, then such powerlessness does 

not necessarily mark a conceptual-interpretive vacuum, but may be itself the very concept which 

does the work of explaining for the subject the harmful experience which reveals it.  Where a 

subject considers powerlessness an enduring feature of their identity, then we might expect that 

subject to acknowledge a narrative of powerlessness, by which certain experiences may be harm-

ful, but nevertheless intelligible.  This is likely what explains, for Katharine Jenkins, discussed in 

the previous chapter, many cases of women whose understandings of their rape are informed by 

rape myths according to which the behavior of the perpetrator is somehow normalized, and the 

rights of the victim stripped.  In this sort of case, both the primary and secondary harms of 

hermeneutical injustice are quite visible; the subject lacks a social endowment of epistemic com-

petency, and is thus excluded from the collective practice of meaning-making — the only avail-

able interpretations being contained by social facts they can neither shape nor evade — and they 

are likely to suffer a deflated sense of epistemic confidence and intellectual courage.  Though 

they may not have wholly unintelligible experiences, whatever the interpretations by which cer-
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tain harmful experiences are made intelligible will not strike us as appropriate, or proper ones.  

We can, after all, imagine an alternate version of events in which Carmita Wood suffers a harm-

ful experience, but, owing to a firm belief in her own powerlessness, and a concomitantly low 

appraisal of her own self-worth, does not take seriously the idea of an explanation which does 

not foreground her powerlessness. 

 If we take both of these concerns seriously, we should be inclined to move away from the 

idea that there are some areas of social experience which cannot be understood without concep-

tual tools not found in the collective hermeneutical resource, and more toward the idea that 

whether any social experience is intelligible depends on how the subject imagines the social 

world, and their place within it.  If, for example, the subject has been somehow conscripted into 

a social world in which powerlessness is an important aspect of their identity (particularly vis-a-

vis subjects with greater identity power), then there will be available to them a seemingly appro-

priate understanding of social experiences in which their powerlessness features.  I suggest that 

we substitute the view that it’s social experience which outgrows our interpretive practices for 

the view from which subjects themselves outgrow the categories of identity into which they’re 

routinely corralled by those interpretive practices.  I see the latter view as more easily accommo-

dating the fact that many of the hermeneutical injustices of today have been rather unexceptional 

matters of course in days past.  This is not because what happens between social subjects today is 

so very different from what used to happen, but because there are, today, fewer people who agree 

on what counts as an acceptable explanation for what happens than before.  The vocabularies in 

which these explanations are delivered are responses to reimaginings of the social world.  We can 

assume that until acceptable explanations are put together, subjects for whom they are necessary 

will know the deep frustration of being unable to understand an experience which acknowledges 

their having somehow been harmed — an intuition they are unwilling (or perhaps unable) to 

dismiss.  An experience’s being unintelligible is more the result of a subject’s finding an experi-

ence irreconcilable with their sense of self or private identity, than it is the result of a subject’s 

antecedent position having offered them no interpretive inroads whatsoever — only no good 

ones.  Recall Katharine Jenkins’ discussion of prevailing myths surrounding the experience of 

rape.  Rape myths are collectively shared understandings of what counts as rape which persevere 
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in the social world, peddled among victims and non-victims alike, once new understandings be-

come available, even gaining recognition in law.  The availability of just, legal recourse to vic-

tims of rape is a victory which we might explain as the successful integration of a new and im-

proved hermeneutical resource to a previously handicapped dominant interpretive framework.  

Yet, as Jenkins is correct to suggest, such a victory does not mean we should expect the imposi-

tion of what we'd call bad interpretations on harmful experiences to cease entirely.  As long as 

subjects’ understandings of their identity, their capabilities, and the moral relationality of differ-

ent social subjects are instructed by a picture of the social world which renders inaccurate and 

illegitimate novel, certainly improved interpretations of rape, such interpretations will not be 

available. 

 Thus, even in circumstances under which we might consider the collective hermeneutical 

resource expanded in the right direction, the subjects we think are benefited may very well be 

unable to reimagine the facts of the social world such that whatever the new interpretive tools 

which mark that expansion become available to them.  Furthermore, it’s difficult to say that the 

imagined social world is held in place by a shared conceptual interpretive vocabulary such as the 

collective hermeneutical resource, since different sorts of subjects may regularly employ quite 

different concepts and interpretive tools for understanding and communicating certain experi-

ences, while the social world to which those concepts and interpretive tools correspond seems 

very much the same.  In other words, characterizations of experience which are adequate, natural 

and familiar between some subjects may be quite unfamiliar to some others, even when they 

seem to be consumers of the same collective hermeneutical resource.  For example, certain expe-

riences of powerlessness and discrimination may be shared and communicated between commu-

nities of hermeneutical marginalized subjects, by their use of concepts and interpretive tools to 

which the non-marginalized are unaccustomed.  Nevertheless, such concepts and interpretive 

tools offer descriptions which affirm the same facts about social identity, subjects’ capabilities, 

the symbolic and moral relations between subjects possessing different social identities, and what 

sorts of conduct are appropriate for whom, as those affirmed in different kinds of description.   
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 2.2 Social Interpretive Norms as Narrative 

  

 So, if (a) the redemptive narratives by which subjects can match an understanding of a 

harmful experience to their sense of self and their intuition of having somehow been wronged 

involves a reimagining of the social world and of social identities, (b) there are many and vary-

ing ways in which experiences may be interpreted and communicated by subjects while no less 

corresponding to the same social facts, and (c) the right, or proper interpretive tools may be ac-

cessible to victims without being considered plausible or appropriate, then saying that what pre-

vents subjects from achieving positive interpretations of harmful experiences is a shortcoming of 

the collective hermeneutical resource is a problematic characterization of the problem.  So, we 

must ask: where, if not in the conceptual vocabulary inferred by the notion of the collective 

hermeneutical resource, should we look for an explanation for the integrity of the imagined so-

cial world?  What is the best analytic approach to explaining how the same social facts may be 

expressed within different conceptual interpretive vocabularies?  Most importantly, what is the 

greatest challenge confronting the normalization of redemptive narratives? 

 I argue that these questions can be satisfactorily answered by developing the notion of 

cultural master narratives.  The concept of the master narrative, or ‘metanarrative’ has its philo-

sophical origins in the writings of Jean-François Lyotard, where it was used to show how our un-

derstanding of history and progress is constrained by ideology.  Ideological thinking gives a nar-

rative shape to historical movement and progress.  How history unfolds, how events and devel-

opmental milestones are catalogued and given significance, has much to do with extant under-

standings of the people, places, institutions such events concern, and the relations in which they 

stand.  The concept has been adopted by researchers in the social sciences and psychology as a 

tool for measuring the effects of dominant modes of cultural understanding on how subjects 

think about each other, about themselves, and their experiences in the social world.   Here master 

narratives are defined as culturally shared stories that guide people in understanding their behav-

ior and the roles the play in society, and how their experiences are to be interpreted. “These are 

not stories of individuals’ lives (i.e. personal narratives), but are broad culture-specific stories 

that are available for individuals to internalize and resist, both consciously and 
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unconsciously” (McLean & Syed 2016:323).  In an article titled “Personal, Master, and Alterna-

tive Narratives: An Integral Framework for Understanding Identity Development in Context”, 

Kate McLean and Moin Syed provide five principles for defining master narratives: utility, ubiq-

uity, invisibility, compulsive nature, and rigidity.  Their utility is their provision of information 

about the “history, goals, values, or identity of a group, and what kinds of life course to expect 

for those in the group” (2016:326).  Their ubiquity refers to their pervasiveness across outlets for 

cultural information-sharing.  In this way, master narratives are continuously present in the social 

life of subjects.  They are simultaneously invisible in the sense that they are ‘internalized’ by sub-

jects and become very difficult to detach from modes of practical reasoning in ‘every-day’ af-

fairs.  However, visibility seems to be greater for “those in the position of violating master narra-

tives…the discomfort felt when the individual and the structure do not align brings the master 

narrative into relief” (2016:327).  Deviation from the master narratives usually carries negative 

consequences for the social subject, therefor conformation is encouraged.  The compulsory na-

ture of master narratives is derived from their informing us about the ‘right’, culturally-sanc-

tioned way to be.  Lastly, the characterization of master narratives as rigid is based on the stay-

power they put up against change, or against the propagation of alternative or counter narratives.  

Since the cultural master narratives with the broadest circulation tend to favor and confer privi-

lege on those with the most social power, ‘flipping the script’ involves a struggle against subjects 

in possession of more and greater social resources.  Thinking of cultural master narratives as 

characterized by the traits given above will aid us in forward discussion.  

 The turn toward master narratives recommends a shift of focus away from particular con-

ceptual vocabularies comprised of distinct, nameable kinds of social experiences, and towards a 

shared social story world within which subjects are constrained by ideas about which stories they 

can author.  I find that so framing the discussion of hermeneutical injustice makes us appreciate 

that what is (to some) attractive and liberating or (to others) controversial and disagreeable about 

novel interpretations of social experience is their moralization and symbolic representation of the 

social world and the subjects living and acting within it.  It is, I am suggesting, misleading to say 

that victims of hermeneutical injustice suffer a limitation of the repertoire of available conceptual 

and interpretive resources; the real limitation — and source of the harm — is on the moral and 
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symbolic relations under which the actions and the conduct of particular subjects can be under-

stood.  The difference becomes apparent in our asking the question: what does it mean for any 

interpretive strategy to become available?  

 Available, to the victim of hermeneutical injustice, does not mean simply familiar, as one 

might be familiar with the legal definition of rape, as a manifest concept.  An interpretive strate-

gy is only truly available to the subject believes that it offers an improved, more accurate under-

standing of a harmful, if not wholly obscured experience.  The possibility of the latter requires 

subjects’ finding such an interpretation intelligible, and their confidence that it illuminates some 

important truth about the social world.  The intelligibility of a story (which is necessary for its 

having any utility or meaning-making power) is contingent on the believability of the roles into 

which storied subjects are placed, and of the moral and symbolic importance of their action; their 

confidence in its credibility is very much informed by how such an interpretation is received by 

others when attempts are made at its communication.  The point I wish to make is not that ideas 

about social identity, and the symbolic and moral relationality of subjects possessing different 

social identities may not be "coded into” conceptual vocabularies.  The point is rather that expan-

sions or adaptations of the conceptual interpretive vocabularies used for accounting for social 

experience are not separable from changes in our perception of the social world and its occu-

pants.  Our perception of the social world and of social identity is shaped in very large part by 

powerful, widely circulating master narratives.  As discussed earlier, narrative formatting seems 

an important cognitive habit when it comes to understanding ourselves, and our experiences.   

Furthermore, since story-telling is such a prevalent mode of communication, and subjects tend to 

adopt a narrative-testimonial stance particularly where private, or personal experience is con-

cerned (even more particularly when these are experiences considered important, or challenging 

(McLean, Pasupathi, Pals 2007), it’s important that we focus not on the particular conceptual 

tools available for subjects to draw on in the interpretation and communication of experience, but 

more generally on how the subject may be constrained by a narratively realized social story 

world, and “the possibilities of utterance in a cultural universe” (Swidler 1995: 32).   

 There are two points that it will be my concern to make in what remains of this chapter.  

The first is that master narratives, in which distinct sorts of social identity are implicated and 
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moralized, limit subjects in thinking about what sorts of experiences they can have, and how 

such experiences are to be had, interpreted, and communicated; the second is that master narra-

tives heavily impact subjects’ reception of stories which deviate from or contradict narrative 

norms of the social world; The success of the first point should depend on there being made a 

compelling case for the connection between master narratives and social identity.  That one’s so-

cial identity is an important component of and a determinant on the formation of one’s private 

identity will be assumed for now, with more to be said in the next chapter.  The success of the 

second point will require a consideration of how it looks for novel narrative interpretations of 

social experience to enter the social world, and how they are handled by subjects whose habits of  

interpretive practice are instructed by social master narratives.  

 Let’s first address the connection between master narratives and social identity.  As many 

of today’s social movements present as “identity movements” concerned to change or substitute 

dominant and often oppressive narratives which inform shared notions of social identity (Bern-

stein 1997), so the field of narrative inquiry has expanded to allow for the examination of social 

and cultural narratives of identity as airing on myriad public platforms, and as trafficked between 

subjects in smaller discursive settings.  Donileen Loseke offers an excellent, comprehensive look 

at the shape of master narratives in the social world, what gives them staying power, and how 

they reach individual subjects and impact identity-formation.  In an essay titled “The Study of 

Identity as Cultural, Institutional, Organizational, and Personal Narratives”, Loseke consolidates 

findings of a broad philosophical and sociological research program, arguing for a greater appre-

ciation of the reflexivity between cultural and social narratives and subjects’ self-narratives.  She, 

as many of the authors she cites, agrees with the sociologist Margaret Somers when she says that 

“all of us come to be who we are (however ephemeral, multiple, and changing) by being located 

in social narratives rarely of our own making” (1994: 606; original emphasis omitted).  How we 

move about the world, the goals we pursue, and the actions we take, in both the long and short 

term, are connected to a self-understanding which is to a significant extent imposed on us by the 

social world.  The social world reaches the process of identity formation via cultural master nar-

ratives of identity, against which we evaluate ourselves and our own experiences, and are like-

wise evaluated by other subjects, groups of subjects, or institutions.  Loseke distinguishes be-
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tween cultural narrative identity, “a social classification, or collective representation of disem-

bodied types of actors”, institutional narrative identity, born in public policy and law, and orga-

nizational identity, as developed by “organizers and workers in ongoing organizations, programs, 

and groups designed for people who evaluate themselves, or who have been evaluated by others, 

as having troubled identities in need of repair” (Loseke 2007: 665).   

 While each may have a heavy influence on identity development in the social world, the 

consequences for the subject of the latter two may seem more real, in the sense that they impose 

more immediate and direct political restrictions on what the subject can do and say.  Cultural nar-

ratives of identity are formalized in institutional structure, public policy, and law, so that de-

viance constitutes rule-breaking in a non-abstract way.  When social facts pictured in cultural 

master narratives become concretized at the institutional level, they become more literally indis-

putable.   Narratives of institutional identity present as formula stories  which create “categori11 -

cal identities of types of actors engaged in types of acts with expectable moral 

evaluations” (2007:667).  Formula stories are effective in justifying institutional policy and pro-

cedure because they serve as explanations of what counts as socially disruptive conduct, why it 

exists, and why such policies and procedures are necessary for resolving problems and maintain-

ing discipline in society.  Formula stories which sort distinct subjects into categories of types of 

actors circulate in the social world before, and often without ever finding expression in policy, 

though those which do become institutional narratives will certainly resonate predominant cul-

tural “symbolic codes” (Alexander 1992) .  These symbolic codes “contain images of the rights, 12

responsibilities, and normative expectations of people in the world, and the affective responses to 

these people” (Loseke 2007: 666).  Examples of such formula stores as institutional narratives 

include those of the “welfare queen” (Asen 2002), “wives and mothers” (Burnstein and Bricher 

1997), “women victims” (Picart 2003), and “lone mothers, refugees and asylum seekers” (Jacobs 

 The notion of the formula story is attributable to Arthur Berger (1997), and is considered 11

symmetrical (by Loseke and for our purposes) with the notion of master narrative as used here 
and elsewhere.

 We might here reflect on Haslanger’s distinction between manifest and operative concepts to 12

help understand how social facts may inhere in interpretive practice with or without any formal 
authority, e.g. concretization at the institutional level.
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et al. 2003).  The construction and maintenance of institutional narratives of identity often in-

volve some exercise of social power and silencing of the subjects to which they attach.  In other 

words, interpretations of subjects' being and acting in the social world preempt those subjects’ 

exercising their own sense-making capacities.  Citing the exclusion of women’s personal stories 

from hearings on welfare policy reform meant to benefit those women, and Vietnam War veter-

ans from policy planning on their own behalf, Loseke notes that these narratives will “not always 

or even usually be good descriptions of the unique people who will experiences the benefits and 

burdens of [the relevant] policies” (Loseke 2007:669).   

 The sense in which organizational narratives of identity may restrict subjects’ identity 

formation and encumber the development of novel interpretive strategies is perhaps more insidi-

ous.   A great deal of the organizations we have in mind when speaking about organizational 

identities will be formed by/for people cohering around a shared struggle, or a form of social 

marginalization out of which arise many difficult experiences in the social world; we may take 

support and advocacy groups, addiction centers, and shelters as examples.  Here, organizational 

narrative identities are often construed as a means for subjects to achieve more positive under-

standings of themselves and of their experiences and circumstances.  Yet, within such organiza-

tions there develop narratives for the “typical client”, designed not to account for the peculiari-

ties of individual subjects and their distinct needs, goals and capabilities, but for those of a neu-

tralized, abstracted subject (while such a subject resides no less in a “moral universe” (Mohr 

1994), which means that while the “typical client” is a rather generic form, there’s little ambigui-

ty concerning their moral status).  Thus deviant (and likely nascent) narratives of marginalized 

subjects seeking confirmation may encounter resistance even in those places we consider to exist 

specifically for their support and confirmation.  Loseke points out that for those seeking help in 

advocacy organizations, shelters, support groups, it’s often the case that “to receive desired ser-

vices, or to avoid undesired punishment, clients must tell the right story, and clients’ refusal to do 

so can have dire consequences:  Women wishing the services of shelters for battered women 

must tell a story hearable as that of a ‘battered woman’ if they are to achieve entry; court man-

dated drug treatment programs will not release a client from court monitoring until the ‘right’ 

story is told; prison counselors require that the ‘right’ story be told, and told convincingly, before 
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parole is possible” (Loseke 2007).  Recalling the case of Carmita Wood, that both her request for 

a departmental transfer while still employed at the university, and her application for unemploy-

ment benefits were denied seems attributable to the illegitimacy of the story she was trying to 

tell, given the predominant understanding of what it meant to be a valid or deserving candidate in 

either case.  Before narratives of sexual harassment carried any social credibility, stories such as 

Woods’ were simply outside the parameters of what counted as a viable explanation.  Surely, her 

dismissal after these two attempts at communicating her experience had a silencing effect which 

made the harm of her being unable to make proper sense of it even greater.  The absence of a 

proper understanding of sexual harassment at the institutional or organizational level indicates 

that there is much wider agreement today over the facts concerning the rights of women, and the 

responsibility of other subjects to respect these rights, than in the 1980’s.  Accordingly, we 

should not expect these facts to be represented in narratives of cultural identity. 

 While there is a sense in which narratives of institutional and organizational identity seem  

easier to locate in practice, and thus perhaps more formulaic, narratives of cultural identity enjoy 

wide circulation and familiarity in the social world.  Nevertheless, the question of who authors 

such stories may be more difficult to answer, given that they are bound up with cultural symbolic 

codes which have shaped, and been present within the social world for a long time.  These stories 

link up with everyday moral and practical reasoning.  Their perpetuation is certainly attributable 

to the exercise of social and material power, though adherence and acquiescence to such stories 

will be commonplace even for many of those for whom they are decidedly injurious.  Given their 

ubiquity, there may be wide speculation, but likely little conclusiveness over their point of origin, 

though finding where they are being preserved or broadcasted is less difficult.  There has been a 

considerable amount of research into cultural narratives of identity as authored by politicians, 

media, and social activists.  However, as stories circulate and are adopted by new authors, they 

are likely to undergo some changes.  Stories we may attribute to social activists, for example, 

may be adjusted or somehow reconfigured by media outlets.  The most successful stories, with 

the most staying-power — what are considered good stories — tend to be those which reach us 

via subjects or institutions with social and material power, and those which cohere with what we 

know about the social world, and resonate with cultural symbolic codes.  Of course, what we 
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mean here by a good story has nothing to do with whether you or I, or any particular subject 

finds morally or politically profitable, but instead with how it represents or appeals to dominant 

social attitudes.  “Formula stories evaluated as believable and good therefor tend to have particu-

lar authors, plot lines, and story forms” (Loseke 2007: 665).  Narratives authored and told by 

subjects lacking social power — those whom Fricker would categorize as the hermeneutically 

marginalized — for example, African American women (Collins 1989; Etter-Lewis 1991) and 

rape and sexual assault victims (Alcoff and Gray 1993) are given low credibility and often fail to 

gain traction.  Thus, the most widely circulating cultural narratives, and those with the most stay-

ing power, tend to “exclude the experiences and views of some sectors of society while including 

and privileging others” (Mishler 1995:109).   

 Widely-acknowledged master narratives, then, seem to have a very significant effect on 

how subjects are treated and interpreted in the social world, and can provide explanation for why 

their attempts at self-explanation are often stifled.  Furthermore, the rigidity, ubiquity, and com-

pulsory nature of narratives each at the cultural, institutional, and organizational levels will make 

it difficult for hermeneutically marginalized subjects to achieve alternative understandings of the 

self and of experiences had in the social world.  Master narratives constrict not only how subjects 

interpret experiences and events in the social world, but also the way in which subjects come to 

understand themselves.  Whether in the exercise of the, so to speak, informal authority of some 

cultural formula stories, or in the exercise of formal authority at the institutional or organization-

al level, master narratives place limitations on the rights different subjects can reasonably, or jus-

tifiably, claim, and what sorts of stories they can believably tell.  To be sure, it is only because 

there are, and have been,  powerful and successful acts of resistance that there is a conversation 

about hermeneutical injustice at all .  Still, master narratives and their effect not only on the in13 -

terpretation and communication of experience, but also the way experiences are had at all, seems 

a strong explanation for the endurance of hermeneutical injustice as a systemic, social problem.  

 The same may be said of a conversation about master narratives. 13
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III. Narrative and Identity


 Now I’d like to home in on what is the real harm hermeneutical injustice inflicts on the 

subject.  Following Fricker, we will consider it particularly as a harm done to one’s identity.  

Without access to the proper meanings of one’s experiences, one’s self-conception — formed 

within one’s past and carried on into one’s present and future experiences — should likely be 

somehow deficient.  Thus we need to consider the identity-formation of the hermeneutically 

marginalized subject in a social world wherein the narratives which guide our interpretive prac-

tices are inimical to their self-understanding.  We’ll first examine Fricker’s definition of the pri-

mary harm of hermeneutical injustice, bringing to light the way in which hermeneutical margin-

alization negatively impacts identity-formation.  Picking up an example from her text, we’ll see 

how this harm manifests.  In reviewing this example, special attention will be paid to the role 

cultural master narratives play in how the self-conception of the marginalized subject is formed.  

Cultural master narratives of identity may affect the development of the marginalized subject’s 

self-conception such that they are unable to understand how new kinds of meaning and signifi-

cance may be found in certain harmful experiences, while, from our critical perspectives, such 

experiences appear clear instances of hermeneutical injustice.  It is the development of alterna-

tive, redemptive narratives which we will posit as the means by which the harm may be melio-

rated.  Our last move will be to review an objection, issued by Galen Strawson, in an important 

essay titled “Against Narrativity”, which challenges two claims important to our argument.  The 

first claim is that narrative is a commonplace with regard to self-understanding and explanation.  

The second is that narrativization has ethical import because it allows us to substitute ill for bet-

ter-fitting meanings, relieving marginalized subjects from the harm which follows from their be-

ing hermeneutically marginalized.  We will show that it is Strawson’s inattention to the social 

function of narratives and narrativity which makes problems for his argument, and reserves am-

ple room for both of our claims to stand.   
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3.1 The harm of hermeneutical injustice 

  

 What Fricker calls the primary harm of hermeneutical injustice is the very condition of 

hermeneutical marginalization — exclusion from custodianship of the social interpretive re-

sources.  While marginalized subjects are as much consumers of culturally supplied meanings as 

anyone else, they are relatively limited when it comes to their ability to stretch or amend those 

meanings.  Fricker refers to this as a situated hermeneutical inequality; situated in the sense that 

it only impacts some particular subjects, in particular settings, vis-a-vis particular others.  While 

this does seem to correctly locate the source of the harm, it doesn’t tell us much about what ef-

fect this kind of marginalization actually has on the subject.  What are the real consequences of 

long-term, systematic hermeneutical marginalization for the subject?  Is there a special ethical 

threat which follows from being consistently unable to properly interpret and communicate one’s 

experiences (as the systematically marginalized are disposed to be) greater than the sum of suc-

cessively frustrated attempts at meaning-making?  Fricker answers yes.  The incurred harm is a 

disruption of the process by which self-conceptions are developed and managed by subjects.  

Understanding the primary harm of hermeneutical injustice requires our recognizing the impor-

tance of subjects’ formation of identity, the conditions under which an identity may form proper-

ly, and the conditions under which its not doing so constitutes an injustice.  To be perpetually 

thwarted in one’s attempts to properly understand one’s experiences is to be thwarted in the de-

velopment of oneself — the putting together of one’s identity.  Since it is primarily through the 

interpretation of one’s experiences that one forms ideas about one’s identity, subjects marginal-

ized by social interpretive practices will be less likely to develop as robust or confident a self-

understanding as those non-marginalized subjects.  Let’s consider the theoretical background of 

this picture of the primary harm given what has up to this point been said about narrative as a 

means of meaning-making.   

 In the activities and interpretive practices of subjects are operative understandings of 

what’s to be expected in the social world, including ideas about one’s own identity, the identity 

of others, and which roles are played by whom, under what circumstances.  Our having such un-

derstandings is owed in a large part to the circulation of cultural master narratives.  The power 
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these narratives have on interpretation and meaning-making practice is apparent where novel 

narrative understandings of experiences and events in the social world are resisted because they 

contradict popular, conventional ideas about the rights, responsibilities, concerns of people.  

Master narratives, as sources of such knowledge, are often so ubiquitous in society that living 

and acting by them — and measuring one’s own life and experiences in light of them — is indis-

tinguishable from common sense and practical reasoning.  Alternative narratives, then, don’t ap-

pear as inferior to a better narrative interpretation, but as in violation of plain, common sense. It 

seems to be the case that there is greater awareness of master narratives among marginalized so-

cial subjects , but this does not mean that resistance isn’t difficult.  It is important also that when 14

we speak of resistance, we mean not just a struggle between persons and persons, or persons and 

institutions, but also a struggle within subjects themselves.  In the latter case, the struggle is be-

tween socially imposed significances and meanings, and potentially better fitting, yet unrealized 

ones.  The realization of potentially better fitting significances and meanings is made difficult by 

the fact that one’s fellow subjects are likely committed to the very significances and meanings 

one is attempting to replace.  For any understanding of the significance of one’s experience to be 

intelligible and believable to oneself, it’s enormously important that such an interpretation may 

be made intelligible and believable to others.  Further, it may be the case that society has no good 

stories to tell about oneself and one’s fate, but this is no guarantee that authoring good stories — 

and really believing them — will be easy for everyone.  It’s the wide observance of narrative un-

derstandings of the social world which legitimizes them, and to subvert their authority is diffi-

cult.  I claim that the ability to author new stories is necessary for the amelioration of the primary 

harm of hermeneutical injustice.  For this claim to work,  there must be established some connec-

tion between narrative understandings of one’s experiences, and one’s self-conception.  If narra-

tive is an essential means by which our experiences are made to make sense (particularly those 

experiences which we count as hermeneutical injustices) and it is in experience that one’s self-

conception is formed, what can we say of the relationship between the self and narrativity?  My 

 This point will be revisited and defended later on.  For now, it’s worth noting that to be aware of master 14

narratives operative in the social world does not necessarily mean to occupy a critical standpoint from 
which various social facts are established and represented in narrative form.  One may feel the evaluative 
and prescriptive force of master narratives without possessing the critical concept of a master narrative.
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position is that the marginalized subject’s ability to construct new, redemptive narrative accounts 

of their self and their experiences (as alternatives to improper understandings owed to harmful 

master narratives) is what allows them to form a fuller, more positive self-conception, thus treat-

ing the primary harm of hermeneutical injustice.   

  

  

3.2 Redemptive narratives revisited  

  

 To be in a position of hermeneutical marginalization — in the systematic case, as is ours 

and Fricker’s concern — is precisely to find the meanings of proper fit for one’s experiences 

regularly unavailable.  Moreover, predominant strategies of meaning-making which subjects of-

ten apply, as a matter of habit, to experience, are bound up with narrative understandings of the 

social world which provide good reason for the marginalization of certain kinds of subjects.  The 

prejudices which justify our devaluation of hermeneutically marginalized subjects’ epistemic 

abilities, are themselves justified by familiar formula stories about typical subjects acting in typi-

cal ways. In other words, the narratives which give us schematics for how certain experiences are 

to be made sense of may take the epistemic incompetence of the marginalized subject as a theme. 

We should expect that the various prejudices that keep marginalized subjects from amending or 

making new contributions to social interpretive practice are prejudices explicitly featured in ex-

tant patterns of social interpretive practice.   As we observed in the previous chapter, the gaps 

Fricker sees in the collective hermeneutical resource, those absences of proper meaning, are 

rarely left unfilled.  Instead, the meanings which get attached to those experiences that we would 

label instances of hermeneutical injustice, are ones which validate identity prejudicial stereo-

types, and reinforce the epistemic incompetency of the victim.  Better, more self-affirming mean-

ings may remain obscured, but it’s often another kind of meaning, harmful but certainly intelligi-

ble, which obscures them.  It seems clear that a coherent enough identity may be pieced together 

from images of the self contained in many misinterpretations of one’s being in the social world.  

While we should expect that to possess such an identity would be a more or less constant dis-
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comfort, it may nevertheless seem just a sad fact that such an identity really is fitting.  The harm 

is not essentially an incoherence of one’s identity; it may be also a matter of the wrongness of 

that which makes one’s identity coherent.   

  That which one is repeatedly revealed or confirmed to be in one’s experiences, by force 

of interpretive habit, is that which one will likely believe oneself to be no matter what else, and 

across contexts.  Thus, the severe consequence of hermeneutical marginalization is that marginal-

ized subjects suffer what is both an inhibition on the development of their identity (what we can 

call their true identity ), and a coercion into adopting a negative, infelicitous one.  Without the 15

availability of proper meanings for experiences — experiences in which we come to know our-

selves — marginalized subjects are unable to achieve a healthy and robust self-understanding; 

where the only available meanings are ones which promote harmful identity prejudices, subjects 

are likely to embrace an understanding of the self as somehow less than.  This takes as a premise 

what I consider an uncontroversial claim: it is through experience that subjects form a self-con-

ception.  The adopted meanings of our experiences are the primary sources of information about 

who we are, and it is the meanings given to experiences in the social world which inform  us 

about who we are relative to other social subjects. 

 Fricker provides an example of how this problem unfolds, borrowed from Edmund 

White’s semi-autobiographical novel “A Boy’s Own Story”, in which White describes his experi-

ences growing up gay in a time and place where homosexuality was grossly misunderstood, and 

where homosexuals were, as they to an important extent still are, hermeneutically marginalized.  

In the discussion of this example, we see how a cultural narrative of the homosexual as sick, sin-

ful, and even dangerous, is activated in White’s interactions with others, and internalized by 

White himself.  White, as a homosexual growing up in the 50’s, passed through much of his 

young life having experiences in which he was harmed by a lack of appropriate meanings, and an 

encouragement toward adopting meanings which promoted the development of a negative self-

conception.  In the text, White articulates the feeling of realizing that he matches a very undesir-

able character description, and the embracing of its implications for his identity.  Here the insuf-

 I don’t wish for the term ‘true identity’ to connote anything other than that identity formed 15

without the devaluation of one’s epistemic abilities.
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ficiency of interpretive resources leads not just to the inability to articulate or to understand a 

patch of one’s experience, but to the frustration of one’s efforts to understand oneself, and the 

compelling, albeit uncomfortable idea that one really is something bad and undesirable.  The fol-

lowing passage contains a recollection of White’s childhood, a night spent at the family home of 

a new school friend Tom: 

 ‘You know,’ Tom said one day, ‘you can stay over any time you like.  Harold’ — the minister’s 
son, my old partner at Squirrel — ‘warned me you’d jump me in my sleep.  You gotta forgive me.  It’s 
just I don’t go in for that kind of stuff.’  I swallowed painfully and whispered, ‘Nor —’ I cleared my throat 
and said too primly, ‘Nor do I.’ 
 The medical smell, that Lysol smell of homosexuality, was staining the air again as the rubber-
wheeled metal cart of drugs and disinfectants rolled silently by.  I longed to open the window, to go away 
for an hour and come back to a room free of that odor, the smell of shame.   
 I never doubted that homosexuality was a sickness; in fact, I took it as a measure of how unspar-
ingly objective I was that I could contemplate this very sickness.  But in some other part of my mind I 
couldn’t believe that the Lysol smell must bathe me, too, that its smell of stale coal fumes must penetrate 
my love for Tom […] I’d heard that boys passed through a stage of homosexuality, that this stage as nor-
mal, nearly universal — then that must be what was happening to me.  A stage.  A prolonged stage.”  
(White 1983: 117-118) 

  

 White’s case offers us a great insight into how the narratives which continually guide the 

interpretation of our experiences becomes the narratives in which we locate our identity.  It is the 

understanding of the homosexual as sick and potentially dangerous which inspires the idea given 

Tom by Harold, and voiced to White by Tom in this passage, that White might “jump [Tom] in 

[his] sleep”, and which explains White’s association of the thoughts and desires of the homosex-

ual with infection, and uncleanness, as represented metaphorically by “that Lysol smell of homo-

sexuality”.  These experiences are collected by White as frightening evidence of “…this thing 

[he] was becoming, and was in danger of soon being, the homosexual, as though that designation 

were the mold in which the water was freezing, the first crystals already forming a fragile mem-

brane.”  As White recalls being aware, once outside of that brief window of time in his young life 

during which homosexual thoughts and desires may only entail a developmental “stage”, which 

may be successfully passed through that one may rejoin the others on the normal life course, he 
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was to be permanently misaligned from the normal life, the good life, forever cast as one of the 

undesirables.   

 White’s account also demonstrates quite strongly the importance of narrative as a re-

source for victims of hermeneutical injustice to foreground new meanings in experience, and rep-

resent a more positive interpretation of the self.  White’s autobiographical account is a re-explo-

ration of the experiences in which he formed his early self — experiences out from which could 

not be excavated then the kind of importance he has discovered in them now .  It is a reassembly 16

of many past, suffered experiences into a new narrative form, which may now be looked upon 

with greater clarity and the assurance of an proper understanding.  White embraced a harmful 

narrative of homosexuality in much the same way that many rape victims embrace improper un-

derstandings of what they suffered, and accept the legitimacy of those moral parameters within 

which they were not raped (or not raped), and understandings of themselves as the kind of peo-

ple for whom such experiences are fitting or deserved.  To form habits around the interpretation 

of one’s experiences such that a more or less consistent self is repeatedly revealed is to have 

some kind of enduring self-conception.  It is to have an understanding of what we can expect 

from ourselves, and from others, and what are the different moral and symbolic relations be-

tween ourselves and others which justify those expectations.   

 Understanding narratives as a resource for meaning-making allows us a comprehensive 

picture of how habits of interpretation produce an enduring sense of identity in subjects.  We 

shift from the narrower focus on what appear to be gaps, or absences of appropriate meaning in 

the dominant interpretive framework, to a larger, generally coherent (and gapless) story-world, in 

which very little, when it comes to the significance of social experiences and events, is up for 

grabs.  Enshrined in institutional policy and practice, and reified over and over again in daily life, 

and in mostly unreflective practical reasoning, cultural narratives represent social facts; to speak 

of such narratives as constitutive of a story-world should not be interpreted as a trivialization of 

the fact that the meanings which bind to subjects’ experiences are strongly resistant to question.  

I suggest that it is owed to a hardened, narrative self-conception, so often re-affirmed in the in-

 Fortunately for White, the sexual revolution of the 1960’s was right around the corner, and the narrative 16

of the homosexual as sick, sinful, and dangerous began slowly to be replaced by an understanding of ho-
mosexuality as a normal form of difference.  
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terpretations by which one’s life and experiences come to make sense, that many hermeneutically 

marginalized subjects struggle to realize new, improved meanings.  What is at stake is not a fleet-

ing and incidental self, but a self with the firmness and endurance of a tried-and-true hypothesis.  

Often, the meanings in experience which new interpretations call into question are the meanings 

which have long shaped the formation of one’s identity.  Without repeated tellings of redemptive 

narratives, without practice acting and speaking (narrating) as a self who has unsubscribed from 

harmful narrative understandings, those harmful understandings will likely continue to suppress 

new, positive development.  In this way there seems to be a dialectic between experience and 

identity.  The storying of one’s experiences leads to one’s coming to a certain durable under-

standing of oneself, to which future experiences then begin to conform, and the possibility of 

having any experiences which significantly disrupt or fracture one’s self-conception shrinks.  

The reason we call such a self-conception narrative is not simply because it is constructed of ma-

terial received from cultural master narratives, but because it is (a) enduring over time, and 

across many settings, informed by ideas of where we come from and where we’re headed, and 

(b) is shored up by the stories we tell ourselves and others.  It entails an understanding of one’s 

place in the social world, and a confidence in predetermined consequences and outcomes of 

one’s living and acting in such a world.   

 It is also true that subjects may revise and assemble new, better self-conceptions through 

redemptive, narrative reconstructions of their experiences.  Past suffered experiences may be 

transformed into necessary, developmental milestones, occupied by a self who was still yet to be 

truly understood (while no less appearing to have been, to some extent, on the right track).  Such 

experiences may become important moments in a story of becoming, at the leading end of which 

there is a subject with comparably greater confidence and self-respect — we might say a truer 

self-conception.  Such a self is made possible by the conversion of one’s harmful or obscured 

past experiences into explanations of who one is now.  How we story our experiences is impor-

tant because we build ourselves into our stories.  We use stories to explain ourselves to ourselves, 

and to others.  The experiences about which it is most important that the right story be told, or 

the proper interpretation applied, are the ones in which we feel that much of who we are and 

what we stand for is on the line — where our fundamental rights and principles are somehow at 
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stake, either to be honored and recognized, or not.  Experiences which call our integrity into 

question and challenge our self-conception are probably the ones we're most likely to consider 

having special relevance for our self-development .  New ways of storying one’s experiences, of 17

excavating their proper meaning, open the door for stronger, more robust self-conceptions.  As 

one gains greater and greater confidence in the self which features in these stories, authoring new 

ones and successfully revising deleterious ones becomes less difficult.  So it seems that the dia-

lectic between self and experience applies also to the retrospective work involved in the narrative 

reconstruction of the self.  Unless the painful experiences out from which a suffered identity has 

formed can be refigured, and given new, improved meanings, the self-conception one has long 

assumed as a matter of habit will not have lost its grip entirely.  Conversely, unless one can fol-

low far enough the intuition that one’s current understanding of oneself is inaccurate or incom-

plete, it will not be possible to refigure the significance of one’s experiences.  Surely this is diffi-

cult work, and work that requires the cooperation and collaboration of sympathetic others in sub-

stantiating new kinds of meaning, and validating new kinds of identity, but it seems in any case 

true that the project of creating and maintaining coherence of one’s identity is crucially narra-

tive. 

 What makes one’s identity narrative is primarily one’s understanding of oneself (or some 

important parts of oneself) as persistent, such that it extends into the remembered past and imag-

ined future, and one’s maintenance of a self-conception via the storying of one’s experiences for 

oneself and for others.  In fact, it is in such stories that one’s past and future are realized, and 

 a.  Recall also that such experiences are those we are most likely to story, in order to recon17 -
cile our experiences and our self-conception.

    b.  We should note that depending on what we consider to be important rights and princi-
ples, different experiences will seem to require careful, proper narrativization.  Consider, return-
ing once more to Jenkins, cases of rape and domestic abuse.  If victims do not believe they 
possess certain rights, their being abused may not appear to them any serious moral trans-
gression.  Once there is formed in the subject a belief in the rights on which a proper under-
standing of rape or domestic abuse is based, their mistreatment represents itself with a new 
importance, carrying new meaning.  We can see the same phenomenon in the MeToo move-
ment, the momentum of which seems at least partly owed to the fact that as a clearer under-
standing of what counts as sexual misconduct is collectively reached, more and more women 
are coming forward with stories of their own experiences.  What makes these stories easier to 
share is both the opening-up of a conversation about sexual rights and appropriate vs. inap-
propriate sexual conduct, and a greater degree of confidence, on the part of the victims, in 
what are their relevant rights. 
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one’s identity attains some measure of permanence.  Our understanding of narrative identity is 

also one which emphasizes the importance of narratives as communicative tools, or social trans-

actions; the presence of influential and informative cultural narratives in the social world; and 

generally, narrative as a meaning-making resource.  While we are committed to the idea that the 

production, encounter and occasional confrontation with narrative understandings of experi-

ences, events and subjects in the social world are unavoidable, and that these are important mo-

ments in which one’s identity and integrity are at stake, we are not committed to an understand-

ing of narrative identity according to which selfhood is always a product of autobiographical rea-

soning.  It is in large part owed to the presence of narrative understandings of the social world 

that subjects tend to locate their identities in narrative, or form self-understandings in relation to 

cultural master narratives. 

  

 3.3 Are narratives distortions? — an objection 

 The point of this discussion is not to arrive at a definition of selfhood or identity ground-

ed in narrativity, but to make clearer how certain forms of identity are generative of certain nar-

ratives, how certain kinds of narratives impact self-formation, and how the social world compels 

subjects toward narrative understandings.  It is to emphasize the importance of narrative as a re-

source for the development and maintenance of identity, and as a mode of self-representation to 

others.  We should like to keep separate our understanding of narrative and identity from the 

bolder philosophical position that to be a self at all is to grasp one’s life as a narrative.  Accord-

ing to this position, one’s identity is inseparable from the various small stories one tells, and the 

overarching life-story which unites them.  This claim seems to suggest that all self-reflection is 

necessarily a kind of narrative scrutinizing.  I can see no defense of such a claim which is neither 

an over-extension of the concept ‘narrative’, nor a dubious simplification of the concept ‘self-

hood’ .  Among the most influential objections to such a position is one issued by the British 18

philosopher Galen Strawson, who finds this view expressed in the writings of Paul Ricoeur, Al-

 It seems obviously true that one could consider oneself with regard to a variety of emotional or psycho18 -
logical capacities easily detachable from storied experiences in which they may feature. 
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isdair MacIntyre, Charles Taylor, Dan Dennett, and others (indeed Strawson finds this claim un-

fortunately in vogue in academia).  The epitomization of this view appears to Strawson in the 

words of the prominent neurologist and author Oliver Sacks, who writes that “each of us con-

structs and lives a ‘narrative’…this narrative is us, our identities” (1985: 110), and also of soci-

ologist Jerome Bruner, the “self is a perpetually rewritten story…in the end, we become the au-

tobiographical narratives by which we ‘tell about’ our lives” (1987: 11).  Statements such as 

these reflect their authors’ support of what Strawson calls the psychological Narrativity thesis. 

He interprets them as general claims about selfhood as a cognitive achievement - to understand 

oneself at all is to understand oneself as the subject of a narrative.  Usually, according to Straw-

son, proponents of the psychological Narrativity thesis are also proponents of what he calls the 

ethical Narrativity thesis.  Whereas the former is a series of descriptive claims, the latter is a se-

ries of prescriptive ones — claims about the necessity of a narrative structuring of one’s life for 

“develop[ing] fully as a person” (Schechtman 1997: 93).  Both theses, says Strawson, are misin-

formed.  It is not only the case that a sense of self is attainable without any kind of narrativiza-

tion taking place, but also that the non-narrative self may understand full well what it means to 

be a ‘fully developed person’ and an ethical being.   

 It seems Strawson’s criticism takes as it’s main target a more deeply metaphysical con-

ception of selfhood (the inner mental essence) than that picture of the self which is the object of 

our discussion.  Again, our goal is not to provide an explication of the narrative foundations of 

selfhood, but rather to explain how a social world infused with many narrative understandings of 

identity, experiences, and events, produces subjects whose identities and experiences are consti-

tuted by such understandings.  Yet, Strawson’s attack on narrative identity fails to recognize that 

even if subjects do not consciously impose any narrative structure on their lives and experiences, 

master narratives which guide subjects’ interactions within, and interpretations of, the social 

world inform ideas about identity, often without the subject’s awareness.  Moreover, our claim 

that narrative reconstructions of experience allow for the melioration of the identity harm which 

follows hermeneutical injustice is a prescriptive claim Strawson seeks to refute in his objection 

to the ethical Narrativity thesis.  Strawson provides interesting pushback on the important role 
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narrative plays in our discussion.  We’ll turn now to his argument, first considering what he finds 

wrong with the psychological Narrativity thesis, and next with the ethical Narrativity thesis .  19

 The psychological Narrativity thesis refers to the descriptive claim that subjects live and 

experience their lives as narrative, owing to an innate tendency toward autobiographical reason-

ing.  Thus, to consider oneself is to reflect on the narrative structure of one’s life and experiences.  

Strawson takes this claim to blur an important distinction between “one’s experience of oneself 

when one is considering oneself principally as a human being taken as a whole, and one’s expe-

rience of oneself when one is considering oneself principally as an inner mental entity or ‘self’ of 

some sort” (Strawson 2004: 429).  While one’s life “as a human being taken as a whole” may be 

represented with some descriptive accuracy in a narrative form, the self as an “inner mental enti-

ty”, as a matter of metaphysical fact, eludes narrative representation.  Strawson next delineates 

two different, basic kinds of self-experience, which he labels Diachronic and Episodic.  While 

Diachronic subjects “naturally figure [themselves], considered as [selves], as something that was 

there in the (further) past and will be there in the (further) future” (430), Episodic subjects, by 

contrast, do not figure themselves as extending at all in either direction, or existing in any way 

outside of the present moment.  Just as their Diachronic counterparts, Episodics are aware that 

they have a history, may “have a respectable amount of factual knowledge about it” and may also 

“remember some [their] past experiences ‘from the inside’” (433) .  Identifying himself as an 20

archetypal episodic, Strawson writes that he has “absolutely no sense of [his] life as a narrative 

with form, or indeed a narrative without form” (433).  Diachronicity is a basic condition for be-

ing Narrative, while to be an Episodic is to be ipso facto non-Narrative.  According to Strawson, 

“the fundamentals of temporal temperament are genetically determined”, although “one’s exact 

position in Episodic/Diachronic/Narrative/non-Narrative state-space may vary significantly over 

time according to what one is doing or thinking about, one’s state of health, and so on; and it 

may change markedly with increasing age” (431).  So even if one is, at bottom, an Episodic, one 

 Strawson uses an uppercase ’N’ for speaking about narrative and narrativity as a cognitive 19

capacity, as opposed to narrative simply as a literary form.

 For Strawson, to remember an experience ‘from the inside’ means, roughly, that one is able 20

to call it so vividly to mind that one may be said to be ‘reliving’ it.  This may even include some 
sort of kinesthetic memory.
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“may sometimes connect to charged events in [one’s] past in such a way that they feel those 

events happened to them…and anticipate events in their future in such a way that they think 

those events are going to happen to them” (431).  This makes for a rather porous border between 

Episodic and Diachronic self-experience.  While to be an Episodic means that, presumably, the 

majority of one’s past experiences have no necessary links to one’s present self, it seems there 

are some which may have a special relevance.  I imagine that, for Strawson, what saves the 

Episodic/Diachronic distinction is the fact that, eventually, abnormal periods of Diachronic self-

experience in the life of the Episodic subject are wrapped up as episodes just like all the rest of 

their experiences, so that as soon as whatever the conditions which prompted the Episodic sub-

ject’s bout of Diachronic self-experience desist (perhaps a serious medical diagnosis which 

forces one into a confrontation with one’s mortality, and produces a temporary shift in one’s 

“temporal temperament”), one simply carries on as a self set firmly in the present moment.  Al-

though we are told that the extent to which one considers oneself as persistent through time de-

pends on “what one is doing or thinking about”, we are unfortunately not given any examples of 

what sorts of things one might be doing or thinking about that could make a Diachronic of an 

Episodic.  However, as far as I can tell, much of what subjects identify with — things they con-

sider important parts of themselves — do have the persistence conditions Strawson is unwilling 

to apply to the self.  This includes terminable (while time-intensive) things like creative or career 

goals, and also many interminable things like being a good friend or partner, the tutelage of one’s 

children, and the observance of moral or religious code.  Goal-orientation, generally, may serve 

as an example.  Assuming that most subjects identify with a number of short and long-term goals 

(usually interconnected such that it’s the achievement of shorter-term goals which marks one’s 

progress toward the longer-term ones, which are perhaps themselves only understandable in light 

of even longer-term goals), and such goals have more or less consistently influenced one’s deci-

sion-making, then to the extent of one’s engagement with them — such that one’s emotional and 

psychological states are bound up in them — then most subjects’ self-experience should be rela-

tively diachronic.  It follows that very much of what subjects regularly do and think about entails 

their considering themselves as having existed in the (at least relatively further) past and existing 

in the (relatively further) future.    
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 For Strawson, potential facets of identity as those enumerated above might just be 

brushed off as bits of self-talk which relate only to the human being taken as a whole, while the 

definition of proper selfhood retreats further into the territory of an “inner mental entity”, and 

excludes more and more of the material subjects consider constitutive of their identities.  It is, 

after all, quite clear that what Strawson has in mind when he’s talking about the self is different 

from what we’ve been calling identity.   It may be that there are more correlates between identity, 

as we’d like to have it, and what Strawson calls ‘one’s life taken a whole’, than between identity 

and what he calls the ‘self’.  Identity and ‘ones life taken as a whole’ are both relational terms; 

identity being identification with and ‘one’s life taken a whole’ requiring some elaboration of the 

parts.  The self, for Strawson, seems wholly non-relational, not necessarily tied to anything.  

Perhaps it is only the neutral medium of one’s experiences — experiences which may eventually 

be given over to a process of interpretation which isn’t of much interest to the episodic subject.  

Yet it is easy to be skeptical of the claim that the self, as the neutral medium of one’s experi-

ences, can be considered in abstraction from one’s identity, from the (very relational) person one 

is.  Strawson’s essay ignores the important social dimension of selfhood — the ways in which 

many collective understandings of different sorts of subjects affect their living and acting in the 

social world.  We represent such understandings as narrative because they reduce subjects to 

roles.  In those roles are fixed subjects’ rights, responsibilities and capabilities, so the interpreta-

tions which follow their living and acting are quite inflexible.  Accordingly, what makes for the 

Diachronic/Episodic split, should it still be found at all useful, is less a matter of “genetically de-

termined” “temporal temperament”, and more about one’s situation within a complex framework 

of social and and cultural understandings of identity.  The mere fact that, in the social world, one 

is regularly exposed to or confronted with diachronic qua narrative understandings of oneself 

and one’s identity should be a near guarantee that all subjects are likely to have a tendency to 

conceive of themselves as having existed in the past, and continuing to exist in the future.  

They’ll at least have trouble avoiding narrative self-representation as a requirement of social or 

interpersonal discourse.    

 We can also easily imagine how diachronic self-experience may be more common among 

marginalized subjects than it is among non-marginalized subjects.  If one is not accustomed to 
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struggling to locate meaning in one’s experiences, and possesses an identity for which dominant 

social interpretive resources and practices are ‘made to fit’, then questions about oneself are not 

as likely to arise.  Since systematic hermeneutical marginalization regularly presents subjects 

with experiences for which positive interpretations are unavailable, living and acting in the social 

world will feel more confrontational, and less a comfortable matter of course.  Marginalization 

should thus entail greater social self-awareness.  Research has shown that subjects negatively 

accounted for in dominant social interpretive practice are “more aware of the master narrative…

due to the social sanctions that come with deviation” (McLean et al. 2018), and more likely to 

actively engage in identity-forming efforts (McLean et al. 2015).   

 A committed Episodic might deny that narrative is at all important for self-understanding 

or self-knowledge, but the fact remains that, as narrative theorist Paul Eakin puts it, “we are all 

embedded in a narrative identity system whether we like it or not.  Our social arrangements…

require self-narration as the occasion demands, and the identity narratives we produce, delivered 

piecemeal everyday, establish for others our possession of normal, functioning identities” (Eakin 

2007: 121).  Eakin, like Strawson, thinks that selfhood is something more complex than can be 

fully accounted for within an exclusively narrative approach, and is also critical of hard-line pre-

scriptivist views on narrative identity like Schechtman’s cited above.  Unlike Strawson, he does 

not see the viability of the Episodic/Diachronic distinction.  He contends that “Strawson grossly 

undervalues the power of narrative not only as a form of representation but as an instrument of 

self-understanding” (184).  Narrative is a resource available to and employed by all subjects re-

gardless of their semantic preferences for identity-talk, and what they think are the theoretical 

confines of the self.  As narratives of the self are traded between subjects for the sake of render-

ing actions, experiences and events intelligible, so are assumed and negotiated shared under-

standings of the social world.  How we navigate around such understandings in the narratives 

which various occasions prompt us to provide reveals us to ourselves, as well as to others.  The 

function of narrative as a social transaction and as a tool for self-explanation and self-under-

standing does not hinge on whether or not subjects possess explicitly narrative self-conceptions 

such that their lives appear to them as continuously unfolding, developmental stories.  We can be 

certain, as Strawson has assured us, there are plenty of people that understand themselves as 
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somewhat discontinuous; they make no effort to render their experiences, the events of their 

lives, into a coherent narrative, nor do they believe such an effort possibly successful.  If we un-

derstand the psychological Narrativity thesis as the claim that all subjects make the material of 

their lives hang together via the imposition of a large-scale narrative structure, then we can be 

confident that it’s false.  If we understand it rather as the claim that the way subjects understand 

themselves and others is greatly influenced by master narratives in the social world, then it seems 

hard to refute.  To be sure, it is the former claim which Strawson is most adamant to refute, and 

he's not wrong in attributing it to a number of writers on narrative identity.  So, if we are to re-

proach him for misunderstanding the importance of narrative for identity formation, our reproach 

should also have to extend to those who take the former claim seriously.   

 However, I imagine that Strawson would not submit to the latter claim either.  Not only 

does he consider his own and other Episodics’ sense of self completely unsubstantiated by narra-

tive, he thinks that narrativization should be avoided, no matter the circumstances.    What he 

calls the ethical Narrativity thesis is the idea that the narrativization is good, or is capable of 

serving some good, because it can deepen or improve understanding.  Strawson rejects the ethi-

cal Narrativity thesis because he thinks that to endeavor to narrativize one’s life and one’s expe-

riences is to risk their falsification, and thus to make probable a misunderstanding of oneself, or 

to construct one’s identity out of meanings which aren’t really there.  For one’s self-understand-

ing to be narrative, it is necessary, according to Strawson, that in addition to having a predomi-

nantly Diachronic style of self-experience, one also has a tendency toward story-telling.  Yet, re-

gardless of how one goes about it, the imposition of any kind of narrative structure on experience 

is an obscuring of the actual significances our experiences have.  The great problem with this 

view, of course, is that there doesn’t seem to be any way to determine what are the actual signifi-

cances of our experiences, and to do so without recourse to any kind of narrative explanation.  

Strawson’s misunderstanding of the function of narrative seems again owed to an inattention to 

the social dimension of identity.  The significances which seem naturally or immediately appar-

ent in our experiences are likely just the ones which have been socially and culturally inculcated 

— indeed, largely via the wide circulation of powerful master narratives.  Our position here is in 

stark contrast to Strawson’s:  it is often the case that to not question the significances which are 
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immediately apparent in one’s experiences is to risk misunderstanding them, and, by extension, 

misunderstanding oneself.  

 Recalling the earlier point about marginalized subjects’ heightened awareness of master 

narratives, it’s easy to see how those for whom dominant interpretive resources are perfectly ad-

equate are unlikely to understand the means by which meaning is given to their experiences as 

narrative, or as bound much more to tradition that to truth.  Furthermore, their experience of the 

social world is, on the whole, not likely to leave them in much doubt or frustration over the 

meanings and significances it may have.  Non-marginalized subjects, then, are likely to find at-

tempts made by marginalized subjects toward novel interpretations of experiences and events to 

be falsifications of their actual meanings and significances.  Narratives which challenge a con-

ventional understanding of the social world, and the relations between the subjects therein, will 

appear, ironically enough, obscurant.  Strawson may find that he has rather unbridled access to 

the real or actual meanings of his experiences, and thus a clearer understanding of himself.  

However, I believe he should be unable to deny that narrative understandings form in the social 

world as means for making clear the meaning and significance of the subjects and events within 

it.  Because of the great multiplicity of modes of being in the social world, and of vantage points 

from which experiences and events may be viewed, there may be many various meanings which 

we may understand as ‘naturally arising’.  Yet we should be highly skeptical of the claim that 

prejudicial traditions of social interpretive practice do not obstruct the ability of all different 

kinds of meaning to ‘naturally’ arise.  In recognizing the possibility that traditions of social inter-

pretation may, by virtue of their parochiality and reflexive observance, disable us from seeing 

what is harmful or wrongful about the meanings and significances they encourage us to observe 

in the social world, we should favor that subjects for whom such traditions are harmful endeavor 

to subvert or amend them.  For those without social power and thus with considerably less epis-

temic authority, the challenge inherent in this situation is not only to amend our interpretive prac-

tices, substituting ill for better-fitting meanings, but also often to realize that ill-fitting meanings 

are replaceable.  In other words, it is to gain the epistemic confidence necessary for a critical at-

titude toward traditions of social interpretive practice.  Where the narratives by which the mean-

ings of experiences and events in the social world are insufficient or harmful, the development of 
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alternative narratives by those negatively affected, indicative of a different kind of meanings, is 

effective recourse.   

Concluding Remarks 

 Having arrived at the end of this work, we should be able to see that by framing our in-

terpretive and communicative practices as narrative, we may deepen our understanding of 

hermeneutical injustice.  We were, from the beginning, particularly concerned to figure out why 

the novel interpretive strategies of marginalized subjects and groups of subjects struggled to gain 

wide, intersubjective endorsement — what we’ve been calling social legitimization.  It is, as 

we’ve seen, owed to the perception of novel interpretive strategies as misrepresentations of so-

cial facts that they are often considered inappropriate or infeasible.  In such interpretations we 

see the dominant view of the identity of subjects, their rights, responsibilities and capabilities, 

displaced in favor of an alternative view.  The dominant view is preserved in myriad cultural 

master narratives, which ground the expectations we have of ourselves and our fellow social sub-

jects in the social world.  Cultural master narratives, stories which feature typical subjects behav-

ing in typical ways, productive of typical, expected outcomes, help hold harmful identity preju-

dices in place.  Theses prejudices attach to socially and hermeneutically marginalized subjects, 

whose relative lack of social power means that their experience of the social world is under- or 

unrepresented in dominant social interpretive practice.  Identity prejudices against marginalized 

subjects may place a great limitation on the stories such subjects can believably tell about their 

experiences.  Since the wide circulation of cultural master narratives produces in subjects an un-

derstanding of who they are in the social world, and their ethical and symbolic relation to other 

subjects, where stories or accounts of the social world which are discordant with that understand-

ing are encountered, they are often resisted or discounted .  Appreciating the force of cultural 21

master narratives is particularly important where the experiences of marginalized subjects in the 

social world are specific sites of cultural narrative understandings.  For example, stories told by 

 It’s important to remember that this true independent of the identity of the one telling the sto21 -
ry or giving the account.  
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or about young black men in the United States facing police violence or misconduct are still dif-

ficult for many to believe precisely because there exists a fairly inflexible cultural narrative of 

black criminality and aggression.  This narrative has been around for a long time, and has found 

many different, far-reaching and influential expressions in legal and institutional channels, in 

various media, and has long been traded between subjects in daily interpersonal exchanging of 

information.  While it may not always, or even most of the time be the case that these harmful 

narratives inhibit those for whom they are harmful from understanding that harm, their ubiquity 

seems to ensure that understanding that harm will remain difficult for many others.  Moreover, as 

we’ve seen, realizing for oneself the proper meaning of one’s experiences may be a great diffi-

culty if one’s fellow subjects consistently reject one’s attempts at communicating it.  To invest 

successfully in new, improved understandings of our experiences in the social world, and the sta-

tus of our identity within it, the mutual investment of our fellow subjects is highly important. 

 We should not underestimate the role such narratives play in the subject’s formation of a 

self-conception.  Adopting, developing, and telling new stories about oneself and one’s experi-

ences — stories which are somehow discordant with the self one has grown used to — can be a 

great difficulty, only made more difficult by the low level of credibility one may well be afforded 

by the majority of one’s fellow subjects.  In consideration of the wider body of subjects inhabit-

ing the social world, on whom victims are dependent for affirmation and validation, alternative 

narratives which challenge received ideas about identity, and the rights, responsibilities and ca-

pabilities of subjects will often seem a misrepresentation, or mishandling of social facts, and thus 

are not likely to be taken seriously.  The primary harm of hermeneutical injustice — the barring 

of certain subjects from custodianship of social interpretive practice — entails harmful con-

straints on marginalized subjects’ identity-formation, which reach the marginalized subject via 

cultural master narratives.  The great risk for a society in which experiences and events in the 

social world are reflexively evaluated with reference to a canon of cultural narratives in which 

certain identity prejudices may be solidified as social fact, is that those marginalized subjects are 

obstructed in telling stories which reach for new kinds of meaning and significance.  We must 

also heed the more insidious risk: that harmful cultural narratives may encourage marginalized 

subjects toward an understanding of the self as lesser-than, and so will be complicit in wrongful 
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and harmful interpretation of their being and acting in the social world.  Marginalized subjects, 

and victims of hermeneutical injustice, can achieve improved self-understandings through the 

practiced telling of novel, redemptive narratives of experience.   

  

  

�63



	 	

References 

Alcoff, Linda and Laura Gray. 1993. “Survivor Discourse: Transgression or Recuperation?” Signs:  
 Journal of Women in Culture and Society 18:260–90. 
Alexander, Jeffrey C. 1992. “Citizen and Enemy as Symbolic Classification: On the Polarizing Discourse 
 of Civil Society.” Pp. 289–308 in Cultivating Differences: Symbolic Boundaries and the Making  
 of Inequality, edited by Michèle Lamont and Marcel Fournier.  Chicago, IL: University of  
 Chicago Press. 
Swidler, Ann. 1995. “Cultural Power and Social Movements.” Pp. 25–40 in Social Movements   
 and Culture, edited by Hank Johnson and Bert Klandermans. Minneapolis: University of   
 Minnesota Press. 
Asen, Robert.  2002. “Imagining in the Public Sphere.” Philosophy and Rhetoric 35:345–67. 
Brison, Susan. 2002. Aftermath: Violence and the Remaking of a Self. Princeton, N.J.: Princeton         

University Press.                              
Brownmiller, Susan. 1990. In Our Time: Memoir of a Revolution. New York: Dial Press.
Bruner, Jerome. 1987. “Life as Narrative.” Social Research 54:11–32.
Burnstein, Paul and Marie Bricher. 1997. “Problem Definition and Public Policy: Congressional Commit-
tees Confront Work, Family, and Gender, 1945-1990.” Social Forces 75:135-69.
Collins, Patricia Hill. 1989. “The Social Construction of Invisibility: Black Women’s Poverty in Social 

Problems Discourse.” Pp.77–94 in Perspectives on Social Problems, vol. 1, edited by James A. 
Holstein and Gale Miller. Greenwich, CT: JAI Press.

Davis, Joseph E. 2002. “Narrative and Social Movements: The Power of Stories.” Pp.3–30 in Stories of 
Change: Narrative and Social Movements, edited by Joseph E. Davis.  Albany: State University 
of New York Press.

Dennett, Daniel. 1988. “Why everyone is a novelist.” Times Literary Supplement September: 16–22
Eakin, Paul. 2006. “Narrative Identity and Narrative Imperialism: A Response to Galen Strawson and 

James Phelan.” Narrative 14(2): 180–87.
Etter-Lewis, Gwendolyn. 1991. “Standing Up and Speaking Out: African American Women’s Narrative 

Legacy.” Discourse & Society 2:425–37.
Fricker, Miranda. 2007. Epistemic Injustice: Power and the ethics of knowing.  London: Oxford         

University Press.
Grasswick, Heidi. 2004. “Individuals-in-Communities: The Search for a Feminist Model of Epistemic 

Subjects.” Hypatia 19(3): 85–120.
Haslanger, Sally. 2012. “What Are We Talking About?: The Semantics and Politics of Social Kinds." Pp. 

365–380 in Resisting Reality: Social Construction and Social Critique, edited by Sally Haslanger. 
Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Highsmith, Patricia. 1955. The Talented Mr. Ripley. New York: Coward-McCann Inc.
Jacobs, Keith, Jim Kemeny, and Tony Manzi. 2003. “Power, Discursive Space and Institutional Practices 

in the Construction of Housing Problems.” Housing Studies 18:429–46.

�64



	 	

Jenkins, Katharine. 2017. “Rape Myths and Domestic Abuse Myths as Hermeneutical Injustices.”                     
Journal of Applied Philosophy 34(2): 191–205.

Loseke, Donileen. 2007. “The Study of Identity as Cultural, Institutional, Organizational, and Personal 
Narratives.” The Sociological Quarterly 48: 661–88.

MacIntyre, Alisdair. 1981. After Virtue.  London: Duckworth.
McLean, Kate et al. 2007. “Selves Creating Stories Creating Selves.” Personality and Psychology Review 

11(3): 262–78.
McLean, Kate et al. 2016. “Personal, Master, and Alternative Narratives: An Integrative Framework for 

Understanding Identity Development in Context.” Human Development 58: 318-49.
McLean, Kate et al. 2018. “Identity development in cultural context: The role of deviating from master 

narratives.” Journal of Personality 86: 631–51.
Medina, José. 2012. “Hermeneutical Injustice and Polyphonic Contextualism: Social Silences and Shared 

Hermeneutical Responsibilities.” Social Epistemology 26(2): 201–20.
Mishler, Elliot G. 1995. “Models of Narrative Analysis: A Typology.” Journal of Narrative and Life His-

tory 5:87–123.
Mohr, John W. 1994. “Soldiers, Mothers, Tramps, and Others. Discourse Roles in the 1907 New York 

City Charity Directory.” Poetics 22:327–57
Picart, Caroline Joan S. 2003.  “Rhetorically Reconfiguring Victimhood and Agency: The Violence 

Against Women Act’s Civil Rights Clause.” Rhetoric and Public Affairs 6:97–126.
Pohlhaus Jr, Gaile. 2012. “Relational Knowing and Epistemic Injustice: Toward a Theory of Willful 

Hermeneutical Ignorance.” Hypatia 27(4): 715-35.
Ricoeur, Paul. 1992. Oneself as Another. London: University of Chicago Press, Ltd.
Romdenh-Romluc, Kamarine. 2017. “Hermeneutical Injustice and the Problem of Authority.” Feminist 

Philosophy Quarterly 3(3): 1-22.
Sacks, Oliver. 1985. The Man Who Mistook His Wife For A Hat. London: Duckworth.
Schechtman, Mary. 1997. The Constitution of Selves.  Ithaca: Cornell University Press.
Somers, Margaret. 1994. “The Narrative Constitution of Identity: A Relational and Network Approach.” 

Theory and Science 23: 605–49.       
Strawson, Galen. 2004. “Against Narrativity.” Ratio 27: 428–63
Taylor, Charles. 1989. Sources of the Self. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
White, Edmund. 1982. A Boy’s Own Story. New York: E.P. Dutton.

�65


