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Structural Injustice in Contemporary Political 
Theory: An Introduction*  

Uğur Bulgan** and Valentina Gentile*** 

Abstract 
McKeown’s book, With Power Comes Responsibility: The Politics of Structural Injustice 
(Bloomsbury 2024) revisits Iris Marion Young’s theory of structural injustice, incorporating criti-
cal realism and adding a focus on power dynamics with the aim of clarifying the contours of 
political responsibility when systemic inequalities are at stake. In this introduction, we first re-
consider Young’s original idea of structural injustice in light of some important critiques raised 
in contemporary political theory literature. We then present key aspects of McKeown’s reformu-
lation of this idea. 

Summary: I. Structural Injustice and its Critics. – II. McKeown’s contribution to the 
debate. – Works Cited. 

We live in an unjust world. Some of these injustices result directly from 
the actions of agents. If one person is robbed on the street, or if many are 
harmed by a defective drug, or if a civilian population is disproportionately 

 
 

* The idea of structural injustice has recently attracted renewed interest in contemporary 
political theory. For the purposes of this introduction, we thought it appropriate to draw on 
some of this debate to give readers a sense of where it stands. Maeve McKeown’s With Power 
Comes Responsibility: The Politics of Structural Injustice (Bloomsbury 2024), the subject of 
this symposium, is an important contribution to this literature. We are grateful to Maeve 
McKeown and all the contributors to this symposium for their thoughtful reflections on this 
book. The two authors contributed equally to the writing of the introduction. 

** ORCID: 0000-0002-5556-3869. 
*** ORCID: 0000-0002-4080-3444. 
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targeted in a war, the perpetrator(s) of the injustice can be identified and pos-
sibly punished. In these cases, the very existence of an injustice is linked to 
one or more wrongdoers. Yet, consider the case of Jane.1 Jane is a single 
mother of three children, who has just been fired from her job as a part-time 
store clerk. Having lost her job, Jane can no longer afford to rent the apart-
ment where she used to live with her children and is forced to move to a more 
suburban area. Jane finally manages to find a small apartment in a public 
housing project. However, after a few weeks, there is an earthquake in the ar-
ea. The public housing unit where Jane lives with her children is declared un-
inhabitable. Jane thus finds herself jobless and homeless, and the effects of an 
external event such as an earthquake have a disproportionate impact on her 
living conditions. Jane is clearly facing some form of injustice, and yet in this 
case it is difficult to make a connection between the injustice she is experi-
encing and one or more wrongdoers. This kind of injustice, as Iris Marion 
Young has famously argued, actually takes a structural form. For Young 
(2011), the injustice people like Jane face results from the aggregate actions 
of multiple agents within existing social structures.2 The fact that injustice is 
structural does not, however, have any bearing on our interest in the concept 
of responsibility. Yet, what kind of responsibility? According to Young and 
in contrast with standard legal and moral models of responsibility, we should 
embrace a social connection account of responsibility. This model links exist-
ing structural forms of injustice to a forward-looking, prescriptive ideal of 
political responsibility. Recently, a great deal of academic work has emerged 
which focuses on the notion of structural injustice and the associated view of 
political responsibility. In this context, Maeve McKeown’s With Power 
Comes Responsibility: The Politics of Structural Injustice (Bloomsbury 2024) 
not only offers a unique contribution to a deeper understanding of structural 
injustice but also helps to locate this concept and its theoretical implications 
within today’s political theory. 

 
 

1 The case of Jane, elaborated in the following discussion, draws inspiration from Iris Mar-
ion Young’s seminal Sandy’s case, which has become the paradigmatic example of structural 
injustice. To bridge Young’s foundational insights with contemporary critical perspectives on 
structural injustice, and especially Estlund’s recent contribution (Estlund 2024), we have in-
corporated a natural disaster into the scenario. 

2 For Young’s elaboration on structural injustice, social connection model and political re-
sponsibility see also Young, 1990; 2003; 2004; 2006a; 2006b. 
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I. Structural Injustice and its Critics 

It is undeniable that the concept of structural injustice has a strong explana-
tory power. We could say that it somehow captures the zeitgeist of our socie-
ties. It is therefore no surprise that in recent years, an increasing number of po-
litical theorists have recovered this notion expanding its application to various 
cases, such as colonialism (Lu 2011; 2017; 2023; Ypi, 2017), gender inequali-
ty (Nuti 2019; Parekh 2011), and climate change (Godoy 2017). As is often 
the case with powerful concepts, however, such academic attention is not lim-
ited to that part of the literature which takes up and defends the original idea 
of structural injustice. Indeed, this literature has provided important insights 
for a critical reading of this approach to both injustice and responsibility. An-
drea Sangiovanni, for example, has recently argued that moral responsibility 
should be attributed to individuals as long as these actions collectively pro-
duce or reproduce unjust structures, and concludes that the responsibility for 
structural injustice should be both backward and forward-looking (Sangiovan-
ni 2018). It is again Young’s distinction between backward and forward-
looking responsibility that is at the core of Robert Goodin’s and Christian Bar-
ry’s recent contribution to this debate. While sympathizing with Young’s gen-
eral project, the two authors highlight that this distinction results motivational-
ly ineffective as, in their own reasoning, why should people feel compelled to 
act with responsibility for the future, knowing that if they fail to fulfil it, they 
will be absolved of any subsequent guilt that looks to the past (Goodin & Bar-
ry 2021, 340)? They also point to an internal incoherence in this model, since 
the same reasons for not attributing backward-looking responsibility would 
also apply to forward-looking responsibility (Ibid.). More recently, David 
Estlund (2024) has critically examined the philosophical and moral underpin-
nings of structural injustice. He compares structural harms to natural disasters, 
questioning whether social structures inherently warrant grievance attitudes in 
the absence of wrongdoing. He concludes that while structural injustice re-
mains an essential concept, its classification as “wrong” versus “bad” requires 
careful handling, especially with regard to attitudes of grievance, resentment 
and moral indignation in the absence of identifiable wrongdoers.  

II. McKeown’s contribution to the debate 

McKeown’s With Power Comes Responsibility, which is the basis of this 
symposium, is also important in light of these critiques as far as it offers a 
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comprehensive attempt to critically re-examine structural injustice, by con-
fronting it with today’s most pressing political challenges, while remaining 
committed to Young’s original project. The book introduces two important 
amendments to the original theory: first, it is based on a critical realist ontolo-
gy that aims to deepen the conceptual foundations of Young’s original para-
digm; and second, it introduces the idea of power as linked to political respon-
sibility. In other words, it offers new ontological, analytical and normative 
tools for approaching structural injustice. As editors of this symposium, we 
would like to point out that this book is one of the most sophisticated, yet still 
critical, recent tributes to Young’s project.  

By situating the structural framework within Archer’s (1995) critical realist 
approach, McKeown aims to overcome the weaknesses of Gidden’s structu-
ration theory (Giddens 1979; 1984) which, she claims, is ontologically incon-
sistent in its approach to the relationship between structure and agency. For 
her, critical realism explicitly separates structure and agency and allows for a 
more nuanced understanding of their interplay. McKeown uses this more nu-
anced approach to analyze how power operates within social structures, argu-
ing that powerful agents have a greater capacity to influence and shape struc-
tures. Thus, for the author, a critical theory approach to structural injustice 
must incorporate a thorough analysis of power. After accurately dissecting 
five dimensions and three forms of power, she reveals how power dynamics 
contribute to the creation, maintenance and perpetuation of systemic inequali-
ties. Descending the ladder of abstraction, she examines the power of multina-
tional corporations in the global political economy, particularly in the garment 
industry. 

McKeown’s analysis of power helps to differentiate types of structural in-
justice by showing how different levels of power influence agents’ actions. 
Such analysis moves beyond envisioning structural injustice as an unintended 
consequence of individual actions. Structural injustice is in fact “deliberate” 
when powerful agents deliberately perpetuate unjust structures in order to ex-
ploit disadvantaged groups for their own benefit (McKeown 2024, 44). It is 
also “avoidable” when powerful agents do not deliberately perpetrate the in-
justice but fail to remedy it, despite having the capacity to do so (McKeown 
2024, 43). And, structural injustice is “pure” when injustice arises entirely 
from social processes with no single powerful agent being able to remedy it 
(McKeown 2024, 41). To understand how such an analysis of power should 
inform the idea of responsibility, it is important to refer to McKeown’s (2024, 
36) scheme for assigning different responsibilities to powerful agents and or-
dinary individuals. She critically examines conceptions of moral and political 
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responsibility and proposes a “political conception of political responsibility” 
(McKeown 2024, 143) that requires ordinary citizens to develop the capacity 
for political solidarity. She argues that ordinary citizens are not morally re-
sponsible for structural injustice, but that corporations bear moral responsibil-
ity for historical structural injustice (McKeown 2024, 201). 

Each commentary included in this symposium brings a unique perspective 
that contributes to a deeper understanding of McKeown’s arguments, high-
lighting the book’s novel approach to structural injustice while critically en-
gaging with it. 

Vittorio Bufacchi praises McKeown’s approach to structural injustice but 
stresses that the rich discussion of structural harm and violence within the 
Marxist tradition is overlooked. Bufacchi notes that McKeown’s tripartite ty-
pology of structural injustice relies heavily on “the levels of intentionality of 
social actors vis-à-vis the structures in which they operate.” However, he also 
believes that McKeown’s account lacks an analysis of relevant concepts from 
the philosophy of action, such as intentionality and foreseeability. At the same 
time, he is concerned about McKeown’s reliance on power, arguing that with-
out deeper analysis, her typology may remove the structural nature of structur-
al injustice. His final concern relates directly to McKeown’s interpretation of 
power, suggesting the need to distinguish powerlessness from disempower-
ment.   

Mara Marin underlines two major contributions of McKeown’s book: first, 
it provides conceptual clarity by separating moral from political responsibility; 
second, it helps to identify levels of agents’ responsibility based on their pow-
er. However, she also raises important criticisms. First, she is concerned about 
McKeown’s reliance on powerful agents as the primary drivers of change. In-
deed, structural change may require the harmonized influence of less powerful 
agents. She also suggests that McKeown’s typology of structural injustice 
risks diminishing the importance of a structural lens by focusing on agent-
specific accountability, potentially conflating structural and agentive forms of 
injustice. Marin concludes that while McKeown’s framework may redefine 
understandings of structural injustice by emphasizing power, it also highlights 
the need for further exploration of how various forms of agency and structural 
positioning influence responsibility and justice.  

Rossella De Bernardi’s commentary explores McKeown’s integration of 
power dynamics into Young’s original paradigm. She agrees with McKeown 
that corporations have unique agency within structural systems, and hence spe-
cial responsibilities. However, she questions the very idea of “deliberate” struc-
tural injustice. She wonders whether the labelling of certain injustices as 
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“structural” is still valid when intentional agents can cause or change them. Us-
ing examples like sweatshop labor and global poverty, De Bernardi discusses 
the consistency of assigning moral responsibility to powerful actors in structur-
ally unjust contexts. She suggests that distinguishing between unjust harms and 
structural causation remains problematic, especially when corporations might 
be blamed for sustaining broad systemic injustices beyond direct harms. 

David Owen’s contribution focuses on political responsibility and political 
solidarity. He emphasizes the gap between the theoretical framework and how 
the examples are treated. Owen delves into two key areas in which he believes 
McKeown’s examples reveal implicit but significant philosophical commit-
ments: decision-making power in tackling injustice and the nature of solidarity. 
First, he argues that giving those most affected by structural injustice a central 
role in decision-making is not just about respecting the insights of victims but 
is a matter of justice. McKeown’s discussion of the anti-sweatshop movement 
shows how the perspectives of sweatshop workers should shape activism to 
avoid harm, such as unwanted job losses from boycotts. Second, Owen exam-
ines McKeown’s account of political solidarity while distinguishing between 
symmetrical (within a marginalized group) and asymmetrical forms (privileged 
individuals supporting marginalized groups). The example of the feminist 
movement shows a symmetrical, in-group solidarity whilst the collaboration 
between United Students Against Sweatshops and sweatshop workers demon-
strates asymmetrical out-group solidarity. Owen argues that both types of soli-
darity are essential, especially given intersectional differences within groups. 
The symposium concludes with a rejoinder by Maeve McKeown. 
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Where is the Injustice in Structural Injustice? 

Vittorio Bufacchi* 

Abstract 
This paper will offer a conceptual analysis and critique of Maeve McKeown’s account of struc-
tural injustice. McKeown’s main thesis is that structural injustice ought to be approached via crit-
ical theory, and that a critical theory of structural injustice should incorporate power. While I 
agree with McKeown’s general approach, I argue that two aspects of this work remain opaque 
and in need of further analysis. First, while McKeown does a lot of important work on the ‘struc-
tural’ component of structural injustice, what constitutes an ‘injustice’ remains undefined, being 
taken for granted. More specifically, the concept of intentionality, which is crucial to McKeown’s 
account of ‘deliberate structural injustice’, remains under analysed. Secondly, while McKeown 
rightly puts power at the centre of structural injustice, there seems to be an assumption that 
power and domination are cut from the same cloth. I will challenge this assumption, suggesting 
an alternative way of integrating power within the sphere of structural injustice. 

Summary: Introduction. – The Main Thesis. – I. Structural Injustice: Does Intentionali-
ty Matter? – II. Where is the Injustice? – Conclusion. – Works Cited. 

Introduction 

Let me be as clear as I can be from the outset. This is a superb work of 
scholarship that ought to be read by anyone seriously interested in matters of 
social justice, and structural injustice in particular. Maeve McKeown (2024) 
has written the book that many of us working in the field have been waiting 
for at least since 1990, the year when Iris Marion Young’s Justice and the 
Politics of Difference was published. McKeown ought to be congratulated and 
praised for writing this book. If there is any justice in the world of academia, 
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this book will be recognised as a major achievement. Nothing I say in the fol-
lowing pages takes away from this verdict.  

The Main Thesis 

McKeown summarizes her book in one sentence: “My main thesis is that a 
critical theory of structural injustice should incorporate power” (2). There are 
two key terms here: ‘critical theory’ and ‘power’. By ‘critical theory’ McKe-
own is referring to the work by Margaret Archer, in particular her 1995 book 
Realist Social Theory. McKeown adopts Archer’s critical theory to correct 
certain aspects of Young’s work. The other key term is ‘power’, arguably the 
real protagonist in McKeown’s book, as McKeown indicates: “the aim of this 
book is to integrate power into structural injustice theory” (15). Regarding 
power, McKeown leans heavily on Thomas Wartenberg’s analysis taken from 
his book The Forms of Power.  

With the help of these two authors, Archer and Wartenberg, and their re-
spective accounts of critical theory and power, McKeown constructs an ele-
gant, detailed analysis of structural injustice. According to McKeown, there 
isn’t just one but three types of structural injustice. In the first half of the book 
McKeown offers her original account of structural injustice. McKeown’s so-
phisticated philosophical approach to structural injustice is accompanied by 
many real-life examples, making her work accessible, relevant, and politically 
poignant: sweatshops; poverty; climate change; corporate abuse and exploita-
tion. In the second half of the book McKeown theorizes responsibility for 
structural injustice. In what follows I will focus exclusively on the first half of 
McKeown’s book. 

I. Structural Injustice: Does Intentionality Matter? 

McKeown is inspired by the work of Iris Marion Young (1990). This is not 
surprising, since every scholar who writes about structural injustice today in-
exorably lists Young as their chief point of reference, and McKeown is not an 
exception to this rule. While this is perfectly understandable, it is also slightly 
disappointing. The idea of structural injustice predates Young, and no one 
should think that Young invented the concept or coined the term. Anyone fa-
miliar with the work of Marx knows that structural injustice has a long history. 

Even if we disregard Marx’s observations that under capitalism everyone is 
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alienated, both capitalists and proletarians, hence the capitalist mode of produc-
tion forms the structure within which injustice is articulate, and we ignore the 
works of other Marxists in the 20th century, starting with Rosa Luxemburg to 
Antonio Gramsci, there is an important literature in the late 60s and early 70s 
on structural injustice that seems to have gone under the radar. I’m referring to 
Johan Galtung and Newton Garver in primis. Although they write about ‘struc-
tural violence’ and ‘institutional violence’, they also have a very broad concep-
tion of violence which overlaps with injustice, in fact Galtung often uses the 
terms ‘structural violence’ and ‘social injustice’ interchangeably. 

Johan Galtung (2009, 83) famously distinguished between ‘direct vio-
lence’, where the instigator of an act of violence can be traced to a person or 
persons, and ‘structural violence’, where violence occurs but cannot be traced 
back to any person who directly harms another person: “there may not be any 
person who directly harms another person in the structure. The violence is 
built into the structure and shows up as unequal power and consequently as 
unequal life chances”. Working in a similar vein, Newton Garver (2009) dis-
tinguishes between four types of violence, creating a 2 X 2 matrix: violence 
can be personal or institutional, and it can be overt or covert.  

I have always wondered why Young failed to engage with the works of 
Marx, Galtung or Garver in a meaningful way. Be that as it may, Young must 
be given credit for redirecting the vast literature on social justice to questions 
about social injustice, and more specifically on the structural basis of injustice. 
One of the things that is slightly disappointing about the current literature on 
structural injustice is that the reverence towards Young can reach levels akin 
to a religious cult. Her views are often endorsed and reiterated unapologetical-
ly without any hints of criticism. Thankfully this is not the case with McKe-
own. While McKeown is very approving of Young, it is refreshing to see that 
she is also not afraid to be critical of Young. In suggesting shortcomings in 
Young’s work, McKeown is putting forward a constructive criticism with the 
aim of improving and strengthening Young’s theory. This is exactly as it 
should be, and it’s duly welcomed. 

One of the major virtues of McKeown’s book is to explore in greater detail 
the concept of ‘structure’, something that is often assumed to be self-
explanatory in the literature on structural injustice. It isn’t of course. As 
McKeown rightly points out, the interaction between structure and individual 
action remains under-analysed and in need of further clarification.  

McKeown distinguishes between three types of structural injustice: pure, 
avoidable, and deliberate. Of these, deliberate structural injustice is perhaps 
the most interesting, but also the most problematic. ‘Pure’ structural injustice 
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captures the idea that social actors cannot escape from reproducing the injus-
tice, therefore the consequences of their actions are unintended. ‘Avoidable’ 
structural injustice posits that not all agents are objectively constrained by the 
structures, allowing for the fact that some agents have the power to change the 
unjust structures but fail to do so, therefore the outcomes may be unintended 
but foreseeable and avoidable. ‘Deliberate’ structural injustice goes one step 
further. McKeown defines deliberate structural injustice as follows: “structural 
injustice is ‘deliberate’ when the unjust outcomes are intended because power-
ful agents benefit from it so they deliberately perpetuate it, and these agents 
have the capacity to remedy it but they fail to do so” (45).  

The difference between pure, avoidable and deliberate structural injustice 
seems to come down to the levels of intentionality on the part of the social ac-
tors vis-à-vis the structures in which they operate: ‘Pure’ is unintentional; 
‘Avoidable’ is unintentional but foreseeable; ‘Deliberate’ is intentional.  

This typology is valuable, and McKeown ought to be congratulated for in-
troducing these distinctions. But given the centrality of intentionality and un-
intentionality to her analysis, it is surprising that McKeown fails to expand on 
the concept of intentionality. We are in the realm of philosophy of action here, 
not political philosophy, nevertheless political philosophers disregard this 
body of literature at their own peril. There is also an interesting literature on 
intentionality in relation to acts of violence, in fact on the question of inten-
tionality there are instructive parallels between structural injustice and vio-
lence. 

In my book Violence and Social Justice, I argue that while most definitions 
of violence assume intentionality, in the sense that the action by X was under-
taken with the deliberate aim of causing harm to Y, it is also possible and de-
sirable to define violence as the outcome of an unintentional act (Bufacchi 
2007). 

Consider these three cases: 

1. X performs action A with the intended aim of doing good to X but action 
A has the foreseen but unintended consequence of also harming Z. 

2. X performs action A with the intended aim of doing harm to X but ac-
tion A has the foreseen but unintended consequence of also harming Z. 

3. X performs action A with the intended aim of doing some harm to X but 
action A has the foreseen but unintended consequence of doing much greater 
harm to X. 

The concepts of intentionality and foreseeability are crucial here, further-
more these distinctions apply to structural injustice as much as to violence. In 



 

Filosofia e Questioni Pubbliche - Philosophy and Public Issues 2/2024 225 
ISSN 1591-0660 | EISSN 2240-7987 

philosophy of action the orthodox view (often associated with Donald Da-
vidson) is that behind the idea of actions is the notion of agency, and inten-
tionality implies reason: to say that person P acted intentionally is to say that P 
performed action A because P had a reason to A. But this view is not shared 
by everyone. Michael Bratman (1987) argues that apart from cases where ac-
tion A is intentional whenever the agent performing the action intends to do A, 
there are also cases when what we do intentionally does not fully match with 
what we intended to do. Bratman is suggesting that we need to distinguish be-
tween what we do intentionally, and what is intended. When an intended ac-
tion has foreseen but undesired side effects, the agent will have brought about 
the effects intentionally, but not to have intended to bring this about. 1 Given 
the central role of intentionality in McKeown’s theoretical framework, it is 
surprising that this concept does not get the detailed analysis it deserves.  

Leaving the question of intentionality aside, there is another issue regard-
ing McKeown’s concept of deliberate structural injustice worth considering. 
When political philosophers began to investigate the structural nature of injus-
tice, one of the distinctive features of this concept was that no single person is 
responsible for the injustice. Thus, while there are many cases of single indi-
viduals deliberately acting in ways that cause or perpetuate an injustice on 
other individuals, in which case the injustice is strictly interpersonal, to think 
of injustice structurally was inviting us to switch our attention to the social, 
political, economic, and cultural context within which individuals operate. To 
put it bluntly, while interpersonal injustice has a distinct Kantian flavour (what 
make injustice wrong can be attributed to the reasons and the free will of its 
perpetrators), structural injustice has a manifest Marxist flavour (what make 
injustice wrong can be attributed to the context in which agents operate, in 
Marx’s case the capitalist mode of production). 2  

This idea of structural injustice beyond intentionality is captured, for ex-
ample, by Newton’s Garver’s concept of institutional violence. Garver (2009, 
180) tells us that “the institutional form of quiet violence operates when peo-
ple are deprived of choices in a systematic way by the very manner in which 
transactions normally take place, without any individual act being violent in 
itself or any individual decision being responsible for the system”. But now 
 
 

1  On intentionality and foreseeability see also Gilbert Harman (1986) and John Harris 
(1980). 

2 Of course, this is assuming that Marxism is an ethical theory, and that a Marxist theory of 
social justice is not an oxymoron. We will not go there here, but for the records I’m with Nor-
man Geras (1989) on this question. 
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McKeown’s idea of deliberate structural injustice wants to reintroduce inten-
tionality within the scope of structural injustice. While there are merits to this, 
there is also the risk that the most distinctive element of this injustice is 
stripped away. In other words, once the intentionality of the agent is part of 
the structural injustice equation, we are back in the realm of personal injustice. 
It is true that interpersonal injustice can be direct or indirect, and of course 
McKeown is trying to capture the way agents intentionally use certain struc-
tures to inflict an injustice, but sometimes I fear that the most radical dimen-
sion of structural injustice is compromised once personal intentionality is once 
again back in the fray.  

II. Where is the Injustice? 

As we have seen, much of the focus of McKeown’s book is on the concept 
of structure in structural injustice. Here McKeown makes extremely useful 
observations that break new grounds in the literature on social injustice. Of 
course, the concept of ‘structural injustice’ is not only about the ‘structure’, it 
is also (arguably primarily) about ‘injustice’. It is therefore surprising that 
while McKeown has a lot to say about structures, in some ways she has less to 
say about injustice. At the start of Chapter 2 McKeown writes: “Structural in-
justice, broadly speaking, is the fallout of social-structural processes that ren-
der groups of people vulnerable to domination or oppression” (19). I don’t 
disagree with this, but ‘vulnerability’, ‘domination’ and ‘oppression’ are com-
plex terms that need to be defined and analysed: vulnerable to what? Domi-
nated by whom, and how? And who decides whether a group is oppressed or 
not? Also, why groups and not individuals? And finally, is injustice about 
‘rendering’ groups vulnerable, or taking advantage of their vulnerability? I 
couldn’t find satisfactory answers to these questions.  

Later in the book McKeown expands on these issues, even though often by 
pointing the reader to the work of Young. Thus, in wording that echo 
Young’s, McKeown says that “domination prevents individuals from deter-
mining how they will live their lives. Oppression prevents individuals from 
developing their unique capacities and fulfilling their personal potential” 
(p.36). I was not persuaded by Young’s take on oppression, and I’m not con-
vinced by McKeown’s claims regarding domination either. 3 Defining oppres-

 
 

3 For my critique of Young, see Bufacchi (2012). 
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sion in terms of personal potential not being fulfilled is highly problematic. I 
have never met a person who has fulfilled their personal potential, and if an 
injustice occurs whenever someone does not fulfil their personal potential, 
then we might as well just give up: injustice is ubiquitous and unstoppable, 
and will never be overcome.  

Accidentally, the emphasis on one’s personal potential being unfulfilled is 
also central to the views on social injustice and structural violence advanced 
by Galtung and his many followers. Thus, Galtung (1969, 168) writes that 
“Violence is present when human beings are being influenced so that their ac-
tual somatic and mental realizations are below their potential realizations”. 4 
Galtung’s account of structural violence has been criticised on this issue, and 
rightly so, for being much too broad. The same criticism applies to Young on 
oppression and to McKeown on domination. 

To give credit where credit is due, McKeown’s account of structural injus-
tice also has an appealing and innovative twist, for McKeown puts a great deal 
of emphasis on the concept of power, which distinguishes her work from 
Young’s. I welcome this move, this is arguably the strongest aspects of 
McKeown’s book, even though I have some reservations about McKeown’s 
analysis of power. 

First, following Wartenberg, McKeown seems to think of power in binary 
terms: there are the powerful, and the powerless. Once again, we find the fin-
gerprints of Young on this dichotomy. Young (1990, 52) tells us that one of 
the five faces of the five faces of oppression is powerlessness: “The powerless 
are those who lack authority or power even in this mediated sense, those over 
whom power is exercised without their exercising it; the powerless are situat-
ed so that they must take orders and rarely have the right to give them”. There 
is nothing wrong with this definition of powerlessness, but I also think that 
oppression is not so much about powerlessness, instead it is about disempow-
erment. The difference is subtle but important. While powerlessness denotes a 
state of affairs, or a state of being, disempowerment is an active process which 
delineates how power is taken away from someone. Disempowerment is dy-
namic, while powerlessness is static. I wish there was room for disempower-
ment and not only powerlessness in McKeown’s analysis. 5  

Leaving aside the distinction between powerlessness and disempowerment, 
there is another issue regarding McKeown’s account of power that I don’t find 

 
 

4 See also Jamil Salmi (1993). 
5 I discuss social injustice in terms of disempowerment in Bufacchi (2012), pp. 14-15. 
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totally persuasive. Once again following on Wartenberg’s footsteps, McKe-
own stresses the affinity between power and domination. In fact, McKeown 
goes as far as to adopt Wartenberg’s definition of domination: “Domination 
refers to a relationship between social groups in which ‘power is exercised by 
the dominating social agent repeatedly, systematically, and to the detriment of 
the dominated agent’” (p.39). While one can’t deny that at one level power 
and domination are closely related, the two concepts should be distinguished. 
The move from power to domination is too quick, and potentially problematic 
on three accounts. 

First, power is a dispositional concept. Peter Morriss (1987, 49), who wrote 
arguably still the best philosophical analysis of this concept, says that power is 
“a sort of ability: the basic idea is that your powers are capacities to do things 
when you choose”. To think of power as an ability is not the same as saying 
that to have an ability is to have power. As Brian Barry (1988) rightly points 
out, ‘power’ and ‘ability’ are not interchangeable, and not all ability is power. 
For Barry (1988, 341): “there is more to (social power) than being able to do 
what you choose to do. Your having power entails that you have the ability to 
overcome resistance or opposition and by this means achieve an outcome dif-
ferent from the one that would have occurred in the absence of your interven-
tion”. The point about power being an ability is that the concept of power itself 
is normatively neutral, whereas domination has clear negative connotations.   

Second, McKeown says that “the dominant agent does not need to issue a 
threat to coerce the subordinate, rather the dominant agent’s ability to harm 
the subordinate is a structural feature of their relationship” (p. 39). This is true, 
but in that case, as Brian Barry (1980, 183) would say, the dominant agent is 
merely lucky, not powerful: “Must the power of a group be conceptualized as 
the sum of the power of each of the individual members of the group, or could 
a group be powerful whilst each of its members is individually powerless?”. 
The difference between luck and power is analytically significant, in part be-
cause outcomes do not necessarily reveal power. Keith Dowding (2019, 47) 
offers a very good example to highlight the difference between outcomes and 
power: “If the conservative bloc on the Supreme Court have a clear majority, 
say six to three, then as a group the conservatives are clearly powerful. On all 
‘ideological’ decisions they can get what they want. However each conserva-
tive Judge, as an individual, has exactly the same power as every other, and as 
each of the liberal Justices: viz. one vote each”. This example also raises ques-
tions about the rudimentary relationship between domination and power. 

Third, and perhaps more importantly, McKeown’s account of power 
doesn’t really tell us much about how power is used, or what forms it takes. 
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The point that McKeown wants to make is that some agents intentionally use 
or interact with existing structures in order to dominate others. I don’t have a 
problem with this, in fact I agree with it. But we need to understand the ways 
in which agents use their power, or in other words we need to understand what 
is distinctive about their ability. Here it is important to distinguish between 
‘outcome power’ (power to: the power to bring about outcomes) and ‘social 
power’ (power over: a social relation between at least two people). If we focus 
on social power, it is necessary to understand precisely what form social pow-
er takes.  

Keith Dowding (2019, 48) has an interesting take on this: “Social power is 
the ability of an actor deliberately to change the incentive structure of another 
actor or actors to bring about, or help bring about outcomes”. I think this is 
correct. The importance of Dowding’s analysis is to remind us that too often 
we attribute power where it isn’t there. In the literature this is referred to as the 
political power fallacy. Dowding (2019, 88) is right when he reminds us that 
the fact that actor A is powerless to bring about some outcome x does not im-
ply that there is another actor B who is powerful enough to stop her. “The in-
ference is false. Even if there is an actor B who is powerful enough to stop 
them bringing about x, the fact that A cannot do so is not sufficient to demon-
strate that B is to blame”. What Dowding is getting to here is that often what 
makes a certain group powerless is the fact that this group is unable to mobi-
lize itself, that they struggle to overcome their own collective action problem. 
If certain individuals or another group benefits from this, they are simply 
lucky, not necessarily powerful. So how does power manifest itself? Dow-
ding’s answer is ingenious: an agent is powerful when they deliberately 
change the incentive structure of another agent so that they fail to mobilize, 
and remain victim of their own collective action problem. I find Keith Dow-
ding’s analysis of power very persuasive, and I believe it could be integrated 
within McKeown’s theoretical framework to great effect. 

Conclusion 

McKeown has written an extremely important book, that one day may replace 
Young’s work as the standard reference point on structural injustice. In this arti-
cle I have raised some minor questions about the role of intentionality in the def-
inition of structural injustice, and the ways in which power operates. But nothing 
I have written takes away from the immense value of McKeown’s book, denot-
ing a very significant contribution to contemporary political philosophy. 
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Reflections on Power and Structural Change 

Commentary on Maeve McKeown’s With Power 
Comes Responsibility. The Politics of 

Structural Injustice 
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Abstract 
Maeve McKeown’s With Power Comes Responsibility (WPCR) convincingly argues that discus-
sions of structural injustice and responsibility for it should integrate discussions of power rela-
tions. Powerful agents have different responsibilities than “ordinary individuals” because they 
have access to more resources and have more “elbow room” to make changes. However, 
WPCR focuses on one form of power – the power agents have in virtue of their structural posi-
tion – and assumes that this form of power always translates in power to change structures. This 
is a mistake because the structurally privileged are not necessarily better able to change struc-
tures. Men, for example, are not necessarily better able than women to change sexist structures. 
All occupants of structural positions arguably control resources. In some cases, the subordi-
nates have a monopoly over important resources. In a society that assigns caregiving responsi-
bility exclusively to women, for example, women have a monopoly over caregiving skills and 
knowledge. This control of resources gives the subordinate – understood as a collective, not in-
dividual agent – the power to change the structure in virtue of which they have those resources 
by acting in ways that do not conform to their mandated use in the structure.  

Maeve McKeown’s With Power Comes Responsibility (WPCR) is a major 
contribution to the structural injustice literature. It contributes to at least two 
lines of inquiry, each of which would have qualified it as an impressive work. 

First, WPCR clarifies and deepens our understanding of Iris Young’s view 
of structural injustice, highlighting rather than glossing over the ambiguities, 
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tensions and theoretical lacunae in the posthumously published in 2011 (and 
not finished in 2006, at the time of Young’s death) Responsibility for Justice, 
the work responsible for coining the notion of “structural injustice” and intro-
ducing it to mainstream discussions in political theory. McKeown is a gener-
ous, careful reader that, by engaging in detail with the sources of Young’s 
work as well as later critics, leaves us with a more theoretically grounded, rig-
orous and sophisticated account of Young’s notion of “structural injustice,” 
and her distinction between “moral” and “political” responsibility. To give 
just one example, McKeown discusses Hannah Arendt’s distinction between 
moral and political responsibility, as well as contemporary conceptions of vir-
tue ethics, to argue that both what Young calls “political responsibility” and 
what she calls “moral responsibility,” are forms of moral responsibility 
(McKeown 2024, 165). However, moral responsibility in this sense is other 
regarding, unlike Arendt’s morality, which is self-regarding. Arendt’s moral 
principles are about the self; the moral demand is reflected in the “will I be 
able to live with myself?” question, and thus sharply distinguished from polit-
ical considerations, which regard “the world.”. This understanding of morality 
as other-regarding makes it hard for Young to distinguish between moral and 
political responsibility, which is why she falls on the distinction between 
backward-looking and forward-looking responsibility to explain the mor-
al/political responsibility distinction, but also why doing so leads to problems 
(McKeown 2024, 145-155). 

Second, WPCR advances its own conception of structural injustice and re-
sponsibility for it in dialogue with this nuanced version of Young’s account 
and other conceptions of structural injustice. In doing so, it advances our dis-
cussion of structural injustice at the theoretical, conceptual and practical lev-
els. One of the most notable features of the book is its ability to ground the 
theoretical arguments on accounts of actually existing political problems, ac-
counts that reconstruct the legal, political and historical details of an actually 
existing case rather than relying on imaginary, abstract examples that moral 
and political philosophers often discuss. My comments will focus on this sec-
ond line of inquiry, although I think that the contributions to the first are 
equally important.  

At the theoretical level, WPCR argues that we need a better conception of 
structure and structural change than the one that informs Young’s account and, 
under Young’s influence, current discussions of structural injustice. The prob-
lem with Young’s account is that the four elements in her conception of struc-
tures – objective constraint, social positions, structures produced in action and 
unintended consequences (Young 2011, 52-64) – are not well integrated in a 
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unified theory. In particular, it is unclear what difference, if any, structural po-
sitions and structural constraints (constraints that agents experience in virtue 
of their structural positions) make to Young’s view of structural change and, 
consequently, to her view of responsibility. Young’s account of structural 
change seems to rely exclusively on the notion that structures are produced 
and reproduced in action, an idea that Young adopts from Anthony Giddens’ 
structuration theory. This exclusive reliance on structuration, McKeown ar-
gues, explains why Young assigns the same responsibility to agents that occu-
py different positions: given that everybody’s actions reproduce structures to 
the same degree, everybody has the same responsibility to change the struc-
tures: a shared responsibility, based on their similar contribution to structures, 
to join collective action (Young 2011, 111-112). 

But this cannot be true, McKeown argues. Powerful agents have different 
responsibilities than “ordinary individuals” because they are in a better posi-
tion to change the injustice of the structure: they have access to more re-
sources and more “elbow room.” to make changes (McKeown 2024, 32-33, 
36-37). Young’s failure to theorize structural position and integrate it in an ac-
count of structural change prevented her from seeing that differently posi-
tioned agents have different responsibilities because they have different levels 
of power. Integrating a theoretical account of structural positions in an account 
of structural change would have allowed her to analyze “the vested interests 
that come with various social positions and how this affects agents’ behaviour 
in those positions, and how it generates power for particular agents.” (28) 
Moreover, by relying on structuration theory, Young’s theory inherits its main 
problem: it cannot explain change (28). In short, the theoretical shortcomings 
of Young’s account prevent it from offering a good account of structural 
change, one that does not underestimate the role of powerful agents in bring-
ing about change. 

To overcome these theoretical shortcomings, McKeown argues, we should 
ground our understanding of structural injustice on Margaret Archer’s critical 
realist conception of structure and structural change. On the critical realist 
view, structures evolve through the interaction of structure and agency (24). 
Thus, at time T1 there is a structure that conditions (but does not determine) 
agents’ actions. T1 is followed by a period, T2 to T3, of interaction between 
structure and agency, followed by “structural elaboration,” i.e. a new struc-
ture, at T4. Structures predate and condition agents’ actions, even those that 
transform them. Structures are characterized by structural positions that endow 
those who occupy them with different vested interests. Agents in powerful po-
sitions have a vested interest in maintaining the structure, while subordinated 
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agents have an interest in changing it. Each structure comes with a particular 
distribution of vested interests, knowledge of and attitude towards the struc-
ture. The interaction between actions and structures is based on this distribu-
tion and results in a new structure: this is the moment of structural elabora-
tion (33-34). The process of structural interaction is not deterministic; “agents 
have agency to decide how they will act within structures and contest them” 
(36).  

One of McKeown’s main claims is that in this process of structural interac-
tion powerful agents are in a better position than ordinary individuals. They 
have greater resources and therefore have more ‘elbow room’ to act both in 
ways that maintain the structures and in ways that transform them (36). There-
fore, they bear a larger share of responsibility than ordinary citizens. They 
should lead the action for changing unjust structures.  

Once we adopt Archer’s critical realist conception of structure and struc-
tural transformation and consider the role of powerful agents, McKeown ar-
gues, we can see that, rather than “the unintended outcome of ‘benign social 
processes’,” as Young claims, structural injustice is often deliberately main-
tained or at least not avoided by powerful agents who would have the ability 
to eliminate it (41-45). 

McKeown distinguishes between three types of structural injustice: delib-
erate, avoidable and pure. Structural injustice is pure when all agents are con-
strained to such an extent that they cannot avoid but reproduce the injustice, 
and the injustice is the unintended consequence of their actions (41); this is 
structural injustice as Young understands it. There may be cases of pure struc-
tural injustice (climate change might be a candidate), McKeown argues, but 
they are not the rule. Structural injustice is avoidable when some agents – the 
powerful ones – are not constrained to such an extent as to not be able to 
change it; it may be unintended, but it is foreseeable and avoidable (43). Final-
ly, structural injustice is deliberate when powerful agents deliberately main-
tain it (44), as multi-national corporations (MNCs) maintain the powerless and 
destitute position of workers in sweatshops. 

In the case of deliberate and avoidable structural injustice, powerful agents 
bear moral responsibility to address the injustice because they, unlike “ordi-
nary citizens,” have the resources and capacity to effect structural change (36). 
McKeown makes this case through the example of MNCs in the clothing in-
dustry and, in particular, the Bangladesh Accord on Fire and Building Safety 
signed in the aftermath of the Rana Plaza factory collapse by 190 corporations 
from 20 countries (80-89). This accord, “a legally binding agreement over five 
years,” that “required signatories to agree to independent inspections to facto-
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ries, to remedy any faults and to provide fire and building safety training to 
staff,” and “included Bangladeshi and international trade unions, and was 
overseen by an independent representative from the ILO” (84), shows that 
MNCs have the capacity and resources to remedy structural injustice. 

In what follows I raise some concerns with two elements of this account: 
the notion that “powerful agents” should make structural changes and the ty-
pology of structural injustice.  

There is something immediately intuitive and, I would think, almost uncon-
troversial in the idea that those who profit most from (and deliberately main-
tain or can remedy) the vulnerable position of others should be held responsi-
ble (morally and politically) for not remedying it. Yet, it is unclear what it 
amounts to theoretically: What does the example of the Bangladesh Accord 
show about how change happens and where the power to effect change lies?  

As McKeown’s detailed account of this example reminds us, in the wake of 
the 2013 Rana Plaza factory collapse, intense media attention and NGO mobili-
zation “forced the global garment industry to face up to the appalling conditions 
of garment workers” and consequently to sign the Bangladesh Accord (84, my 
emphasis). While McKeown takes this as evidence that MNCs have the power 
to effect structural change because they can make the changes that address the 
injustice, I think it shows the opposite. It shows that change required other 
agents in the system – NGOs, trade unions, a certain public – to put pressure on 
MNCs. MNCs’ capacity to make this change was the same before and after the 
Rana Plaza factory collapse. It is, so to speak, a constant, and a constant cannot 
explain change. What changed – and therefore could explain the change – is the 
pressure on MNCs from other agents. If anything, the example shows that other 
agents, not MNCs, exercised their power to bring about change.  

If, with Dahl, we think that “A has power over B to the extent that he can 
get B to do something that B would not otherwise do,” (Dahl 1957, 202-3, cit-
ed in McKeown 2024, 48), then the Bangladesh Accord is a straightforward 
case of agents other than the most powerful in the system getting MNCs to do 
something they would otherwise not do; on this conception of power, B, the 
agent over whom power is exercised, is capable of doing the X which they 
would not do in the absence of A’s power. Like B, MNCs were capable of 
making the changes they eventually made by signing the Bangladesh Accord, 
but they would not have made these changes were it not for the pressure put 
on them by NGOs, trade unions, global publics, etc.  

In short, while the example shows that MNCs had the capacity to effect 
changes, it does not show that the changes came about as a result of their 
power. On the contrary, it shows that, in spite of their power, MNCs were 
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forced to bring about change, change that came about as a result of the power 
of the less powerful agents in the system. This is a case in which change came 
about in spite of, not because of, the power of the most powerful agents in the 
system, agents that were forced to do something they would not otherwise 
have done. It is a case of the powerful agents being under power of the less 
powerful agents. 

This may sound paradoxical if not downright contradictory. How can the 
powerful agents be under power of the less powerful agents? Does this ignore 
or reject McKeown’s argument that MNCs corporations have systemic power 
and, in virtue of it, dispositional and episodic power (McKeown 2024, 49-50, 
52-67)? 

I think the contradiction is only apparent. It disappears if we distinguish be-
tween two senses in which we can talk about power: power in the structure 
and power to change the structure. An agent is powerful in the former sense if 
it occupies a hierarchically superior, or privileged position in a structure, posi-
tion that confers benefits or advantages to its occupants. In contrast, agents 
have power in the latter sense when their actions can effect structural change. 
McKeown’s account conflates these two senses of agents’ power. It assumes 
that those powerful in the former sense – of occupying a position of power in 
a structure – will have power in the latter sense – will be in a better position to 
effect change through their actions. But there is no a priori reason to think this 
is always the case. There is no reason to think that those in privileged posi-
tions in a structure are necessarily in a better position to change the structure 
than those occupying the disadvantaged positions. Men, to give just an exam-
ple, are not necessarily in a better position to change sexist structures than 
women. Sometimes the structurally privileged may be in the best position to 
effect change, sometimes they may be in the worst position, and in other cases 
they may be in the same position as the disadvantaged. Different structures are 
likely to be different in this respect. To determine in each case which agents 
are in a position to effect change will require empirical attention to the socio-
structural reality of the mechanisms of change for each structure.  

McKeown suggests that having power in the former sense (in the structure) 
puts more resources in one’s hands, which gives one power to change the 
structure. She does not offer an extensive argument for this idea, but the 
thought seems to be that the powerful will use the resources they have in vir-
tue of their position to maintain their position of power; therefore, they could 
also use these resources to undermine this position. 

There are, however, two problems with this thought. First, resources – or 
the power one has in virtue of one’s control of resources – are not enough to 
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make one an agent of change. In addition, one has to be the type of agent that, 
in spite of occupying a position of privilege in the structure, is not (fully) in-
vested in the maintenance of the structure. Secondly, it is not the case that the 
structurally subordinate lack resources simply in virtue of their subordinate 
position. Let me take these two claims in turn. 

First, one aspect of Archer’s critical realist view that recommended it to 
McKeown is that it allows us to theorize structural position and in particular 
how an agent’s structural position invests them with interests that affect their 
behavior (28). While undoubtedly MNCs have systemic power, that power ac-
companies their structural position, in virtue of which they have a vested inter-
est in maintaining, not changing the current functioning of the structure. It is 
true that powerful actors have “elbow room” in the sense that they are not fully 
constrained by their position; their position does not determine their actions; 
there are many actions they can take from within their position. This, however, 
does not show that those actions open to them are the same as those necessary 
to effect structural change. Even in those cases in which actions that could re-
sult in structural change were open to powerful agents, we are not given any 
reason to think that they would actually take those actions (without other 
agents exercising power over them). In short, showing that powerful agents 
have some “elbow room” in their actions, i.e. some possibilities of action un-
constrained by their structural position, does not yet show that their actions will 
be part of how change comes about. What we need, in addition, is a reason to 
think that they would take the actions that would modify the structure that ben-
efits them, actions that would undermine their position of privilege.  

My argument is not that this reason can never be provided. For some struc-
tures it may very well be Rather, my argument is that Archer’s critical realist 
account does not seem the right framework to generate such reasons, in as far 
as it emphasizes the vested interests of powerful agents to maintain the struc-
ture. Moreover, McKeown’s discussion of the Bangladesh Accord does not 
yet provide such a reason. On the contrary, McKeown own analysis provides 
us with reasons to think the opposite; that is, to think of the Bangladesh 
agreement as a set of actions that MNCs took to maintain their power-inside-
the structure in the face of a challenge to that power. Although under the ini-
tial pressure MNCs made changes to some important elements of the system, 
the agreement had elements that limited those changes: the agreement was 
limited to five years (it expired in 2021 after a three-year extension), did not 
include provisions regarding wages or child labor, and it did not upheld rights 
of collective bargaining (84-87). “In some ways,” McKeown argues, “it was a 
smokescreen promoting an image to ill-informed consumers that brands are 
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doing more and doing better, when they continued to act so as to perpetuate 
structural injustice and to use it for their own gain” (87). If this is the case, 
then we should not interpret this case as one in which there was even incre-
mental, limited change, the type of change that, McKeown argues, should not 
be underestimated (189). Rather, it would be reasonable to understand these 
actions as very limited changes for a limited period of time until the media at-
tention moves elsewhere, that is, as ways of maintaining their position of 
power under conditions of public pressure to change. The second problem 
with the thought that the privileged have more power to change structures be-
cause they have access to resources the subordinate are deprived of is that it 
assumes that the subordinate lack the relevant resources. This is a mistake be-
cause all occupants of structural positions arguably control some resources 
and, as I argue elsewhere, this control of resources gives the subordinate – un-
derstood as a collective, not as individual agents – the power to change the 
structure in virtue of which they have those resources when they act in ways 
that do not conform to their mandated use in the structure (Marin 2024). 

McKeown agrees that the subordinate position of victims of structural in-
justice does not deprive them of agency. While they are victims of structural 
injustice in the sense that they do not benefit from the injustice and they are 
“powerless in relation to, and rendered vulnerable by, structural injustice,” 
“they are also agents” (170). But if the subordinate have agency, i.e. the abil-
ity to act, they must also have power (to act). McKeown is right to distinguish 
this form of “power with,” which she calls “empowerment,” from that of 
“powerful agents,” i.e. privilege. However, for reasons I developed above, it is 
unclear why we should ignore this form of power and focus only on the latter 
in our account of structural change. 

Thus far I took for granted McKeown’s typology of structural injustice as 
pure, avoidable and deliberate. In the rest of these comments, I want to raise 
some concerns about it. In particular, I will suggest that accepting it makes 
structural analysis irrelevant. McKeown introduces the distinction between 
pure, avoidable and deliberate structural injustice as a criticism of and move 
away from Young’s definition of structural injustice as the unintended conse-
quences of a multitude of social processes that, except for their unintended 
outcomes, does not exhibit any injustice. As such, it is a welcome contribu-
tion. However, I think that the typology is premised on blurring the distinction 
between structural and interactional injustice and thus risks making structural 
analysis irrelevant.  

While Young is often interpreted to say that, by definition, structural injus-
tice takes place when no agent does anything wrong according to “commonly 
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accepted rules,” I think that Young’s claim is rather that if we focused on the 
wrongdoing of agents alone, structural injustice would remain invisible. An 
account of the wrongdoing of agents alone would not capture structural forms 
of injustice. Consequently, eliminating this type of wrongdoing, wrongdoing 
we can recognize with “commonly accepted rules,” would not eliminate struc-
tural injustice. To recognize structural injustice we need a different, structural 
perspective (Young 2011, 47-48, 70-71). 

In short, Young’s claim is not about whether, as a matter of fact, there is 
or there is not agentic wrongdoing in structural injustice. Rather, it is that 
agentic wrongdoing is irrelevant to the structural injustice. Cases of injustice 
that can be traced to specific agents, and that can be remedied through rules 
for agents do not need a structural analysis. McKeown’s notion of deliberate 
(and arguably avoidable) injustice shows exactly this: that some unjust condi-
tions some groups of people find themselves in can be traced (fully) to the ac-
tions (or inaction) of those who benefit from them. Even if this were the case, 
it does not show that Young’s notion of structural injustice needs to be 
changed. It only shows that some cases – including sweatshops, which Young 
thought of as examples of structural injustice – are not in fact cases of struc-
tural injustice, but old-fashioned cases of agents violating rules of justice that 
apply to agents, such as “it is wrong to deprive others of their basic rights 
(and especially wrong to benefit from such a deprivation).” We do not need a 
structural analysis (or the notion of structural injustice) to theorize these cases 
to understand the nature of wrongdoing involved in them or the responsibility 
of the agents involved in them. Like cases of structural injustice, in these cas-
es the wrong may be mediated by complex social processes, but this alone 
does not make them cases of structural injustice, because their injustice can 
be traced to specific agents, and can be remedied by enforcing rules for 
agents. McKeown’s disagreement with Young is then not over the definition 
of structural injustice, but over whether sweatshops count as structural injus-
tice in Young’s sense. 

These disagreements only show that McKeown’s WPCR has advanced the 
debate on structural injustice and the responsibility it creates for us. It is, I 
think, required reading for anyone interested in these debates. 
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From Climate Change to Sweatshop Labor:  
Do “Structural” Injustices Exist, After All? 

Rossella De Bernardi* 

Abstract 
In her new book, Meave McKeown integrates a systematic analysis of power into Iris M. Young’s 
structural injustice paradigm, providing it with the tools to illuminate different agents’ relative ca-
pacities to reproduce structural injustices (SI). While much needed, this investigation – along 
with the moral responsibility attributions for SIs (instead of parts of them) it aims to enable – ac-
centuates a tension central to SI theory. On the one hand, McKeown unapologetically questions 
the aptitude of Young’s original notion, “pure” SI in McKeown’s words, to capture any real-world 
injustice altogether. While Climate Change (CC) seems a candidate, other usual suspects – i.e., 
global poverty and sweatshop labour – would instantiate, respectively, “avoidable” and “deliber-
ate” SIs. On the other hand, these categories sound like oxymorons, considering that these are 
still to count as “structural” injustices. If it is distinctive of structural causation that it cannot be 
reduced to the mere aggregation of all contributing agents’ conducts, at least some features of 
the resulting unjust outcomes should be impossible to lay at any specific agent’s feet – no mat-
ter how extensive and significant their contribution to the overall process. If so, we should only 
be able to attribute moral responsibility to powerful agents for some – however big – parts of 
structural injustices rather than the injustices tout court.  

Summary: I. Deliberate vs Pure "Structural" Injustices. – II. Structural responsibility to 
(corporate) agents? – Conclusion. – Works Cited. 

In her new book, With Power Comes Responsibility. The Politics of Struc-
tural Injustice, Meave McKeown (2024) integrates a systematic analysis of 
power into Iris M. Young’s structural injustice paradigm, providing it with the 
tools to analyze how different structural positions affect agents’ relative 
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(in)ability to reproduce – or counter – structural injustices (SI). One of the 
book’s most original resulting contributions is the distinction between three 
types of SI: (i) pure, (ii) avoidable, and (iii) deliberate. The critical point dis-
tinguishing (i) – Young’s original understanding of structural injustice – from 
both (ii) and (iii) is that, in (ii) and (iii), there exist powerful enough (corpo-
rate) agents that – in virtue of the structural positions they occupy and the 
power they consequently enjoy – have “enough elbow room” to remedy the 
relevant SIs. Still, such agents either (ii) neglect to do so (possibly out of in-
difference) or even (iii) actively and intentionally maintain them (because they 
benefit from the unjust states of affairs staying as they are). Such agents are 
blameworthy for their failures to remedy injustice or their deliberate perpetua-
tion of it. Global poverty is identified as (ii) an “avoidable” SI, whereas 
sweatshop labor is (iii) a “deliberate SI.” Climate change is “tentatively” sug-
gested as a form of (i) “pure” SI (104).  

One of the book’s central targets is a hasty response that may be tempting 
when facing injustices arising out of large-scale and multi-agential causal pro-
cesses under the influence of Young’s “social connection model” of responsi-
bility for SIs. Simplifying, faced with the daunting task of identifying culprits 
in circumstances of SI, we may reach for a one-size-fits-all response, i.e., all 
agents who contribute to the reproduction of the injustice share in a distinc-
tively forward-looking-only form of “political” responsibility to remedy it. At-
tributions of moral (i.e., backwards-looking) responsibility for having caused 
the relevant injustices should be sidelined, along with the related blame.  

The book’s central analysis of the “dimensions and forms” of power pro-
vides important analytical tools to make us pause before embracing any such 
interpretation of the relationship between SI and responsibility (48-67). Com-
pellingly, Mckeown argues that power disparities must be accounted for when 
describing how SIs come about and normatively evaluating who is culpable 
and blameworthy for sustaining them. Specifically, I am highly sympathetic 
with the idea that such agents as multi-national corporations (MNCs), occupy-
ing privileged positions in the structures of the global economy, enjoy power 
in ways that set them apart from ordinary (i.e., relatively powerless) individu-
als when it comes to attributing responsibility for SIs.  

That said, I will attempt to articulate an underlying tension I perceive in the 
book. The author’s explicit commitment to avoiding reductionism in explaining 
socio-structural causation seems in tension with the idea that we can correctly 
identify any (corporate) agents as the culprits for the (re)production of structur-
al injustices in a way that can consistently allow us to lay at their feet the re-
sponsibility “for the injustice itself, not merely some instances of harm” (46, 
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emphasis added). In a nutshell, here’s my doubt: in cases of “deliberate SI,” the 
relevant culpable agents should be sufficiently powerful that the wrong-making 
features of the injustice can be causally linked back to their agency. If this is 
the case, though, is this not ipso facto a denial of the hypothesis that the rele-
vant injustice is indeed “structural” – i.e., the result of structural causation – in 
the first place? In what sense does deliberate SI still count as “structural”? 1  

To shed light on such a tension, I will single out two aspects that an analy-
sis of structural injustice – as in “structurally caused” – can emphasize. At the 
same time, I will highlight how, when working through the examples, the 
book seemingly shifts between different characterizations of what makes the 
relevant cases unjust.   

I. Deliberate vs Pure “Structural” Injustices 

Let me briefly analyze the ideas of “deliberate SI” and “pure SI” through 
the real-world cases presented in the book to try and flesh out in some more 
detail the tension in which I am interested.  

Cases of deliberate SI would be such that (44): 

all agents are constrained, but there are powerful agents who have enough room to 
manoeuvre to change the [unjust] situation [… Still, these] powerful agents want to 
maintain the vulnerability of the disadvantaged in order to continue to exploit them.  

Pure SI, differently, is one in which (41): 

All of the actors are constrained to the point where it is very difficult for them 
not to participate in reproducing the injustice, and the consequences of their ac-
tions are unintended.  

Based on such definitions, the three points to make sense of SIs – and dis-
tinguishing its types – are: 

a. the presence of structural constraints on agency;  
b. the actual space left by structural constraints to autonomous agency 

(meant merely as the opposite of “structurally determined agency”); 
c. the intention to reproduce injustice through one’s agency. 

 
 

1 For mere reasons of space, I will focus only on the contrast between “pure” and “deliber-
ate” SI throughout the text, setting aside the contrast with “avoidable” SI. 
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The two definitions share point a., i.e., the presence of structural con-
straints on agency (on b and c, the two notions diverge). Crucially, a seems to 
be the key defining feature of what makes an injustice “structural” in McKe-
own’s account. Or, at least, it seems to me the one given greatest weight 
throughout the book.  

Indeed, in keeping with Young’s standard paradigm, one way to make 
sense of SI is to focus on how it results from causal processes in which most 
agents, most of the time, can’t help but be implicated. At least, they can’t help 
it unless they accept to bear heavy costs such as being unable to – or severely 
hindered in – pursuing the most mundane of their daily tasks. Andreas Malm’s 
(2016, 18-20) characterization of the structural nature of the “fossil economy” 
offers an excellent picture of such a quasi-coercive nature of structural pro-
cesses and why McKeown indeed suggests that CC constitutes perhaps the 
most plausible example of a “pure SI:” 2 

The fossil economy has the character of a totality, a distinguishable entity: a socio-
ecological structure, in which a certain economic process and a certain form of energy 
are welded together. […] A person born today in Britain or China enters a preexisting 
fossil economy, which […] confronts the newborn as an objective fact. It possesses real 
causal powers – most notably the power to alter the climatic conditions on planet Earth, 
but this only as a function of its power to direct human conduct. A factory manager will 
be pressured to obtain energy by plugging into the current from the nearest coal-fired 
power plant rather than building her own waterwheel. The company owner will send 
her commodities to the world market on cargo vessels, rather than sailing ships. A cash-
ier may have little choice but to commute to the supermarket in a car […]. 

The relevant point here is that one aspect specifying “structural” in SI is 
that all agency involved in the process causing the unjust outcomes is subject 
to structural constraints. For many, this fact usually means a lot of pressure 
and “duress” to act in ways that will (collectively) set conditions of injustice 
for some. As Malm’s vignette shows, none of the agents can easily withdraw 
their contribution to climate change (hereafter, CC) if they want, minimally, to 
keep their jobs (that they probably need to pay their bills so that they can turn 
their heating on and warm up in Winter, an act that, in turn, generates further 
carbon emissions, and so on).  

 
 

2 In fact, McKeown clarifies that one can plausibly hold that from the 80s onward CC has 
become an avoidable SI since the growing scientific consensus about its reality means mitiga-
tion efforts should have started at that point. 
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Note two important points. First, from such a perspective, feature c above – 
i.e., whether agents fail to act to change injustice or even intend to perpetuate 
it – can be consistently given a central space while still moving within a 
properly “structural” analysis of injustice. The approach would be concerned 
with SI to the extent that all agents are recognized as structurally constrained. 
Still, it is theoretically consistent – and practically plausible – that we can 
identify agents who are not structurally constrained in a way that exhausts 
their space for autonomous agency concerning whether to perpetuate the injus-
tice. If they do perpetuate it, we have a clue to infer their (culpable) intentions 
(especially if we also know that they benefit from the injustice staying as it is). 
A related second point is that – and, indeed, this is in line with a suggestion 
McKeown advances in the book – we can come to doubt that “there are, in 
fact, any cases of pure structural injustice” (41). The analytical focus from this 
first perspective is entirely on agency – i.e., on the extent to which different 
social actors can resist structural pressures and act autonomously.  

There is a second dimension to emphasize in characterizing an injustice as 
“structural.” That is, we focus on how essential features of why the outcome 
turns out to be unjust are altogether irreducible to wrongful agency (Sankaran 
2021a, 2021b). What causes injustice is the structure itself. It is to such an as-
pect, I suspect, that Malm gestures in the passage quoted above when writing 
that the fossil economy itself – “as a socio-ecological structure ... possesses 
real causal power.” While the power of the structure will always be “a func-
tion of its power to direct human conduct,” it works and leads to specific (un-
just) outcomes without the need for the contributing agency of any particular 
actors (though, of course, there will be more and less significant contribu-
tions). Typically, this happens because the number of agentic contributions, so 
to speak, is very high. That is, the number of contributing agents can be itself 
a structural property of the causal process. The injustice only originates when-
ever enough agents contribute. Indeed, size considerations tend to be paradig-
matic in explaining how structures have something as an autonomous causal 
power.  

To illustrate, think of Jewish communities’ relative vulnerability to reli-
giously motivated violence in different medieval European states (Sankaran 
2001a 455-457). Significant are “state capacity” – states’ size-related ability to 
collect taxes and provide services – and weather events leading to small crops 
and consequent risks of famine. The idea is that we can explain how Jewish 
communities in smaller states were in positions of greater vulnerability to 
violence compared to communities in bigger states – following droughts and 
small crops – while still holding constant (groups of) agents’ ill-will against 
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Jews throughout different medieval European countries. As bigger tax reve-
nues enabled bigger states to provide more services, they enjoyed a more sta-
ble legitimation, making them less vulnerable to anti-Jewish pressures coming 
from the Catholic Church and, therefore, better capable of protecting Jewish 
communities. The core point is that if we tried to explain the degree of vulner-
ability to pogroms in terms of agents’ intentions and quality of will – e.g., 
populations’ intolerant attitudes or ill will from specific small states’ rulers 
passively witnessing violence within their kingdoms – we would miss distinc-
tively structural causes of the social position of vulnerability to religiously 
motivated violence that Jewish communities occupied in medieval Europe. 
Critically, important wrong-making features of the injustices – Jewish com-
munities’ vulnerability to violence – are simply irreducible to agentic proper-
ties – e.g., anti-Jewish attitudes; instead, they are linked distinctively to struc-
tural factors – e.g., state capacity. 

McKeown too emphasizes such a perspective, for instance, when justifying 
the adoption of a realist critical social ontology to avoid reductionism in ex-
plaining structural causation (23-24). Still, from a similar perspective, consid-
erations concerning agents’ intentions are redundant to the causation of unjust 
structural outcomes since it is a definitional point that no agents have it within 
their own power to cause the injustice to continue or cease to exist. 

Of course, we can consistently look at how agents may ameliorate the in-
justice or, instead, exacerbate it. As McKeown recognizes (46), Young never 
meant to deny that agential wrongs abound in cases of SIs (whenever agents 
may refrain from doing something that contributes to the injustice but does it 
nonetheless out of bad will). It is open to the standard Youngian story to claim 
that these agents intentionally and wrongfully harm others. Young’s key ex-
ample of the structural nature of vulnerability to homelessness for working-
class single mothers in the US is compatible with the idea that certain land-
lords may use the power at their disposal (whatever its size) to stir away dis-
liked prospective tenants on account of their being working-class single 
moms, hence, increasing the vulnerability to homelessness of anyone occupy-
ing such gender-class-marital status position. Yet, a critical point in Young’s 
analysis is that intentional harms are neither necessary – nor per se sufficient – 
for injustices to occur. In Young’s words, “while illegal or immoral acts cer-
tainly contribute to structural outcomes, the people who engage in such acts 
are not the only perpetrators of the injustice. There are too many other people 
also involved” (Young 2011: 95 – emphasis added).  
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II. Structural responsibility to (corporate) agents? 

As anticipated, what I take to be the most original and interesting claim in 
McKeown’s book is the idea that there are genuine SIs in which, nonetheless, 
we can hold powerful agents morally responsible for the “injustice itself, not 
merely some instances of harm” – a point “Young would reject.” In different 
terms, it seems to me the book aims to pin a sort of structural responsibility 
on (corporate) agents. This reading, hopefully not too inaccurate, fleshes out 
the tension: how can we consistently hold powerful agents accountable for 
more than some agential “harms” if we want, at the same time, to vindicate the 
“structural” nature of the injustice itself? 

As seen above, one sense of what it is for an injustice to be structural im-
plies that some of its wrong-making features are not causally linkable back to 
anyone’s wrongful agency but result from distinctively structural properties of 
the social causation process. If this is correct, it is hard to square with the idea 
that we can pin on any agents – no matter how plausibly powerful and ill-
intentioned they are – the responsibility for “the injustice itself.” Minimally, 
the number of further agents involved (many of whom are also very powerful 
in different domains and senses) will also heavily influence unjust structural 
outcomes in a way that weakens our ability to pin on any specific agents – no 
matter how singularly powerful – the responsibility for the structural injustice. 
Such a conclusion holds, I think, even by looking more closely at the very in-
sightful analysis of power central to the book.  

McKeown’s target seems something like a structuring power that would 
inhere to certain socio-structural positions (such as MNCs’) when highlighting 
how they can “set the rules of the game” in their sectors (89). For instance, the 
analysis shows how (certain) MNCs’ decisions in the global garment industry 
significantly affect the opportunity costs of many others involved in the com-
plex, multi-agential process leading to the significant vulnerability to exploita-
tion – and terrible working conditions – of (typically women) sweatshop la-
borers at the bottom of the global supply chain (e.g., myriad subcontractors, 
states whose relatively weak economies rely on cheap garment exports, the 
workers themselves). Still, multiple and varied factors independently sustain-
ing the structural injustice of sweatshop labor are listed as well – e.g., colonial 
history, gender norms, market deregulations in the neoliberal era, and “ram-
pant consumer culture in the Global North” (87-88).  

I do not aim to deny that MNCs should be blamed for the persistence of 
several wrongful harms throughout the global supply chain – e.g., by failing to 
impose the respect of at least safety regulations. As the book discusses, there 
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are serious wrongs that MNCs refrain from remedying, despite their power to 
do so, in pursuit of profit maximization (80-89). Still, it is unclear how helpful 
it is to discuss such aspects of what counts as unjust in the garment industry 
when making the case that MNCs deliberately perpetuate it as an SI. This is 
partly due, I suspect, to the fact that the injustice of enduring poor working 
conditions (especially) at the bottom of the global supply chain seems of a dif-
ferent kind compared to the injustice of the vulnerability to exploitation in the 
same position.  

Namely, the injustice of poor working conditions seems easier to remedy 
via unilateral decisions compared to the injustice of vulnerability to exploita-
tion (and, therefore, it may not count as a properly structural injustice alto-
gether, at least, under the second meaning of “structural” recalled above). Dif-
ferently, the vulnerability to exploitation of women workers at the bottom of 
the global supply chain results from several factors that hold independently of 
any actors’ specific decisions (for instance, all those distinctively related to 
gender structures such as being typically primary caregivers and at once vul-
nerable to sexual exploitation). Again, while we can – and should – hold 
MNCs morally responsible for deliberately resisting attempts at ameliorating 
several aspects of the injustice of vulnerability to exploitation – e.g., refraining 
from imposing unreasonable demands on supply turnaround – it is unclear to 
me we can consistently see them as morally responsible for the injustice tout 
court. This holds, at least, if the injustice we are talking about is the vulnera-
bility to exploitation of women workers at the end of the global garment in-
dustry supply chain.  

Conclusion 

To conclude, I am sympathetic to many of the book’s premises and several 
of its conclusions. I also believe the analysis of power at its core offers im-
portant analytical tools to illuminate SIs and formulate judgments of responsi-
bility for different agents contributing to them. What I am uncertain about is 
how With Power Comes Responsibility proceeds to do so, specifically by opt-
ing for a differentiation of types of SIs. My qualms ultimately concern the in-
ternal consistency of the SI paradigm for how it emerges out of such a move, 
qualms that are reinforced by the author’s suggestions that, in fact, there may 
not be altogether any pure SIs around. Partly, I find myself left wondering 
why, then, the account of the book stays within such a paradigm. The worry is 
also that there is much to the idea that genuine injustices can be properly 
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structurally caused, rather than always inevitably agentially caused, and that 
recentering the SI paradigm on agency and individual intentions may ultimate-
ly impinge on its ability to vindicate such an intuition, that is also one of its 
most distinctive features.  
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Political Responsibility and the  
Forms of Solidarity On Maeve McKeown’s  

With Power Comes Responsibility 

David Owen* 

Abstract 
This commentary argues that McKeown’s use of examples draw out philosophical commitments 
of her account that are not explicitly thematized in that account. Developing this argument in re-
lation to her reflections on solidarity, it is argued, illustrates how her account negotiates and 
overcomes a potential tension between two different conceptions of solidarity. 

Introduction 

Maeve McKeown’s efforts to build on the work of Iris Young and others 
(notably Catherine Lu and Alasia Nuti) regarding structural injustice is richly 
illustrated with empirical examples. These are particularly salient to her dis-
cussions of solidarity and acting with political responsibility that draws on her 
insightful use of Wartenberg’s situated concept of power. In this commentary, 
I want to focus on this part of McKeown’s discussion in the context of her re-
flections on political solidarity and acting on political responsibility. I am less 
interested here in offering criticisms of McKeown’s view than in trying to 
draw out and make explicit some philosophical commitments which I take not 
to be theoretically thematized in her argument.  
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I. Victims, Counter-Finalities and Decision-Making Power  

There is one way in which McKeown’s argument stays closer to the ground 
than Young’s own more ambitious proposals. Let me briefly remind us of 
Young’s position. 

In her Dissent article ‘From Guilt to Solidarity’ (2003), Young concludes thus: 

Laws and regulatory institutions are less a basis for political responsibility than 
a means of discharging it. Where it can be argued that a group shares responsibil-
ity for structural processes that produce injustice, but institutions for regulating 
those processes don’t exist, we ought to try to create new institutions. 

This discussion of political responsibility aligns with Young’s previous 
work on self-determination and global democracy in which she advocates the 
following kind of arrangement: 

I propose a global system of regulatory regimes in which locales and regions 
relate in a federated system. These regimes lay down rules regarding that small but 
vital set of issues around which peace and justice call for global co-operation. I 
envisage seven such regulatory regimes …: (1) peace and security, (2) environ-
ment, (3) trade and finance, (4) direct investment and capital utilization, (5) com-
munications and transportation, (6) human rights, including labor standards and 
welfare rights, (7) citizenship and migration. I imagine that each regulatory regime 
has a distinct functional jurisdiction, with some need for overlapping responsibil-
ity and coordination. Each provides a thin set of general rules that specify ways 
that individuals, organisations and governments are obliged to take account of the 
interests and circumstances of one another. (2000, 267). 

Such a global system is directly concerned to address issues of structural 
injustice in relation to a global basic structure. It may seem that the establish-
ment of such a global system would render redundant the need for the kind of 
political responsibility that Young theorises through the social connection 
model since, presumably, a tolerably just global regulatory regime of the kind 
that Young envisages as covering labour standards would enable the global 
apparel system to be brought within the ambit of applicability of the liability 
model in the same way that responsibility for labour standards with North 
American and European states are articulated within the terms of the liability 
model. Is the applicability of the social connection model of responsibility 
thus to be construed simply in terms of the responsibility to create the institu-
tional conditions of application of the liability model?  
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In her late discussion of structural injustice within the state, Young charac-
terises the subjection to structural injustice of social groups in terms of posi-
tional difference within social structures, using examples such as disability, 
gender, sexuality and race, and one of the reasons that Young (2001) defends 
the use of group categories in empirical research on inequalities is that group-
based comparisons can make visible forms of structural injustice. For our cur-
rent concerns, however, what is important about Young’s discussions of posi-
tional difference with respect to social groups within a state emerges from her 
reflections on the politics of positional difference. Young’s argument concern-
ing the politics of positional difference is that it cannot be aligned simply with 
the laws and policies of the state: 

Movements of African Americans, people with disabilities, feminists, gay men 
and lesbians, indigenous people, as well as many ethnic movements, realize that 
societal discrimination, processes of segregation and marginalization enacted 
through social networks and private institutions must be confronted in their own 
non-state institutional sites. While law can provide a framework for equality, and 
some remedy for egregious violations of rights and respect, the state and law can-
not and should not reach into every capillary of everyday life. A politics of posi-
tional difference thus recommends that churches, universities, production and 
marketing enterprises, clubs and associations all examine their policies, practices 
and procedures to discover ways that they contribute to unjust structures and rec-
ommends changing them when they do. … Numerous social changes brought 
about by these movements in the last thirty years have involved actions by many 
people that were voluntary in the sense that the state neither required them nor 
sanctioned agents who did not perform them. Indeed, state policy as often follows 
action with civil society directed at undermining structural injustice as leads it. 
(2007a, 85). 

The implication of this passage is clear: although it is the case that bringing 
social processes – such as the global apparel system – under the authority of a 
regulatory regime would construct a framework of rights and obligations that 
allow ‘egregious violations of rights and respect’ to be handled under the lia-
bility model, the social connection model of responsibility retains salience in 
respect of forms of informal discrimination reproduced through, for example, 
entrenched societal norms concerning gender. The form of responsibility ar-
ticulated through the social connection model is central to contexts of struc-
tural injustice in which the institutional conditions of applicability of the lia-
bility model do not apply and is focused in such contexts on instituting a re-
gime of governance characterised by an impartial public authority. However, 
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it remains a significant mode of responsibility even in contexts where such an 
impartial public authority exists but is refocused in such contexts as a supple-
ment to the liability model and, hence, as directed to forms of social interac-
tion that cannot easily, while retaining liberal freedoms, be addressed directly 
through state policies and laws. 

There is no reason to think that McKeown disagrees with Young’s argu-
ments concerning the need to build regulatory institutions; indeed, that she 
agrees is at least implicit in her critical remarks on the kind of hybrid global 
governance via public-private partnerships that have emerged in the interna-
tional realm (208-212). However, McKeown focus is much more clearly rooted 
in attention to current practices and contemporary struggles with respect to ac-
tion in the here and now and can provide guidance for ordinary citizens in how 
to act. I will come back to this issue shortly, but I want first to take up a con-
cern that arises in relation to Young’s work and to suggest that it carries over 
into McKeown’s but that her examples give her the resources to address it. 

The issue is one that arises as arises as a direct implication of Young’s in-
vocation of Sartre’s conception of counter-finalities. She writes: 

The actions and interactions which take place among persons differently situat-
ed in social structures using rules and resources do not take place only on the basis 
of past actions whose collective effects mark the physical conditions of action.  
They also often have future effects beyond the immediate purposes and intentions 
of the actors.  Structured social action and interaction often have collective results 
that no one intends and which may even be counter to the best intentions of the ac-
tors.  Sartre calls such effects counter-finalities. (2007b, 170)  

McKeown rejects the understanding of social structures in terms of ‘rules 
and resources’ that Young invokes here, preferring the critical realist view ad-
vanced by Archer, but this does not, I think, have any implications for the 
phenomenon that Sartre identifies. The reason that this Sartrean point matters 
is that it applies equally to any and all efforts to transform a set of social pro-
cesses in a more just direction.  

When we consider the question of how to address structural injustice, 
Young argues for the epistemic and efficacy benefits of including sweatshop 
workers in discussions about what to do: 

Victims of injustice have the greatest interest in its elimination, and often have 
unique insights into its social sources and the probable effects of proposals for 
change. This point certainly applies in the case of labor conditions in the apparel 
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industry. ... Analysts of some strategies in the movement to improve conditions 
find that they have ineffectual or paternalistic because the workers point of view 
and active participation have not been properly included. (2006, 185) 

Mckeown also stresses this point (230) but she goes further, arguing that 
‘successful interventions in structural injustice will be grounded in the con-
cerns of the victims and potentially designed and shaped by them too ... The 
role of the privileged is to support them in an appropriate way’ (230-31). Ear-
lier McKeown highlights the example of United Students Against Sweatshops 
(USAS) noting: 

It is through direct collaboration with sweatshop workers and local unions that 
they get their information, develop demands and design campaigns. For instance, 
it is due to worker empowerment that the US anti-sweatshop movement has gen-
erally avoided boycotts, since the workers were clear that they wanted to keep 
their jobs, and boycotts would undermine that. (215) 

The importance of this example is that it points to the fact that acknowledg-
ing the problem of counter-finalities raises a crucial issue concerning decision-
making power in the discharging of responsibility that is not simply epistemic 
or strategic, there is a further and more fundamental reason for those who are 
most dominated and disadvantaged by a given set of institutional practices and 
social processes to have a pivotal role in determining the courses of action to 
be taken in transforming these processes, namely, that they are most vulnerable 
to well-intentioned actions producing unintentional negative outcomes. In other 
words, we need to reflect on location of persons within structures of decision-
making power with respect to social transformations. Thus, on this account, 
whereas we might argue that responsibility for change should be distributed on 
the basis of the degree of causal role, advantage accrued and power to trans-
form, decision-making power for (the direction of) change should be arranged 
in terms of degree of subjection to structural injustice. To recall an earlier point 
from Young’s discussion of social groups subject to oppression in Justice and 
the Politics of Difference (1990), this might take the form of allowing sweat-
shop workers a (qualified) veto with respect to decisions of the anti-sweatshop 
movement: hence, no boycotts that might put the worker’s jobs at risk. 

McKeown does not, I think, thematize this issue explicitly but her exam-
ples draw attention to it and, as we will see, it matters for how she construes 
political solidarity. But before we turn to the issue of political solidarity, let 
me return to the point of contrast between Young’s more ambitious project of 
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proposing a global system of regulatory regimes and McKeown’s more local 
project of offering guidance concerning what to do here and now. The issue 
here is that systems of structural injustice interact; changes directed at, and 
successfully addressing some part of, one such system may have negative ef-
fects on another. This is salient for issues of political solidarity (as we’ll see 
shortly) but arguably it also indicates the need to identify an overall end – 
such as a global system of regulatory regimes – at which specific reforms can 
be strategically directed.  

II. Political Responsibility as Political Solidarity  

Drawing on Young, Dean, hooks and Medina, McKeown sketches an ac-
count of reflective political solidarity in which the work of solidarity entails 
learning ways of seeing others as equals that are attentive and responsive to 
difference, to working across difference. But different moments in McKe-
own’s argument seem to point to different conceptions of solidarity across a 
fundamental distinction, namely, whether these are symmetrical or asymmet-
rical conceptions of solidarity. Thus, on the one hand, McKeown argues, fol-
lowing bell hooks’ criticisms of the feminist movement for its condescending 
unequal treatment of black feminists that to ‘engage in political solidarity 
means recognizing the oppressed as equal active participants in movements to 
undermine the injustice that affects them’ (p.175) Here the concept of political 
solidarity is symmetrical in the sense sketched out by Sangiovanni (2015): 

I act in solidarity with you when: 
1. You and I each (a) share a normatively justified goal (b) to overcome 

some significant injustice; 
2. You and I each individually recognize our responsibilities to do our part 

in achieving the shared goal in ways that mesh; 
3. You and I are each individually committed (a) to the realisation of the 

shared goal and (b) to not bypassing each other’s will in the achievement of 
the goal; 

4. You and I acknowledge our obligation (a) to incur significant costs to 
realise our goal if necessary; and (b) to share one another’s fates in ways rele-
vant to the shared goal. 

5. Facts 1.-4. need not be common knowledge. 

On the other hand, McKeown also argues, as we noted earlier, ‘successful 
interventions in structural injustice will be grounded in the concerns of the vic-
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tims and potentially designed and shaped by them too ... The role of the privi-
leged is to support them in an appropriate way’ (230-31). Here the concept of 
solidarity is construed as asymmetrical.  The first view of political solidarity as 
shared action grounded on a shared goal is contrasted with a different shared 
action conception of solidarity as ‘reason-driven action on other’s terms.’ 
(Kolers 2016: 57, see also Scholz 2015, 273) It is a notable feature of this ac-
count that it offers a direct challenge to Sangiovanni’s symmetrical view: 

Sangiovanni assumes that solidarity is a symmetric relation, such that S is in 
solidarity with G iff G is in solidarity with S. But solidarity is not a symmetric re-
lation; it is deferential. ... Solidarity is therefore asymmetric ... (Kolers 2016, 61). 

For Sangiovanni, solidarity is a symmetric relation because those in a rela-
tionship of solidarity have a shared goal and are committed to ‘(a) to the reali-
sation of the shared goal and (b) to not bypassing each other’s will in the 
achievement of the goal’. By contrast, Kolers argues that solidarity is an 
asymmetric relation in which S defers to G’s specification of the goal and S is 
committed to not bypassing G’s will. 

McKeown’s first example of the feminist movement seems to align with 
Sangiovanni’s type of view, whereas her second example of the privileged 
supporting the victims of structural injustice appears to align with the Kolers’ 
type of view. These different examples, however, point to a way of dissolving 
the apparent conflict between these views. Sangiovanni offers a conceptualisa-
tion of solidarity that addresses relations between members of a structural 
group (e.g., the feminist movement), hence the symmetrical character of his 
account, whereas Kolers offers a conceptualisation that address relations be-
tween members of a group who stand in relations of privilege to the structural-
ly disadvantaged group and the members of the structurally disadvantaged 
group, hence the asymmetrical character of his account. Rather than seeing 
one of these as basic to the concept of solidarity in a way that excludes the 
other, we can sensibly be guided by our ordinary use of the word ‘solidarity’ 
to describe both types of relationship and that we see each view as picking out 
a distinct kind of solidarity: Sangiovanni’s account captures the normative 
character of solidarity between members of an oppressed or disadvantaged 
group: in-group solidarity, while Koler’s account addresses the normative 
character of solidarity with disadvantaged groups by those who occupy privi-
leged positions as a result of structural injustice: out-group solidarity. 

This set of distinctions matters for McKeown’s argument for two reasons. 
The first is that, drawing on the work of Ackerley as well as hooks, she high-
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lights the importance of intersectionality for theorizing solidarity, but to en-
gage seriously with intersectionality requires engaging both symmetrical and 
asymmetrical conceptions of solidarity because individuals within a structural 
group occupy different positions relative to intersections with other structural 
groups such that they have responsibilities to stand in relations of solidarity 
with (out-group solidarity) and solidarity between (in-group solidarity) others 
within that group. Take the example of women. At its most general, this iden-
tifies a structural group ‘women’ who are disadvantaged relative to another 
structural group ‘men’ and in which members of the group ‘women’ have re-
sponsibilities of solidarity towards each other (in-group solidarity) and in 
which ‘men’ have obligations of solidarity towards ‘women’ as a structural 
group (out-group solidarity) not least as one key dimension of discharging 
what McKeown, following Nuti (2019), sees as their structural debt towards 
women. At the same time, however, there are many ‘women’ who are also 
members of the structural groups ‘Women of Color’, ‘LGBTQ women’, 
‘Women with disabilities’, etc., who have specific solidarity-between  respon-
sibilities towards each other – in-(sub)group solidarity – and towards whom 
women who are not members of the relevant structural group have solidarity-
with responsibilities – out-(sub)group solidarity – that are nested within the 
wider in-group solidarity responsibilities of women as a general group. This 
feature of social movements such as feminism that aim to be the self-
conscious agency of a structural group, to represent that group as a “group-
for-itself”, points to the responsibility of women who stand in positions of 
structural privilege with respect to other women along some dimension of 
privilege/disadvantage being willing to defer (within limits of justice) to the 
specific goals set by members of structural group in question. But it also 
points to the responsibility of the relevant sub-group of women being willing 
to articulate these goals in ways that mesh with the articulation of the wider 
goals of women as a general structural group and through this with the par-
ticular goals of other sub-groups who similarly engage in such articulation of 
meshing goals. This “dialectics” of solidarity – expressed in ethical concepts 
such as ‘sisterhood’ – mediates the relationship of general and particular inter-
ests and, to the extent that the relevant responsibilities of solidarity are 
acknowledged and acted on, disarms the potential for difference to become di-
visive that may threaten to undo the movement as a whole. 

This last point helps to account for the importance of ethos in social 
movements, of the cultivation of an ethical culture of mutual responsiveness 
that is attuned to diverse structural standings within the group ‘women’ 
against the backdrop of a general in-group solidarity relation grounded in the 
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structural disadvantage of women as a group in society. It is important be-
cause ‘responsibilities’ of solidarity are such that they cannot be fully speci-
fied in terms of determinate obligations but require a dispositional relation to 
the other in and though which their responsibility is worked out in an ongoing 
and mutual supportive process. This is what underwrites bell hooks criticisms 
of white feminist’s condescending attitudes as failing to cultivate the egalitari-
an ethos of respectfulness, where this mode of relationship is not required 
merely as an instrumentally valuable means for achieving the goals of soli-
darity, rather it is a constitutive part of solidarity, of standing in a relationship 
of solidarity to others. This is the point that links the concept of solidarity and 
its expression through notions such as sisterhood or comradeship to the idea of 
friendship and, hence, to the centrality of ethos. 

McKeown’s preferred view of solidarity as a “virtue” may be her way of 
registering this point and it is clear that her examples and the norms concern-
ing how to engage in solidarity in ways that acknowledge intersectionality and 
the differential position of persons relative to a given structural injustice re-
quires that we acknowledge the duality and dialectic of solidarity in something 
like the ways sketched out above. What I am offering here is thus not really a 
criticism of McKeown’s account so much as a supplement designed to make 
theoretically explicit features that are largely implicit in the practical norms of 
acting-in-solidarity she draws from Ackerley and the examples of solidarity in 
practice that she provides. It is part of the virtue of solidarity, we may say, that 
we know the kind of solidarity required of us in any given context of struggle. 

Conclusion 

This commentary has tried to demonstrate that McKeown’s treatment of 
examples offers us more theoretically than she makes explicit in her argument. 
I have suggested first that her sweatshop example highlights a reason for privi-
leging the victims of structural injustice with respect to decision-making pow-
er in collective action that is not merely epistemic or strategic. I have further 
proposed that the same example points to the salience of an asymmetrical con-
ception of solidarity that sits alongside the symmetrical conception of solidari-
ty that McKeown invokes in her earlier discussion of political solidarity as a 
virtue. This, I suggest, can be explicated in terms of the necessity of both 
symmetrical and asymmetrical views of solidarity for addressing what McKe-
own takes to be a central requirement of solidarity as a virtue, namely, its abil-
ity to be responsive to both intersectionality and positional difference. Perhaps 
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this reconstructive work on my part does not match with McKeown’s inten-
tions? Whether that is so or not, I hope that engaging in such reconstruction 
and offering it for comment can help to make explicit the theoretical account 
of political solidarity to which McKeown is committed.  
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Response to Critics 

Maeve McKeown* 

Abstract 
This symposium on my book With Power Comes Responsibility: The Politics of Structural Injus-
tice raised many interesting and important points. I divide my response into two sections. First, 
friendly amendments. In this section, I discuss David Owen’s points about the role of counter-
finalities, symmetrical vs. asymmetrical solidarity, and an ideal theory of justice. I also discuss 
Vittorio Bufacchi’s points about engaging with more theories of structural injustice than just 
Young’s and saying more about intentionality. In the second section, I engage with the critiques 
of my book. I divide these into two groups. First, Bufacchi and Mara Marin make a similar point 
about an ostensible binary between the powerful and the powerless in my argument, which I re-
ject by emphasising the different kinds of power that differently positioned agents have within 
structures. Second, Bufacchi, Marin and De Bernardi all question whether my introduction of in-
tentionality and agency into my account of structural injustice renders the “structural” part re-
dundant. I argue that it doesn’t. Drawing on De Bernardi’s interpretation of my argument, I re-
state my case that structural injustice is characterized by structural causation and structural con-
straint, but that story is incomplete without an analysis of the ways in which powerful agents op-
erate within and manipulate those structures. 

Summary: I. Friendly Amendments. – II. The Role of the Powerful and the Powerless. 
– II. The Role of the Powerful and the Powerless. – Works Cited. 

As I write this, Donald Trump has just been re-elected as President of the 
United States. A convicted felon, a sexual harasser, a corrupt billionaire, an 
inciter of insurrection, a climate denier and a wannabe authoritarian dema-
gogue. His control of not only the Presidency but also the House of Repre-
sentatives and the Senate spells grave danger for the US and the rest of the 
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world. For people concerned about structural injustice, and of course, deliber-
ate repression, this is a dark and frightening time.  

Structural injustice surrounds us. Growing up, I felt overwhelming guilt 
about my contribution to it. How could it be that the world was full of poverty, 
exploitation, climate breakdown and other forms of oppression and domina-
tion and I was somehow tied up in it? But I was aware that this might not be 
the right response. Personalised guilt was possibly inappropriate and potential-
ly even unhelpful. It was reading the work of Iris Marion Young that helped 
me make sense of structural injustice and my relationship to it. It’s not that I 
and other ordinary individuals are guilty and blameworthy, but that we share a 
responsibility to act collectively and politically to try to change it. I was sure 
Young had hit on something important but the more I engaged with her theo-
ry, I couldn’t help but notice an elephant in the room.  

Sure, I and others who are powerless in relation to these structures are not 
guilty: we have no control over these structures and we are constrained by 
them in many ways. But not all agents connected to structural injustice can be 
so absolved. What about the corporations who profit off of structural injustice 
and who act in ways to ensure it continues? What about rich states who have 
the capacity to do something about many structural injustices and simply fail 
to? What about billionaires, like Trump, who continue to amass extraordinary 
wealth while others live in dire poverty? There was something missing from 
Young’s account. It seemed important to me to keep Young’s insights about 
the nature of structural injustice and ordinary individuals’ responsibility for it, 
but to think more carefully about the role of power. This is when With Power 
Comes Responsibility: The Politics of Structural Injustice was born. 

If my book can add anything to thinking through the implications of this 
current catastrophe, I suggest it is that political responsibility does not stop at 
the ballot box. Political responsibility is an ongoing responsibility that we all 
share to engage in collective action against structural injustice whenever and 
wherever it is possible for us to do so. Political responsibility entails that we 
develop the capacity for solidarity to engage in resistance across our many and 
varied differences. This responsibility becomes even weightier in dark times. 
As I write at the end of the book, “Apathy is not an appropriate response be-
cause apathy leads to total political collapse and paves the way for totalitarian-
ism, as Arendt so astutely observed” (McKeown 2024b, 234). We must keep 
going. 

I am immensely grateful to Vittorio Bufacchi, Rossella De Bernardi, Mara 
Marin and David Owen for their close and insightful readings of my book. It 
is impossible to know how a book will be received and their commentaries are 
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reassuring that the book has added something of value to the structural injus-
tice debate. But they are also stimulating and thought-provoking, raising ave-
nues I hadn’t thought of and pressing me on some issues that require further 
elaboration. I will group my response in terms of two main issues: friendly 
amendments and critiques. The critiques converge on two main issues: the role 
of the powerful and the powerless, and what is structural about my version of 
structural injustice.  

I. Friendly Amendments 

Starting with friendly amendments, David Owen highlights the role of 
counter-finalities in structural injustice theory – something which I skirted 
over in the book – and suggests how and why this concept could be further 
elaborated. Counter-finalities is a concept Young borrows from Sartre and 
it refers to the ways in which actions within social structures interact in 
such a way as to cause outcomes not intended by any of the actors. Owen 
emphasises that this raises something fundamental about political respon-
sibility. While Young and I highlight the epistemic and strategic im-
portance of centering the victims when tackling structural injustice, Owen 
argues that they ought to have decision-making power because “they are 
most vulnerable to well-intentioned actions producing unintentional nega-
tive outcomes.” He suggests the example of giving sweatshop workers a 
qualified veto with respect to the anti-sweatshop movement’s decisions. 
The victims or the subjected are best positioned to see how interventionist 
actions will potentially affect them and so they should have the opportunity 
to direct action, even if “responsibility for change should be distributed on 
the basis of degree of causal role, advantage accrued and power to trans-
form.” The idea of some sort of veto strikes me as an important idea in 
theory, but I do wonder about its effects in practice. For example, since the 
anti-sweatshop movement is a collection of organisations and social 
movements, can there be veto power over it? Would it be the sweatshop 
workers themselves or their representatives, e.g., unions, who would exer-
cise this right? Which workers or unions would have this power? Could po-
litical struggles over this procedure stymie action? Perhaps a veto is too 
strong, but I certainly agree that centering the victims in decision-making 
about collective action should be prioritised. The mechanism for doing this 
would vary according to context and a veto might be one way to implement 
that in the right circumstances. 
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Owen then discusses how decision-making power impacts my conception 
of solidarity. On the one hand, I seem to propose a “symmetrical” definition of 
solidarity, where agents are of equal standing and are committed to achieving 
a shared goal together. On the other hand, because I want to privilege the vic-
tims, I am actually committed to an “asymmetrical” definition, where the ac-
tion is driven on others’ terms. Owen helpfully resolves the tension for me. He 
points out that the symmetrical view explains solidarity between members of 
an oppressed group (in-group solidarity), whereas the asymmetrical view ex-
plains solidarity with disadvantaged groups by privileged groups (out-group 
solidarity). Both are important for considering solidaristic action. He gives the 
example of the group of “women.” In order to take intersectionality seriously, 
women recognise the in-group symmetrical solidarity of working together for 
a shared goal; in addition, privileged women need to recognise the out-group 
solidarity of working with women from different kinds of disadvantaged 
groups. All of this requires cultivating an ethos of solidarity – “an ethical cul-
ture of mutual responsiveness that is attuned to diverse structural standings 
within the group.” As Owen suggests, this idea is captured by my understand-
ing of solidarity as a “political virtue,” but in providing this analysis of sym-
metrical and asymmetrical solidarity and the necessity of an ethos of solidari-
ty, he helpfully fleshes out what the virtue consists of. 

One further point that Owen brings up, is that Young provided in earlier 
work an almost ideal theory of global justice in the form of a global regulatory 
system, or “decentered diverse democratic federalism” as she called it (Young 
2010, 32). Owen suggests that there is a “need to identify an overall end” in 
order to direct solidaristic action. As he points out, my argument “stays closer 
to the ground” and doesn’t offer any such end-goal. To clarify, one reason 
why I refrain from that is because of the critical realist ontology I employ in 
the book. I’m committed to the view that the actions of agents within struc-
tures interact in unknowable ways, creating outcomes intended by no-one (the 
counter-finality issue raised above). Such a view makes it difficult to propose 
an end-goal because the assumption is that even if agents are pushing for such 
a goal, their efforts might be modified or cancelled out by others’ actions. If I 
return to my opening comments, an authoritarian ruler might suddenly hold 
unconstrained power in the most powerful country in the world and stamp out 
many attempts at progress. Even then, we don’t know what this behaviour 
might unleash in the long-term because any such policies will interact with 
other policies, with international changes, with social movements, with unex-
pected events like pandemics or major climate disasters etc. The outcomes are 
not knowable.  
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Vittorio Bufacchi points out in a similar vein, that while I have a lot to say 
about the “structural” in structural injustice, that I have less to say about the 
“injustice.” Instead, I defer to Young on this point, agreeing with her that in-
justice is the domination or oppression of social groups. Bufacchi takes issue 
with the idea that oppression is the inhibition of self-development, claiming 
that “I have never met a person who has fulfilled their personal potential,” 
rendering this an unhelpful way of thinking about injustice. However, that’s 
not what Young nor I mean by oppression.  

What’s missing from Bufacchi’s interpretation is the “systemic” or “struc-
tural” component. The idea is that some social groups are systematically or 
structurally inhibited from pursuing self-development (Young 1990, 37). A 
classic example is women who have to do the “double-shift” – work plus car-
ing for others and domestic labour – who have no time left for themselves. By 
contrast, men are uplifted by this work because through women’s domestic la-
bour, childcare, emotional labour and carrying of the mental load, men are en-
abled to pursue their careers, as well as live fulfilling family lives. Women’s 
labour is expended without reciprocation, damaging their careers, personal 
projects, and mental and physical wellbeing in the process. Young identified 
five faces of oppression – exploitation, marginalization, powerlessness, cul-
tural imperialism and violence – and I supplement this with material depriva-
tion (poverty) and insecurity in relation to climate change. These forces sys-
tematically disadvantage particular social groups, which is what constitutes 
the injustice.  

This definition of oppression might mean that more people are experienc-
ing injustice than on some other account of injustice, but I don’t think that is a 
reason to reject it. For example, all waged labourers are exploited under capi-
talism, which is the vast majority of the world’s population. But the beauty of 
Young’s account is to show that not all waged workers are exploited in the 
same way nor to the same extent. Women and people of colour, or people in 
the colonies/former colonies, are exploited in specific ways due to their gen-
der, race or nationality. Furthermore, while all waged workers might be ex-
ploited, they are not all powerless. Many higher-paid jobs come with autono-
my and authority, but other waged workers lack those things in the workplace 
and spend their lives taking orders from superiors. Also, even if all waged 
workers are exploited, they don’t all face the threat of violence; that is specific 
to groups marked out for violence such as women, people of colour, indige-
nous peoples, immigrants, people from minority religious backgrounds, 
LGBTQI+ people etc. What Young did is to identify social-structural forces 
beyond the distribution of resources that structurally prevent social groups 
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from developing their potential, and that is what she called oppression.  
While I think this addresses the question of self-development as too am-

bitious a goal, there is still a definitional question about self-development 
and self-determination lingering in Young’s work, and by extension my 
own. In fact, I recently examined an excellent PhD thesis that takes up pre-
cisely this point: what exactly does and should self-development mean for 
structural injustice theorists (Bagadirov 2024)? There is a lot more work to 
be done on this topic and this is an ongoing and important conversation. 
Having said all of that, the background assumption in my work is that the 
end goal is some sort of eco-socialist-feminist framework both domestically 
and globally. Such a framework would address the seven faces of oppres-
sion, as well as domination. But the current book isn’t about that and it 
would require a whole other book (several books?) to outline such an ideal 
theory of justice. This book was about how we conceive of and tackle struc-
tural injustice in the here and now. The scale and ambition are smaller. It is 
also pluralist. I don’t expect everyone to subscribe to the ideal theory of jus-
tice that I would subscribe to. But I do think that many people want to eradi-
cate various structural injustices in the world. The difference here might be 
framed in Sen’s terms as the transcendental vs. comparative approach to jus-
tice (Sen 2009, 15). The transcendental approach identifies an ideal theory of 
justice and considers how we get from here to there. The comparative ap-
proach simply identifies injustice now and tries to improve upon it. My book 
is in the latter camp. I believe this is worth doing even in the absence of an 
agreed-upon ideal theory of justice. 

Bufacchi filled my heart with joy by saying that I have “written the book 
that many of us working in the field have been waiting for at least since 1990, 
the year when Iris Marion Young’s Justice and the Politics of Difference was 
published.” I certainly didn’t imagine raising to such heights! It’s an honour to 
even be considered in that bracket and I’m very grateful for such a compli-
ment. In terms of friendly amendments, Bufacchi raises the point that I focus 
on Iris Marion Young’s structural injustice theory, which is “slightly disap-
pointing.” There are other theorists of structural injustice, notably Marx, Johan 
Galtung and Newton Garver, and engaging with their work would have en-
hanced the account. I very much agree. 

I often think about the relationship between structural injustice and Marx-
ism. Is structural injustice theory reinventing the wheel? Didn’t Marx al-
ready diagnose these problems for us almost two centuries ago? Or worse, is 
structural injustice theory a watered-down, liberal-inflected version of Marx-
ian theory? Marx, of course, didn’t use the term “injustice” but I still think 
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there is a lot of potential in exploring this relationship. My preliminary view 
is that I do think that structural injustice captures something that is under-
theorised in Marx and Marxian theory. The idea that the cumulative actions 
of individuals and groups interacting within and with structures will result in 
some form of injustice – “pure” structural injustice, as I call it – and that this 
can be ignored or manipulated by the powerful, “avoidable” or “deliberate” 
structural injustice – could still be the case in a classless society. I don’t buy 
the idea that once all public resources come under public ownership or the 
state withers away that there will no longer be any injustices. Our now deep-
er understanding of injustices based on social-group difference should make 
us wary of such a monolithic way of thinking about the alleviation of injus-
tice. Structural injustice theory will remain relevant even when a social-
ist/communist society has been achieved. But certainly, structural injustice 
theory and Marx’s critique of capitalism have much in common and an in-
vestigation into these commonalities is more than worthwhile, both when 
considering Marx’s descriptive, and some of his followers’ normative, cri-
tiques of capitalism. 

Structural injustice theory also has a lot to learn from the works of Johan 
Galtung and Newton Garver, as Bufacchi points out, and I do engage briefly 
with Galtung’s conception of structural violence when discussing global pov-
erty. And, I might add, there is also much to learn from the work of Sally 
Haslanger, another theorist of structural injustice whose work I didn’t system-
atically engage with in this book (e.g., Haslanger 2016; 2024). These omis-
sions are due to what Bufacchi describes as “the reverence towards Young 
[which] can reach levels akin to a religious cult.” I am a huge fan of Young, of 
course, which drew me to structural injustice theory in the first place. Young’s 
work is intoxicating because she provided a razor-sharp critique of the distrib-
utive paradigm of justice, diagnosing forms of injustice that escaped contem-
porary political philosophy and that resonated with many people, as well as 
deftly moving between genres, themes and topics, but always with an eye on 
injustice generated by social group difference. She is an icon for many for 
very good reasons. But I too have been surprised and disappointed by the way 
that Young’s structural injustice theory has been taken up and adopted at face 
value without further interrogation and critique. I hoped in this book to delve 
deeper into some of, what I consider to be, the main problems with the struc-
tural injustice theory we have inherited from Young and to go from there. But 
I fully recognise that in doing so I have neglected important work in this area 
and am contributing to a general marginalisation of these other researchers in 
structural injustice theory, when we as structural injustice theorists ought to be 
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engaging seriously with this earlier, or in Haslanger’s case, contemporary 
scholarship. 

Another friendly amendment offered by Bufacchi is to suggest that my ac-
count of structural injustice would benefit from a theory of intentionality. 
Since the distinction between pure, avoidable and deliberate structural injus-
tice seems to hinge on intentionality, it is a surprising omission. Engaging 
with philosophy of action would add the missing puzzle piece. For example, 
drawing on Michael Bratman, he argues that an intentional action may still 
have foreseen and undesired side effects; in these cases, an agent will have 
acted intentionally but did not intend the side effects. This might be applicable 
to deliberate structural injustice, where it’s important to consider not only 
what the powerful agent intended to bring about, but also what they brought 
about as a consequence of their actions. In this short response, I can’t do jus-
tice to the implications of this point. It is an angle that I hadn’t considered 
when writing the book but clearly is a vital area of investigation and one I 
shall work on further.  

So far, I believe all the points raised to be friendly amendments, in the 
sense that they expand upon rather than critique my account of structural in-
justice. I could say more about an ideal theory of justice, about solidarity, oth-
er structural injustice theories, and intentionality. But the remaining points are 
more critical. They focus on the role of power in my theory and my typology 
of structural injustice.  

II. The Role of the Powerful and the Powerless 

The integration of power into structural injustice theory is the main aim of 
my book and several authors in this symposium commend that. Bufacchi finds 
this “the strongest aspect” of my book, however, he disagrees with the way I 
use it. The first concern is that I seem to employ a binary distinction between 
the powerful and the powerless. Bufacchi ties this to Young’s account of pow-
erlessness as a form of oppression and cites her idea that the powerful have 
authority whereas the powerless are situated to take orders (Young 1990, 56–
58). He disagrees with this idea on the grounds that powerlessness is static, 
whereas disempowerment is dynamic and shows how power is taken away 
from someone. 

I think there are a few things getting mixed up in this comment. When I 
discuss Thomas Wartenberg (1990) on power in Chapter 2, I use his situated 
conception of power to demonstrate how some individuals are positioned 
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within structures to have power over other agents. The example I take from 
him is the teacher’s power to grade the student. This power can have a signif-
icant impact on the student’s life. But it does not mean the teacher is all-
powerful. The teacher is located in a social alignment whereby this power is 
backed up by an education system and job market that prioritises qualifica-
tions. The teacher is constrained by more senior staff who enforce or can 
amend the grading framework, as well as a pre-existing institutional frame-
work. So, this example shows how power is situated in social context. There-
fore, it’s not the same as Young’s idea of powerlessness as a form of oppres-
sion. In this example, we can see that the teacher has authority over the stu-
dents and can grade them, which is descriptively a type of power (disposi-
tional power). However, the teacher doesn’t set the standards for grading, 
they might have to meet certain targets or grade on a bell curve, or they might 
face pressure from higher-ups or donors. In that sense, the teacher might be 
powerless in Young’s normative sense of lacking authority over their condi-
tions of work.  

The point of Wartenberg’s definition is not to make a comment on op-
pression, but simply to demonstrate how power operates within the context 
of structures, and on that point, I think his work is invaluable. Wartenberg’s 
situated conception of power explains how social relationships come with 
relative power and how the power of any agent is backed up by a social 
alignment. In the book, I give a further example: a landlord has power over a 
tenant, e.g. to evict them, and this is backed up by the state, courts and po-
lice. It also explains how subordinated agents within power structures can 
counter power within hierarchies, by creating countering alignments or al-
ternative alignments. I use it to make the point that Marin sums up in her 
commentary: “Young’s failure to theorize structural position and integrate it 
in an account of structural change prevented her from seeing that differently 
positioned agents have different responsibilities because they have different 
levels of power.” 

The second concern that Bufacchi has is that I follow Wartenberg in equat-
ing power with domination. This is problematic, he argues, because power is a 
dispositional concept and it inflects power with a negative normative valence 
from the outset. However, I invoke Wartenberg in Chapter 2 to discuss how 
power operates within structures, then in Chapter 3, I interrogate the concept 
of power in much more detail. In the latter chapter, I draw on a range of power 
scholars and argue that there are five dimensions and three forms of power. 
These are as follows: 
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Dimensions of power: 

1. A exercises power over B by getting B to do what they would not other-
wise do (Dahl) 

2. A sets the agenda (Bachrach and Baratz) 
3. A keeps B ignorant of B’s true interests (Lukes) 
4. Power constitutes the subjectivity of A and B (Foucault) 
5. Agents acting collectively have the capacity to achieve desired goals 

(Arendt, Allen) 

The forms of power are (following Mark Haugaard 2010): 

1. Episodic power – an agent’s exercise of power 
2. Dispositional power – the capacities an agent has, whether or not they 

use them 
3. Systemic power – the system is structured so as to confer dispositional 

power on certain agents 

All of these are descriptive definitions of power. The normative questions 
arise when I consider whether or not power is being exercised for good or for 
ill in different cases. 

This typology of power, I believe, is capacious enough to respond to Bu-
facchi’s further concerns about power. He suggests that dominant agents’ abil-
ity to harm the subordinate is a matter of luck, not power. But I disagree. 
Dominant agents’ capacity to harm subordinates without explicitly threatening 
or coercing them is a feature of their systemic or dispositional power. They are 
positioned within structures so that subordinates must work around them. Bu-
facchi gives the example of Supreme Court judges. Each judge has one vote. 
But if there is a conservative bloc, it is only when they act together that they 
can be described as powerful. What I would argue is going on here is that each 
judge has dispositional and systemic power by virtue of their position on the 
Supreme Court. But this does not mean they can always exercise episodic 
power to get what they want. Instead, they might have to work in coalition, so 
using the fifth dimension of power – acting collectively to achieve a desired 
goal. This, however, does not deny their dispositional and systemic powers. A 
Supreme Court judge has the capacity to make decisions that you or I simply 
don’t. They are enabled to do this by a complex and intricate judicial system, 
and they are backed up by the education system, political system and police.  

Bufacchi then says that my discussion of power doesn’t tell us much about 
“the ways in which agents use their power.” But, again, I disagree. Chapters 3 
and 4 go into depth about how corporations in the global garment industry use 
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their power to deliberately maintain the structural injustice of sweatshop la-
bour. I also discuss how rich states avoid tackling global poverty, and how 
fossil fuel corporations have delayed and inhibited action on climate change. 
Bufacchi suggests I make use of Keith Dowding’s insight that agents are pow-
erful when they can change the incentive structures of other agents who fail to 
collectively mobilize. But I believe this is already incorporated in the third 
dimension of power – Steven Lukes’ (2005) insight that A keeps B ignorant of 
B’s true interests – and I discuss this through the manipulation of consumers 
by the global garment industry, as well as the industry’s use of PR and corpo-
rate social responsibility to manipulate others into believing they are acting in 
ethical and responsible ways, thus stymieing further regulation.  

This raises a worry from Mara Marin, who is concerned that I place too 
much emphasis on the capacity of the powerful to address structural injustice. 
She cites my example of the Bangladesh Accord that ameliorated fire and 
building safety in Bangladeshi garment factories over an 8-year period follow-
ing the Rana Plaza factory collapse in 2013. She writes about my assessment 
of the power of multi-national corporations (MNCs) in this situation: 

While McKeown takes this as evidence that MNCs have the power to effect 
structural change because they can make the changes that address the injustice, I 
think it shows the opposite. It shows that change required other agents in the sys-
tem – NGOs, trade unions, particular publics – to put pressure on MNCs in the 
clothing industry. MNCs’ capacity to make this change was the same before and 
after the Rana Plaza factory collapse. It is, so to speak, a constant, and a constant 
cannot explain change. What changed – and therefore could explain the change – 
is the pressure other agents put on MNCs. If anything, the example shows that 
other agents, not MNCs, exercised their power to bring about change.  

There are two issues that I want to bring out from this quote, because I be-
lieve there isn’t actually much disagreement between us here. First, Marin 
points out that the power of MNCs to have been able to ameliorate fire and 
building safety issues is “a constant” so cannot explain the change. I would 
put this in the following terms: MNCs have the dispositional power to make 
these changes. Agents can have dispositional power, meaning the capacity to 
do something, whether or not they act on it. So that capacity is (relatively) 
constant on my view. Second, she points out that it is when other actors in this 
system put pressure on MNCs that their behaviour changed, e.g., the role of 
NGOs, unions, the public etc. I agree. I argue that the role of subordinated 
agents, or agents in a social alignment with powerful actors, is to put pressure 
on the powerful in order to make progressive changes. Admittedly, I don’t 
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make this point strongly in Chapter 4, where Marin is taking this argument 
from, because there I want to highlight how the structural injustices in ques-
tion came into existence and what type of structural injustice I take them to be 
according to my typology (discussed more below). But in Chapter 8, I argue 
that the role of subordinate and socially-aligned agents is to act through civil 
society to pressure powerful agents for change. I don’t believe that MNCs and 
powerful states can be trusted to make these changes of their own accord, in-
stead, the role of everyone else is to pressure them for change. I argue that we 
can’t just leave it up to powerful agents to address structural injustice because 
they cannot be trusted to do it, nor to do it right. Instead, other actors, includ-
ing ordinary individuals, need to act collectively to create alternative align-
ments or countering alignments. I offer some examples from recent anti-fossil 
fuel activism. And that is what happened in the Rana Plaza case; subordinate 
and solidaristic agents, as well as other agents in the social alignment (e.g., na-
tional governments) put pressure on the industry to change. So, when Marin 
says that I privilege power in virtue of structural position over the empower-
ment of the victims, I disagree. I believe that both work dynamically with each 
other. It is pressure from below and through the social alignment of the power-
ful that will push them to change.  

Marin continues that the Bangladesh Accord example  

shows that, in spite of their power, MNCs were forced to bring about changes, 
that these changes came about as a result of the power of the less powerful agents 
in the system. This is a case in which change came about in spite of, not because 
of, the power of the most powerful agents in the system, agents that were forced to 
do something they would not otherwise have done. 

This is where I disagree. What I believe the Bangladesh Accord shows is 
that MNCs had the dispositional power to make the relevant changes, but they 
only acted on this when they were forced to do so by the pressure of other 
agents acting in solidarity through civil society. If MNCs didn’t have the dis-
positional power, the activities of relatively powerless agents in civil society 
would not have been effective. It was essential that MNCs had the disposi-
tional power to make changes for the changes to be made. But Marin disagrees 
suggesting that, “There is no reason to think that those in privileged positions 
in a structure are necessarily in a better position to change the structure than 
those occupying the disadvantaged positions.” She gives the example of men 
in sexist structures; they might not be in a better position than women to effect 
change. However, this example is not the same as the Bangladesh Accord ex-
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ample. Men are not a corporate agent with dispositional power. Men are a dif-
fuse and diverse aggregate. This has two implications. First, they do not have 
the dispositional power to effect changes in sexist social structures in the way 
that corporate agents within the garment industry have the dispositional power 
to make changes in that industry. Second, men, as an aggregate, cannot bear 
moral responsibility as a corporate agent to make changes. In the Rana Plaza 
case, subordinate agents were able to pressure powerful agents to make 
changes that were only within the power of the powerful agents to make, and 
that they were morally obligated to make. The subordinated agents themselves 
could not have created a legally-binding Accord. These are two different kinds 
of cases. Moreover, I emphasise that it is always essential to listen to the vic-
tims of structural injustice when making changes. The Bangladesh Accord in-
cluded trade unions from the outset. Tackling sexism in all its various mani-
festations would, of course, involve centering the voices of women. 

Marin goes on to question whether the Bangladesh Accord was an example 
of structural change at all. As I point out in the book, it was significantly lim-
ited in its remit, not applying to wages or collective bargaining, only applying 
to Bangladesh, and has now expired. Was it not, then, “a limited change for a 
limited period… that enabled the powerful agent to ultimately maintain their 
position of power”? I think it is more complicated than that. The Accord pro-
vided a window into what is possible in the global garment industry. If there 
was a global legally-binding agreement that ensured fire and building safety, 
and if this were supplemented by further measures like addressing a minimum 
wage and rights to join unions, then we could see structural change in the in-
dustry. There would be a human rights floor which is legally enforceable. The 
Bangladesh Accord provided a glimpse of this possibility and the International 
Accord is continuing this work (Accord 2022). The UN is also continuing this 
work by considering whether its Guiding Principles on Business and Human 
Rights will include legally enforceable mechanisms (Trebilcock 2020). What 
it shows is that the public pressure required to make this bigger structural 
change needs to be ongoing and relentless. But of course, as Marin points out, 
the media spotlight has moved on and the pressure is not there in the same 
way as it was in 2013. This does not mean, however, that it could not return 
and the Accord shows us what is possible and what could be aimed towards in 
this particular industry.  



  

Filosofia e Questioni Pubbliche - Philosophy and Public Issues 2/2024 274 
ISSN 1591-0660 | EISSN 2240-7987 

III. Is Structural Injustice Structural or Agential? 

Now I want to address the main criticism that comes up in Marin, Bufacchi 
and De Bernardi’s commentaries: what is actually structural in my account of 
structural injustice? If intentional agential action is a central component of my 
account, doesn’t the whole concept of structural injustice become redundant?  

To recap, based on the critical realist social ontology and understanding of 
power discussed above, I suggest there are, in fact, three types of structural in-
justice. Pure structural injustice is the kind that Young identified: it’s the cu-
mulative outcome of social-structural processes that constrains all agents and 
requires systemic change. Avoidable structural injustice is also the outcome of 
cumulative social-structural processes, but those outcomes are foreseeable and 
there are powerful agents who have the capacity to change it. Deliberate struc-
tural injustice is also the outcome of cumulative social-structural processes, 
but it is deliberately perpetuated by powerful agents because they are benefit-
ting from it. 

The authors are concerned that by inserting intentionality back into the 
concept of structural injustice, that I lose what is distinctive about structural 
injustice in the first place, and risk rendering it redundant. They press this 
point in a number of ways: 

“In a nutshell, here’s my doubt: if, in cases of “deliberate SI,” the power the 
relevant agents exercise is sufficient to allow causally to link the structurally 
wrong-making features of the injustice back to their agency (and their intentions), 
is not that ipso facto a denial of the structurally caused nature of the relevant injus-
tice? If not, in what sense does deliberate SI still count as “structural”?” (De Ber-
nardi 2024) 

McKeown’s idea of deliberate structural injustice wants to reintroduce inten-
tionality within the scope of structural injustice. While there are merits to this, 
there is also the risk that the most distinctive element of this injustice is stripped 
away. (Bufacchi 2024) 

I think that the typology – and its contribution to the literature – is premised on 
blurring the distinction between structural and interactional injustice and thus risks 
making structural analysis irrelevant. (Marin 2024) 

I understand the force of this critique and I’m glad they have raised it be-
cause it gives me the opportunity to clarify. De Bernardi tries to breakdown 
the distinction as follows: 
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“the three points to make sense of SIs – and distinguishing its types – are: 
a. the presence of structural constraints on agency;  
b. the actual space left by structural constraints to autonomous agency (meant 

merely as the opposite of “structurally determined agency”); 
c. the intention to reproduce injustice through one’s agency.” 

De Bernardi argues that what all three versions of structural injustice I 
identify share in common is a – “the presence of structural constraints on 
agency.” She uses a helpful example from Andreas Malm to make this point, 
who discusses how a person is born into the fossil-fuel economy and can’t 
help but operate within it to live and to work. However, she then makes a sec-
ond point about what structural injustices share in common, which is not in the 
above breakdown – “What causes the injustice is the structure itself.” She 
draws on Kirun Sankaran’s example of Jewish communities’ relative vulnera-
bility to violence in medieval European states. This cannot be explained by 
agential factors alone, e.g., anti-Jewish attitudes, but instead this vulnerability 
is bound up with the structure, in this case state capacity. But “If this is cor-
rect, it is hard to square with the idea that we can pin on any agents – no mat-
ter how plausibly powerful and ill-intentioned they are – the responsibility for 
‘the injustice itself.’” 

De Bernardi applies this to the central case of the book – sweatshop labour. 
She separates out two issues: the poor working conditions themselves and the 
position of being vulnerable to exploitation in such a job. The former can be 
addressed “via unilateral decisions” of MNCs but the latter cannot. So per-
haps, she suggests, the former is not really a case of structural injustice at all. 
The latter is a case of structural injustice but it falls under Young’s original 
framework whereby it is not possible to pin blame on any agents for it. 

This is a perceptive point, but I believe my account can respond to it. The 
poor working conditions are a structural injustice on my view. If we take De 
Bernardi’s two criteria for a structural injustice – structural constraint and 
structural causation – then both apply in this case. First, everyone is con-
strained in this system. MNCs are competing in a competitive industry and 
have to keep costs low. Sweatshop owners are competing with many other 
factories and have to keep their costs low and turnaround times quick. How-
ever, the largest and most powerful MNCs work together through the mecha-
nisms I mention in the book – lobbying, setting industry standards, corporate 
social responsibility, and manipulation – to maintain the status quo. They 
could do the opposite – they could work together to improve conditions in the 
industry, like they briefly did during the Bangladesh Accord under intense in-
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ternational pressure (discussed above). The industry is characterized by sub-
contracting at various and multiple levels. MNCs are not in control of what 
happens further down the supply chain, but because of the system they have 
been part of developing, the downward pressure is immense, causing subcon-
tractors to pay workers dire wages under terrible conditions. The pressure is 
systemic, but the systemic pressure has at least partly been shaped, or at least 
manipulated, by the activities of powerful MNCs and their home states at the 
level of global governance. 

Second, the possibility for these working conditions to arise in the first 
place emerged from the complex interplay of decolonization, changes in the 
processes of production, gender stereotyping and other factors. But this does 
not mean that there was no manipulation of the structures. In the volume 
Structural Injustice and the Law, I delve into this more deeply (McKeown 
2024a). There I show how the garment industry has been highly regulated, 
starting with John F. Kennedy’s international trade agreement on cotton in 
1961 and developed into a quota system under the Multi-Fibre Agreement 
(MFA) in 1974. The aim was to protect the US garment industry from a sud-
den influx of cheap foreign imports. The global garment industry, as Jennifer 
Bair points out, was the most regulated industry in the world: since 1961, “ap-
parel production has been among the most protected manufacturing activities 
in the global economy” (Bair 2008, 3). The EU and Japan also had a quota 
system under the MFA. These powerful state actors manipulated the industry 
until this was no longer an option under the WTO. Even then, they eeked out 
the quota system as long as they possibly could. To me, this shows that both 
things can be true simultaneously: there can be an injustice which emerges 
from structural processes but there can also be powerful actors pulling the 
strings and manipulating the situation for maximum benefit. This is not an an-
alytically neat point. Instead, it reflects the interplay of structure and agency, 
rather than privileging one over the other, as philosophy often invites us to do. 
Both are present. What characterizes deliberate structural injustice is that 
agency is used to manipulate the structures so that they continue to benefit the 
powerful. I don’t believe that this does render the idea of structural injustice 
redundant, instead I think it more fully reflects the reality of how structures 
work in practice.  

It is a difficult theoretical point to make, which is one reason why I engage 
in empirical analysis showing how structure and powerful agency interact in 
practice. In chapter 4, I apply the typology of structural injustice to case stud-
ies. In each case, I discuss the genealogy of the injustice, demonstrating that 
each injustice is the unintended cumulative outcome of social-structural pro-
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cesses, but that powerful agents respond to this situation in different ways. In 
the case of sweatshop labour, powerful corporations and their home states ma-
nipulate the situation to their advantage, using international law and bargain-
ing power to ensure that the status quo is maintained and they can continue to 
profit from oppressive working conditions. In the case of global poverty, even 
though this has not been caused by any one agent, I argue that there are 
measures available to powerful states to alleviate this injustice and they simp-
ly fail to do it. In the case of climate change, I argue that it is also the unin-
tended cumulative outcome of social-structural processes, but that it is so 
“baked-in” to the system, in Nancy Fraser’s words, that it is a pure structural 
injustice and requires system overhaul. This is not to say that no agents can be 
blamed for their contributions to climate change. Fossil fuel corporations can 
be blamed for their disinformation campaigns, greenwashing, and ongoing at-
tempts to maintain our reliance on fossil fuels. Powerful states can be blamed 
for dragging their feet on regulation, adaption and mitigation. But ultimately, 
if climate change is going to be overcome, we have to change our socio-
economic system, making it, I suggest, a pure case. 

De Bernardi’s second point, that being vulnerable to exploitation in a 
sweatshop job in the first place cannot be the fault of MNCs, is an important 
one. But I don’t think this latter injustice is their fault. Instead, this is the out-
come of a different structural injustice, namely poverty. Poverty is gendered 
and racialized and leaves certain social groups vulnerable to highly exploita-
tive jobs. Poverty, I argue, is an avoidable structural injustice, meaning that if 
rich states wanted to eradicate (extreme) poverty, they could. There are many 
solutions on the table, what is lacking is political will.  

Marin argues that my analysis of sweatshops shows that it is not a structur-
al injustice at all, “but old-fashioned cases of agents violating rules of justice” 
so “We do not need the notion of structural injustice to understand the nature 
of injustice in these cases.” I strongly disagree with this point and I hope to 
have demonstrated above why that is the case. To reiterate, structural injustice 
is characterized by structural causation and structural constraint. These are 
fundamental components of the sweatshop case. But the story is incomplete 
without an analysis of the ways in which powerful agents operate within and 
manipulate those structures. That is the part that is missing from Young’s 
analysis.  

In closing, I would like to express my gratitude again for each of the au-
thors for their careful and enlightening engagement with my work: David Ow-
en, Vittorio Bufacchi, Mara Marin and Rosella De Bernardi. What I think we 
all agree on is the value of structural injustice theory, the importance of inte-
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grating power within it, and the solidarity of the victims and others working 
collectively to change it. Those are the core issues that I hoped to get across in 
the book and that remain so urgent in our constantly changing political land-
scape. Even if we disagree on some of the specifics, I hope that we will all 
continue to work together to challenge structural injustice and to pressure the 
powerful for change. 
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The Democratic Containment  
of Fake News and Bad Beliefs 

Enrico Biale* and Gianfranco Pellegrino** 

Abstract 
The propagation of fake news has given rise to a pervasive sense of apprehension regarding its 
ramifications for democratic societies. The disruptive influence of digital technologies has inten-
sified the repercussions of information manipulation and eroded the epistemic foundations of 
democratic deliberation to an unprecedented degree. Consequently, the dissemination of fake 
news poses a substantial threat to fundamental democratic values such as freedom, autonomy 
and equality, giving rise to pressing questions regarding the optimal balance between safe-
guarding these principles and preserving freedom of expression. These issues were addressed 
in a funded research project “Deceit and Self-Deception: How We Should Address Fake News 
and Other Cognitive Failures of the Democratic Public” (PRIN 2017), conducted by a team of 
scholars from four Italian universities (UPO, UNIGE, UNIPV, LUISS). The primary findings of this 
research were presented in a workshop, which was held at Luiss on 26-27 October 2023. A se-
lection of the papers presented at the workshop have been selected fort his special section of 
Philosophy and Public Issues. 

The spread of fake news, a term that encompasses various forms of misin-
formation, deceptive narratives and biased reporting, has led to widespread 
concern about its impact on democratic societies. The relevance of truth and 
falsehood in a political context has been the subject of much debate among 
political theorists since the time of Plato, whose works explored the concept of 
objective moral truths as the basis for good government and the paradoxical 
nature of permissible lies. 

However, Brexit, the 2016 US presidential election, and the spread of 
right-wing parties have demonstrated the unprecedented ability of fake news 
to distort public opinion, influence electoral outcomes and exacerbate social 
polarisation. The disruptive impact of digital technologies has amplified the 
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consequences of information manipulation and eroded the epistemic founda-
tions of democratic deliberation to an unprecedented degree.  

Scholarly investigations into the epistemology of fake news delve into how 
fake news interacts with human cognitive biases and the structural dynamics 
of information dissemination (Bernecker, Floweree, and Grundmann 2021). 
Fake news often exploits ‘cold’ cognitive biases, such as the confirmation bias 
and the availability heuristic, as well as ‘hot’ motivational factors related to 
group identity and affective polarisation. These cognitive failures reflect 
broader issues of epistemic injustice and vulnerability, particularly in digital 
environments that prioritise virality over veracity and reward tribal loyalty 
over evidence-based reasoning (Levy 2021).  

The consequences of this phenomenon are profound: rather than simply 
misinforming the public, fake news actively reshapes epistemic norms, thereby 
undermining public trust in knowledge institutions (Bernecker, Floweree, and 
Grundmann 2021) and promoting the uncritical acceptance of distorted narra-
tives, thereby undermining collective deliberation (Sunstein 2017; Sperber and 
Mercier 2017). As a result, the spread of fake news poses a significant threat to 
fundamental democratic values such as freedom, autonomy and equality, rais-
ing pressing questions about the optimal balance between safeguarding these 
principles and preserving freedom of expression (Galeotti 2018).  

These issues were addressed in a funded research project Deceit and Self-
Deception. How We Should Address Fake News and Other Cognitive Failures 
of the Democratic Public (PRIN 2017) conducted by a team of scholars from 
four Italian universities (A. E. Galeotti, M. Benzi, E. Biale, J. Marchetti, C. 
Meini, M. Novarese, L. Santi Amantini Università del Piemonte Orientale; G. 
Pellegrino, G. Floris, G. Sillari, Luiss; I. Carter, F. Liveriero, Riccardo Spor-
tono Università di Pavia; V. Ottonelli, C. Burelli, C. Klijnman, S. Langella, 
M.S. Vaccarezza, F. Zuolo Università di Genova). The main objective of the 
project was to examine the numerous cognitive failures of democratic publics 
and to assess the institutional responses developed to address them, arguing for 
solutions that enhance epistemic resilience rather than punitive measures that 
risk authoritarian overreach. The containment of politically dangerous fake 
news, this perspective argues, must be grounded in and promote liberal demo-
cratic values rather than undermine them. Too often, the debate on the disrup-
tive effects of fake news has led to proposed responses in the form of greater 
control over social media, political information and communication, suggesting 
epistocratic measures to ensure the proper exercise of democratic participation. 

To avoid these shortcomings and to embody liberal democratic ideals, the 
project developed a different approach, according to which fake news is neu-
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tralised by expanding (rather than restricting) the space for freedom of speech 
and information in a democratic polity. 

In order to achieve these goals, the project developed: a) a critical analysis 
of the cognitive traps that threaten proper democratic life; b) a normative as-
sessment of the proposals that have been put forward to address these prob-
lems, questioning both the possible efficacy of these proposals and their po-
tential risks in terms of safeguarding the autonomy of democratic citizens; c) 
possible remedies to these epistemic failures, including through the develop-
ment of appropriate cognitive virtues. 

a) The first objective involved a careful analysis of the generic category of 
‘fake news’, in order to provide a typology of the various cognitive biases that 
lead citizens to hold epistemically unjustified beliefs and spread them on the 
web. The focus of public discourse and academic reflection on ‘fake news’ 
has predominantly been on media (both traditional and social) and collective 
communication processes. In contrast, this project develops a novel perspec-
tive that explores the cognitive failures of the democratic public. A central 
question concerns the intentionality of distortions, whether they are deliberate 
or not, and the underlying motivations that drive them. Addressing these ques-
tions is essential in order to identify individual and collective responsibilities 
in the production, dissemination and perpetuation of misinformation and dis-
torted beliefs. 

b) The project called for a re-evaluation of recently proposed institutional 
responses to these cognitive failures. These responses were examined in terms 
of their consistency with the core values of liberal democracy. The analysis 
revealed that, despite the seriousness of the problems that cognitive traps pose 
for democratic stability and effectiveness, the proposed solutions may actually 
be counterproductive. For example, while cognitive traps may compromise 
individual autonomy of judgement, countermeasures that impose restrictions 
on access to websites and guided use of the web take the form of vertical acts 
of paternalism that risk damaging both individual freedom and citizens’ au-
tonomy of judgement. 

c) The third objective involved a careful consideration of the implications 
of such cognitive failures for democratic ethics. Widespread alarmism about 
the collective mechanisms of democratic information distortion is linked to 
implicit assumptions about individual cognitive requirements for accurate in-
formation and the proper functioning of a democratic system. This research 
challenged these assumptions and advanced a critically informed view of the 
agential competences and cognitive virtues necessary for the proper function-
ing of a democratic system.  
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The three theoretical aims of this research project were complemented by a 
more applied investigation into the philosophical analysis of climate denial-
ism, taken as a paradigmatic case of democracy-threatening disinformation. 
The analysis produced a list of factors that underlie climate denialism (com-
plexity of the information base, demandingness of mitigation and adaptation 
policies, dispersion of agency and causal responsibility in climate change sce-
narios), a discussion of responsible vs. permissible poor cognitive perfor-
mance, and a list of non-epistocratic countermeasures to climate denialism. 

The main results of this research were presented in a workshop “The Demo-
cratic Containment of Fake-News and Bad Beliefs”, held in Luiss on 26-27 Oc-
tober 2023, and we decided to collect some of them in this special section of 
Philosophy and Public Issues. In his paper, Neil Levy challenges the traditional 
understanding of fake news as inherently deceptive. He introduces the concept 
of “non-deceptive fake news,” which is consumed and shared not for belief but 
as a rhetorical tool for political signalling and group identity reinforcement. 
According to Levy, many individuals share fake news not because they believe 
it but to express loyalty to their political or social groups. This behavior high-
lights the performative nature of fake news in polarized contexts. 

However, the non-deceptive nature of fake news does not weaken its dan-
gerous effects. Even when not believed, fake news disrupts political debates, 
pollutes the informational environment, and contributes to affective polariza-
tion. As a consequence, Levy suggests, strategies to combat fake news should 
focus on its rhetorical and performative aspects rather than solely addressing 
belief correction. This perspective broadens the understanding of fake news by 
highlighting its role in social and political discourse, beyond its epistemic ef-
fects. The idea that fake news go beyond epistemology is one of the main 
premises and outcomes of the project leading to the October workshop. 

In her paper, Cathrine Holst examines the relationship between democratic 
governance and expert knowledge in the context of misinformation. She lists 
three ideal-typical approaches to democratizing expertise: 

1. Science in Democracy: This approach emphasizes the independence of 
scientific institutions and their role in providing neutral, evidence-based input 
to democratic processes. 

2. Direct Democratization: Advocates for greater public involvement in 
expert decision-making, emphasizing transparency, participation, and ac-
countability. 

3. Partisan Expertise: Recognizes the political and value-laden nature of 
expertise, challenging the notion of neutrality and advocating for democratic 
oversight of expert bodies. 
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Holst argues that misinformation challenges the balance between expertise 
and democracy by undermining trust in expert institutions. As a consequence, 
she advocates for “epistemically justified expertise,” which integrates epis-
temic standards with democratic principles to address the dual challenges of 
misinformation and technocratic elitism. 

Säde Hormio delivered a paper focussing on the collective dimensions of 
misinformation, arguing that bad beliefs are often rooted in “bad epistemic 
neighborhoods” created by collective agents. Hormio claims that misinfor-
mation is often propagated by collective agents such as corporations, govern-
ments, or media organizations. These entities bear moral and epistemic re-
sponsibility for creating environments conducive to bad beliefs. Moreover, 
Hormio distinguishes between misbelievers (motivated by ideology) and dis-
informers (motivated by instrumental goals), noting that the latter are more 
culpable in a moral sense. Finally, Hormio calls for systemic interventions to 
improve epistemic environments, emphasizing the role of collective responsi-
bility in addressing the root causes of misinformation. 

In her paper, Laura Santi Amantini emphasizes the role of fake news in 
exacerbating existing epistemic and social inequalities. She identifies two 
primary ways in which fake news disproportionately harms marginalized 
groups. First, fake news amplifies epistemic inequality. Fake news dispro-
portionately affects citizens with lower epistemic skills or access to relia-
ble information. These groups are more vulnerable to believing misinfor-
mation, which further entrenches their epistemic disadvantages and reduces 
their capacity as knowers. Second, fake news reinforces social oppression. 
Anti-minority fake news targets marginalized groups such as immigrants, 
Muslims, and Roma, perpetuating negative stereotypes and systemic op-
pression. This type of misinformation denies these groups equal status in 
democratic societies, undermining political equality and reinforcing cultur-
al imperialism. 

Margherita Benzi, Irene Maria Buso, Paolo Chirico, Jacopo Marchetti and 
Giacomo Sillari presented two papers illustrating the results of the experi-
mental studies conducted in the project. In “Uncertainty and Fake News”, fake 
news is conceptualized as “low-informative signals”, showing how it exploits 
uncertainty to shape belief formation and decision-making. Experimental find-
ings reveal that fake news often aligns with self-interest, leading individuals to 
favor options that benefit themselves, even when the information is partial or 
ambiguous. In addition, the ambiguity inherent in fake news allows individu-
als to justify self-serving decisions while maintaining plausible deniability. 
This mirrors real-world tactics used in misinformation campaigns, such as 
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climate change denial or vaccine misinformation. In “Believing vs. Sharing 
Fake News”, two primary explanatory frameworks are identified: 

1. Bounded Rationality: This approach attributes the acceptance of fake 
news to cognitive biases and limitations, such as reliance on heuristic thinking 
(e.g., System 1) over analytical reasoning (e.g., System 2). 

2. Expressive Rationality: Rooted in identity politics, this framework sug-
gests that individuals share fake news to affirm their group identity rather than 
out of genuine belief. Sharing serves as a form of social signaling, aligning 
with expressive loyalty rather than accuracy. 

These findings suggest that sharing behavior is influenced by factors be-
yond belief, such as the desire to mitigate polarization or promote inclusive-
ness.  

Even if they are not a fully comprehensive representation of the outcomes 
of the project, these articles collectively highlight the main results of it. They 
emphasize the need to address the epistemic, social, and collective dimensions 
of misinformation through systemic interventions, epistemically justified ex-
pertise, and policies that balance democratic values with epistemic integrity, 
avoiding any undue restriction of democratic freedoms and rights. 
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Fake News as Rhetorical Weapon* 

Neil Levy** 

Abstract 
Most philosophers hold that fake news is intended to deceive, either about its subject matter or 
about the intentions of those who produce it. I argue that a significant proportion of ‘successful’ 
fake news – successful in providing political partisans with rhetorical weapons – is not intended 
to deceive consumers. It is nevertheless relied upon by partisans for political signaling and even 
to win arguments. Claims need only have a surface veneer of plausibility to be relied on for 
these purposes: so long as people can present themselves as believing them, they can rely on 
them in political contexts. When fake news serves this kind of function, it is neither intended to 
deceive anyone nor does it succeed in deceiving those who rely on it. I argue that fake news 
can be harmful even when it is neither deceptive nor deceiving: it blocks political debate, it pol-
lutes the epistemic landscape and it leads to affective polarization. If fake news is less often be-
lieved than is commonly thought, some ways of responding to it are likely to be less effective 
than their proponents suggest. 

Summary: Introduction. – I. Fake News and Deception. – II. Non-Doxastic Explanations 
of Fake News. – III. Fake News as a Rhetorical Weapon. – IV. The Harms of Fake 
News. - Conclusion. – Works Cited. 

Introduction 

Since 2016 – the year of the Brexit referendum and the year Donald Trump 
was elected president of the United States – fake news has attracted a lot of 
public and academic attention. Philosophical debate has centered on its nature 
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(Dentith 2018; Fallis and Mathiesen 2019; Gelfert 2018; Jaster and Lanius 
2018; Mukerji 2018), and on countering its apparently pernicious effects 
(Croce and Piazza 2021a; Fritts and Cabrera 2022; Rini 2017; Wright 2021). 
This paper won’t offer yet another definition of fake news in general. Instead, 
it aims to identify a kind of fake news that is not captured by most accounts. 
This fake news is not intended to deceive those who consume it, neither about 
its content nor about the intentions of those who produce it. I thereby side with 
those (few) accounts of fake news that drop a deception condition (principally, 
the account developed by Pepp, Michaelson, and Sterken 2019), though I do 
not attempt to assess whether these accounts adequately capture the full range 
of fake news.  

Those few philosophers who join with me in recognizing that fake news 
need not seek to deceive have proposed inward-looking explanations of its 
function: they maintain that such fake news is consumed and shared due to the 
roles it plays in exchanges within an in-group. I aim to supplement, not sup-
plant, such explanations: I find at least some of them highly plausible. I will 
argue that in addition to these inward-looking functions, fake news also plays 
an outward-looking role: I will suggest that fake news that is not intended to 
deceive its consumers (from now on, non-deceptive fake news) is produced 
and consumed, in important part, because of the role it plays as evidence in 
arguments with out-group members. Of course, it’s bad evidence: it is, after 
all, it is fake news. But it needs to possess only some degree of surface plausi-
bility, not genuine credibility, to provide citable evidence for political posi-
tions. I will suggest that understanding this outward-looking function that fake 
news is often designed to play, and does play, is necessary for addressing all 
the epistemic harms it gives rise to. 

Inevitably, my account of the function of non-deceptive fake news is spec-
ulative. It is intended to offer a plausible explanation for a phenomenon that I 
take to require one, and that is not accounted for by extant accounts such as 
those offered by Marianna Ganapini (2021) or Michel Croce and Tommaso 
Piazza (2021a). Because these accounts are inward-looking, they explain in-
tragroup behavior. But fake news also features in outward-looking behavior, 
and it is this behavior I aim to explain. 1 
 
 

1 It’s worth noting that I do not take the categorization of fake news into deceptive and non-
deceptive to be exclusive and exhaustive. One and the same story may deceive some and not 
others who nevertheless consume it and repeat it (indeed, the widespread repetition of fake 
news by non-believers may lead to some consumers believing it). I’m grateful to a reviewer for 
this journal for highlighting this point. 
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I. Fake News and Deception 

Perhaps guided by the word ‘fake’, philosophers have almost universally 
identified fake news with apparent news that is deceptive. On most accounts, 
fake news is produced or disseminated with the intention to deceive the audi-
ence (Dentith 2018; Gelfert 2018; Rini 2017). On these accounts, fake news 
consists, roughly, in information presented to look like genuine news but 
which is false, and is aimed at instilling false belief. Opposition to the decep-
tion condition has come largely from those who object that fake news can be 
bullshit, in Frankfurt’s sense: that is, produced by people who are indifferent 
to the truth of what they’re saying, and who therefore lack the intention to de-
ceive (Frankfurt 2009). Mukerji defines fake news as bullshit asserted in the 
form of a news publication (Mukerji 2018). However, though proponents of 
the bullshit account recognize that producers of fake news need not seek to 
deceive their audience about the content of the story, they do not drop the de-
ception condition entirely (Grundmann 2023). Mukerji claims that the produc-
er must attempt to deceive their audience about their motives. Duncan 
Pritchard has recently gone further, arguing that even if the producer’s prima-
ry intention is to make money and not to deceive the audience, they will need 
to make their stories plausible enough for people to click on them, and must 
therefore be concerned with deceiving the audience (Pritchard 2021). 

There is little doubt that some people believe some fake news (that is, they 
take the content conveyed by what I will call the story to be true, or probably 
true). Nor is there much doubt that some fake news is produced with the inten-
tion to deceive. The best evidence we have that some people believe some 
fake news is that they go on to act consistently with it, in some circumstances 
in which they’ve staked something significant on its being true. Pizzagate pro-
vides a compelling example. According to the Pizzagate story, senior mem-
bers of the Democrat party were running a child sex ring out of the basement 
of a D.C. Pizza restaurant. Notoriously, one consumer of the rumor was suffi-
ciently convinced by it that he drove from North Carolina to D.C. to investi-
gate. Edgar Maddison Welch stormed the restaurant armed with an assault ri-
fle, firing several shots before being arrested. Welch is not the only person 
sufficiently convinced by fake news to act on it in a high-stakes situation. 
Tragically, hundreds of Iranians were sufficiently convinced by the rumor that 
alcohol can prevent Covid-19 to consume an illegal homebrew, with many 
subsequent deaths (Associated Press 2020). 

There’s also plenty of evidence that producers of fake news sometime aim 
to deceive their audience. For instance, some fake news seems to have been 
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produced with the aim of shifting market prices (Merle 2017). There have also 
been multiple attempts to spread rumors, sometimes in the form of apparent 
news, with the aim of influencing election outcomes. For example, fabricated 
tweets aimed at influencing votes circulated widely during the last Australian 
federal election (Jensen 2019). Fake news is often designed to deceive, and 
some people are deceived. It’s no part of my view to deny these facts. 

But we should resist thinking that fake news, even widely circulated fake 
news, succeeds in deceiving nearly everyone who shares it, ‘likes’ it or of 
those who endorse it or repeat it (Croce and Piazza 2021b; Ganapini 2021). 
Often, it doesn’t even deceive a majority of these people. One reason to 
doubt that fake news is always believed by most of the people who respond 
favorably to it is its often incredible nature and content. 2 Pizzagate was 
based on the flimsiest of fabricated evidence: an implausibly strained de-
coding of the DNC emails released by Wikileaks (with ‘cheese pizza’ al-
leged to mean ‘child pornography’, simply on the basis of the fact that they 
share the same initial letters). The Wayfair conspiracy theory was based on 
little more than the fact that some internet users found the price of a cabinet 
the furniture retailer was selling exorbitant (Funke 2020). Some people are 
gullible and no doubt there are true believers in all of these conspiracy theo-
ries. But when incredible and obviously baseless rumors go viral, we should 
resist the temptation to think that a large proportion of our fellow citizens 
are so gullible. 

In fact, most of the people who repeat and appear to accept such rumors do 
not go on to act consistently with them, even when they could at low cost to 
themselves. Hugo Mercier gives the example of the anti-Semitic rumor that 
swept the town of Orleans in 1969, that Jewish shopkeepers were kidnapping 
and selling local girls (Mercier 2020). At the height of the panic, those who 
claimed to accept the rumor went so far as to stare hard at the offending 
stores; they didn’t raid them or even demand police action. For every Welch 
willing to ‘self-investigate’ fake news with a gun, there are thousands and 
thousands of people who share it and cite it in political discussion, but don’t 
take it seriously enough to act on it. 
 
 

2 We should not too hastily infer a lack of genuine belief from apparent bizarreness of con-
tent. What strikes an agent as incredible will vary from person to person, depending on their 
background beliefs. Given the right background beliefs, almost any claim can be rationally ac-
cepted (Levy 2021). A bizarreness criterion is more easily applied within a particular culture 
than across cultures: some claims are incredible for almost every person within a culture, inso-
far as cultures are (partially) constituted by background beliefs. Some of the claims that con-
spiracy theories assert are surely incredible by their own lights. 
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There’s also experimental evidence that more people express support for a 
range of partisan views than genuinely believe them. One well-known study 
focused on a notorious episode from the earliest days of the Trump presiden-
cy. In January 2017, Trump’s then press secretary Sean Spicer stated that the 
crowd at Trump’s inauguration had been the biggest in the history of the 
event. Photographic evidence and mass transit records provided conclusive ev-
idence that Spicer was wrong. Despite the evidence, Kellyanne Conway de-
fended what she called Spicer’s “alternative facts.” Her defense of Spicer, 
more than Spicer’s claims themselves, caused a media storm and a great deal 
of consternation over the possibility we’re living in a post-truth era.  

Whether Spicer and Conway’s assertions, or coverage of them in Trump-
friendly media, constituted fake news is not a question I will attempt to an-
swer. What is more important to me is the attitude to the controversy taken by 
Trump supporters, insofar as evidence concerning their attitudes is likely to 
generalize to more paradigmatic fake news. Evidence for their attitudes comes 
from a study by Schaffner and Luks (Schaffner and Luks 2018; see Ross and 
Levy 2022 for replication). While the controversy was still fresh, they gave 
participants in their studies unlabeled photographs depicting the 2009 Obama 
inauguration and the 2017 Trump inauguration, and simply asked them to re-
port which depicted a bigger crowd. The results were striking. In defiance of 
the clear photographic evidence, 15% of Trump voters (but only 3 and 2% of 
non-voters and Clinton voters, respectively) chose the photo of the Trump in-
auguration as depicting a bigger crowd. 

By far the most plausible explanation of this difference is that Trump sup-
porters were engaged in expressive responding (sometimes called ‘partisan 
cheerleading’). They didn’t report a sincerely-held belief: they expressed sup-
port for their side of politics. Further evidence for this claim is that better edu-
cated Trump voters were more likely than the less-well educated to choose the 
2017 photo. Presumably, better educated voters were more likely to recognize 
the photos as depicting the Trump and Obama inaugurations, and to recognize 
an opportunity to express their support for him by making their choice (the 
few Clinton voters and non-voters who chose the Trump photo were instead 
probably engaged in a kind of trolling of the experimenters (Lopez and Hilly-
gus 2018).  

Expressive responding appears to be common, though its scope and the 
size of the effect are controversial. A broad range of experimental and survey 
evidence appears to indicate that people often report attitudes they don’t sin-
cerely hold (Hannon 2021; Levy and Ross 2021). For example, US respond-
ents tend to report that the economy is in a worse state when the president be-
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longs to a rival political party than when the president belongs to the party 
they support, but their economic decisions seem to better reflect the actual 
state of the economy than their reported assessment (Bullock and Lenz 2019). 
On the other hand, some experimental work has failed to find evidence of ex-
pressive responding, even when responding accurately is incentivized (Ber-
insky 2018). There are at least two possible ways to explain these conflicting 
data. It might simply be that it is difficult to incentivize accuracy. Or the con-
flicting data might indicate that the prevalence of expressive responding varies 
very significantly from topic to topic, in ways that diverge from what we 
might have expected (Graham and Yair 2022). Whatever the explanation, it 
seems overwhelmingly likely that many political partisans do not believe 
some of the fake news they nevertheless consume, share and verbally endorse. 

If the scope and the degree of expressive responding varies considerably 
from topic to topic, measuring the size of the effect will be extremely difficult. 
Prior et al. found that (relatively) small monetary rewards for correct respons-
es reduced partisan bias from 12 percent to 6 percent (Prior, Sood, and Khan-
na 2015). It is likely that on many topics, the size of the effect is much bigger. 
Note, first, that financial incentives may provide perverse incentives. If report-
ing that I believe the economy is bad allows me to signal my opposition to the 
current president, the opportunity to turn down an incentive to report the 
economy is doing well offers me the opportunity to send a stronger signal. 
Second, I may see my support of my side as politics as a sacred value (Tetlock 
2003); people are strongly resistant to betraying sacred values for money. 
Third, it is likely that the kinds of topics Prior et al. probed – perceptions of 
the state of the economy – do not rouse polarized passions to the same degree 
as culture war issues. Estimating the true size of the effect is currently impos-
sible, given the available experimental evidence, but there is little doubt at 
least a substantial minority of people sometimes report things they don’t really 
believe to express support for ‘their’ side. Another, unknown, proportion of 
people report things they don’t believe to ‘troll’ the experimenters or for a 
prank (Lopez and Hillygus 2018). Scott Alexander has proposed a ‘lizardman 
constant’: the allegedly constant rate at which people will insincerely respond 
‘yes’ to the question “are lizardmen running the earth?” (Alexander 2013). I 
am skeptical that there is any such constant; I suspect that the proportion of 
insincere responses is highly context-dependent (how willing are people to 
participate in the survey, which is a function of sample selection and incen-
tives, amongst other things; the content of the questions, with more bizarre 
content selecting for an increased irritation with them; the length of the sur-
vey; the degree to which the sample’s political and social views depart from 
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those they attribute to the experimenters, and so on). While the degree of ex-
pressive responding and sheer trolling surely varies from context to context, 
insincere responding probably accounts for some proportion of answers on 
most surveys. 

There is every reason, therefore, to think that many people who report ac-
cepting a conspiracy theory or a rumor (especially a bizarre one) do not genu-
inely believe it. Given this fact, I will suggest, we should look for other func-
tions of fake news to explain its production and consumption, and the way in 
which it is put to use in political argument. 

II. Non-Doxastic Explanations of Fake News 

If fake news need not be believed by those who consume, like, and share it, 
what explains its production and consumption? There are two existing ac-
counts of the function of (some) fake news that aim to explain why it might be 
produced and consumed in the absence of an intent to deceive and of actual 
deception. Marianna Ganapini suggests that fake stories need not be believed, 
or even believable, in order to play a signaling function (Ganapini 2021). 3 As 
she argues, the absurdity of fake news can be a feature, rather than a bug, 
when it comes to playing this role. A willingness to believe, or pretend to be-
lieve, bizarre claims is a reliable signal of commitment to an in-group, because 
it exposes one to ridicule and risks social ties with the out-group (Mercier 
2020). As Ganapini shows, fake news can signal commitment to the group, 
enable the coordination of group action and solidify group identity: for none 
of these roles is it essential that the fake news be believed or believable. 4 
 
 

3 Ganapini explicitly focuses on fake stories, rather than fake news, because she takes the 
concerns about that term offered by philosophers such as David Coady (2021) and Joshua 
Habgood-Coote (2019; 2020) seriously. I am less moved by these worries (I discuss them 
briefly in note 7). While her category encompasses some stories that are not plausibly regarded 
as fake news and excludes some that are, her account is designed to explain much of what oth-
er people call fake news. Since my account depends on fake stories having the trappings of 
news, or other cues for epistemic respectability, it does not aim to explain the function of fake 
stories that lack these properties. 

4 Funkhouser (2017) argues that some belief reports have the function of signaling com-
mitments to other agents. But on his account, the signals are not themselves beliefs and need 
not entail them. Signaling requires that we represent ourselves as believing, whether or not we 
genuinely believe in the content asserted. The signal I send by asserting the election was 
rigged is reliable, not because it indicates that I believe that the election was rigged but be-
cause it indicates that I am committed to our side. 
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In more recent work, Ganapini (2022) has offered an even more inward-
looking account of the role played by fake stories. She argues that even when 
their content is not believed to be literally true, their narrative structure never-
theless allows those who consume and share them to take them to be credible; 
that is, as providing insight into the kind of events that could occur. The Dem-
ocrats might not have literally engaged in satanic rituals, but the plausibility of 
the story reveals their moral depravity (more recently Langdon et al. 2024 ad-
vanced a similar account). Ganapini argues that fake stories that are not be-
lieved can play an identity-protective role, shielding consumers from coun-
terevidence and easing cognitive dissonance. Whereas her signaling account 
focuses on the role that fake stories play within the group, her (compatible) 
narrative account focuses on the role they play within the individual. That’s as 
inward-looking an account as can be imagined. 

Michel Croce and Tommaso Piazza’s account of non-deceptive fake news 
is also inward-looking (Croce and Piazza 2021b). Croce and Piazza argue that 
the producers of fake news need not intend to deceive: rather, they may be un-
concerned with the truth at all. Such producers thereby exhibit the vice that 
Quassim Cassam (2018) calls epistemic insouciance (though Croce and Piazza 
do not use that term). Producers need not be concerned with even an appear-
ance of truth, because consumers in turn do not seek to be informed or to in-
form, but instead seek what Croce and Piazza call ‘social recognition’: to 
build up ties of solidarity with one another and to feel recognized as part of a 
community. It is enough that the story has a content that group members 
would like to be true for fake news to play these roles. It need not be true, nor 
taken to be true. 

More recently, Dan Williams (2023) has proposed an account of the func-
tion of rationalizations that is designed to encompass at least some fake news. 
On Williams’ account, there is a market for rationalizations of unfounded be-
liefs, driven by consumers’ desire to believe congenial claims. The overlap be-
tween the cases my account aims to explain and those Williams aims to ex-
plain may be quite small: while rationalizations are consumed only because 
truly compelling evidence isn’t available, consumption aims at genuine belief 
and successful rationalizations will therefore be reasonably plausible, at least 
to the casual eye. Williams therefore seems to exclude more incredible fake 
news from the scope of his account (in fact, his main target is not, quite, fake 
news at all, but opinion offered by partisan hacks). 

A more important difference between Williams’ account and the one I offer 
is that his is (once again) inwards-looking. Williams is explicitly concerned 
with the utility of beliefs for individuals: rationalizations have an intrapsychic 
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function. Like Ganapini’s more recent account, it is as inward-looking as can 
be: concerned with the psychological states of individuals, not the group and 
certainly not outsiders. 

All these accounts explain the production and consumption of non-
deceptive fake news in ways that turn on its function within a group of like-
minded people. On Ganapini’s accounts, fake news allows group members to 
signal to one another and to protect the identity of individual group members. 
On Croce and Piazza’s account, fake news is shared within the group to tight-
en bonds of solidarity. On Williams account, (some) fake news is consumed 
for the purpose of individual belief-based utility. None of these accounts ad-
verts to an outward-facing role.  

Fake news surely plays multiple roles, and the cases presented for these ac-
counts are persuasive. Each likely captures some of the reasons people share 
and consume fake news. But, I will argue, non-deceptive fake news also has a 
surprising outward facing role. Non-deceptive fake news consists in claims 
that (a) are minimally defensible, in virtue of their content or (more usually) in 
virtue of being attributable to an epistemic authority and (b) therefore can be 
cited in political argument and in maintaining political commitments. Such 
fake news need not be, and often is not, believed by those for whom it serves 
these functions. 

III. Fake News as a Rhetorical Weapon 

Let’s begin with (b); the role that such fake news plays in arguments. 
Non-deceptive fake news provides a resource to political partisans: it can 
help them to win arguments. There is of course a sense of ‘winning an argu-
ment’ in which only good evidence is relevant to which argument wins. It’s 
that sense that is paramount in philosophical debates. But in addition to this 
truth-centered sense of ‘winning an argument’, there’s a purely pragmatic 
sense. In this sense, winning an argument doesn’t require actually having bet-
ter evidence than opponents, nor does it require convincing them or even 
convincing the antecedently agnostic. Winning an argument in this pragmatic 
sense consists in carrying the day (advancing one’s agenda, seeing off criti-
cism), and one can win arguments in this sense even when the evidence one 
cites in favor of one’s views is mainly bluster and even when it’s seen to be 
bluster. For example, a politician accused of spending public money to bol-
ster her re-election chances, rather than to advance the public good, might 
win the argument, in this sense, by giving a response that seems sufficiently 



  

Filosofia e Questioni Pubbliche - Philosophy and Public Issues 2/2024 298 
ISSN 1591-0660 | EISSN 2240-7987 

plausible and sufficiently relevant to withstand public scrutiny long enough 
for the fuss to die down. 

Real life examples are easy to find; most interviews with politicians seem 
to feature at least one attempt to win arguments using transparent bluster. A 
recent case involves the now-former Australian prime minister, Scott Morri-
son, following revelations that spending announcements made just prior to the 
last election targeted seats his party was in danger of losing (rather than fol-
lowing the politically neutral, needs-based, process that was supposed to be 
used). Asked whether he was okay with such spending being directed in a bla-
tantly partisan way, Morrison replied “I’m very OK with the idea of building 
car parks to ensure people can get a park, get on a train, can get to work soon-
er, get home sooner, because urban congestion and people commuting is a dai-
ly challenge” (Murphy and Karp 2021). Morrison’s rhetorical move here is a 
familiar one: rather than directly responding to the question put to him, he re-
frames it and addresses a related question. He puts claims to use for rhetorical 
purpose, to defend his government’s actions. As far as I can gauge, Morrison 
won the argument: journalists couldn’t accuse him of entirely dodging the 
question and eventually moved on to other matters.  

While Morrison’s argumentative strategy didn’t invoke fake news, his ar-
gumentative strategy nicely illustrates the kind of use to which fake news may 
be put. He didn’t genuinely report a mental state – not, at least, one that he 
sincerely took to be directly relevant to the reporter’s question – he wielded 
words as rhetorical weapons. Their purpose wasn’t to respond to the question, 
but to see it off. To this end, politicians and ordinary people may cite whatever 
comes handy. If it’s true, so much the better. But it need not be true: it need 
only be presented as taken to be true and somewhat plausible to serve its func-
tion in argument. Think of Trump’s suggestion that Ted Cruz’s father was 
somehow involved in the Kennedy assassination. When Cruz was a rival for 
the Republican nomination, Trump used the insinuations to good rhetorical ef-
fect. He won the argument, at least by the principal measure that mattered to 
him (and to Cruz): he secured the nomination. 

At least prior to Trump, politicians generally refrained from citing blatantly 
fake news in arguments, most likely because doing so might damage their 
credibility. Ordinary people may do so much more freely, because they don’t 
have to be as concerned with the perceptions of more neutral observers. Face-
book and Twitter arguments are routinely won, in the pragmatic sense – the 
conversation is allowed to move on – via the citation of fake news. 

Non-deceptive fake news also plays a different, inward-facing, role: it al-
lows group members to maintain their commitment to their views. We are, af-
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ter all, reason giving animals: it is important to us that we are able to cite evi-
dence in favor of our views. Fake news may provide us with such evidence. 
Most of us are at least somewhat sensitive to the quality of evidence, and we 
prefer to rely on genuinely strong evidence. But we’re under rational pressure, 
from ourselves and from others, to say something in response to challenges to 
our views, and we will respond with the best evidence we have. If we have 
nothing better that is sufficiently relevant than fake news, many of us may cite 
that (those who are more epistemically conscientious may refrain from citing 
obviously fake news, but many of us might nevertheless frantically google in 
response to social media challenge and cite the first apparently plausible 
source we can find). We thereby satisfy ourselves that there are good reasons 
for our views, and we relieve ourselves of the need to revise them. 

Being citable in argument and enabling those who share and consume it 
to maintain their commitments is a central function of fake news, I suggest, 
one that helps to explain why it is widely produced, consumed, and shared, 
even when it is incredible, and in the face of the evidence that sometimes at 
least, few of the people who endorse it are genuinely convinced by it. 
Claims wielded as argumentative weapons need be seen as sufficiently rele-
vant to allow the conversation to move on or for partisans to be satisfied 
with their views. 

What makes non-deceptive fake news plausible enough to play these roles? 
Most political facts are known to most of us via testimony, not direct observa-
tion, and in most cases, plausibility will stem from some combination of con-
tent (“that’s the kind of thing a Democrat would do”) and trust in the source of 
the testimony. It is in virtue of attributability to what I’m calling an epistemic 
authority that such fake news is seen as sufficiently plausible. An epistemic 
authority is a person or institution widely recognized as a reliable source of 
information on a particular topic. Scientists are epistemic authorities regarding 
their specialty; athletes are epistemic authorities about their sport, and so on. 
Claims are more plausible in virtue of being attributed to an epistemic authori-
ty. Fake news is paradigmatically presented as stemming from a domain-
general epistemic authority: the media. 5 Paradigmatic fake news adopts the 
 
 

5 Coady (2021) and Habgood-Coote (2019) both worry that talk of fake news serves a 
propaganda function by causing us to overlook how unreliable and tendentious the ‘main-
stream media’ often is. It’s worth emphasizing here that my account of a central function of 
fake news is neutral on whether what we call fake news is really very much less reliable than 
the legacy media. My account requires that (some of) the media is seen as an epistemic au-
thority, not that that perception is accurate. 
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trappings of journalism, and it is in virtue of this fact that it can be attributed, 
with sufficient plausibility, to an epistemic authority.  

The trappings of journalism confer epistemic respectability because they 
are evidence that a story has been generated in an epistemically conscientious 
manner: by people who care whether it is true and have employed methods 
that substantially raise the probability that is true (using sources that can be 
verified, double checking, consulting experts, and so on). Most of us may not 
know much about how news is generated, but we know that is supposed to use 
methods that make it reliable, and the format and characteristic language of 
news is a cue that such methods were employed. Fake news can with suffi-
cient plausibility be attributed to an epistemic authority because it comes with 
the trappings of journalism. 

Claims that play the rhetorical roles often played by fake news need not be 
news at all (nor need they be fake). What is needed is that the story can be at-
tributed with significant plausibility to an epistemic authority, and such (genu-
ine or apparent) authorities extend well beyond the media. It is fake news that 
paradigmatically plays this rhetorical role, because it is the media that is the 
main source of our political information (and politics is the arena in which 
we’re most apt to rely on claims to shore up our sense of ourselves and to en-
gage in arguments). But a great many other sources of information are some-
times politically relevant. We might rely on a (real or fake) scientific article 
about the efficacy of gun control. We might rely on purported eyewitness tes-
timony about the behavior of police at a political protest. We might rely on a 
YouTube video by a supposed historian concerning the real causes of the Civil 
War. In each case, we cite apparent evidence that can with sufficient plausibil-
ity be attributed to an epistemic authority. So much the better if the apparent 
authority is a genuine authority. 

Of course, the cues in virtue of which we attribute a story to an epistemic 
authority (e.g., the trappings of journalism) are often genuinely evidence of 
reliability. Some consumers of fake news, those who are somewhat convinced 
by it, may take these cues as evidence of genuine reliability. For many, how-
ever, they are not regarded as evidence; not, at least, as evidence worth putting 
real weight on. For these consumers of fake news, possession of the trappings 
of journalism may be enough to rely on the story in argumentative and signal-
ing contexts: these trappings are not good evidence that the contents are true, 
but instead are cues in virtue of which the contents can be attributed to a puta-
tive epistemic authority. Even these consumers will generally be well aware 
that some sources are better than others, and that journalistic sources and prac-
tices differ in epistemically relevant way. Most of us, even those of us who 
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will resort to fake news when it’s the best option available to us, would prefer 
to rely on more reliable sources if we can. We’d cite the New York Times or 
Fox if we could, but if we can’t, we might cite The Denver Guardian. We’d 
prefer to cite a highly plausible story, but if we can’t, we’ll cite one about a 
Democrat child trafficking ring. 

Those who rely on low quality and fake sources even when they don’t take 
their possession of the trappings of journalism or similar such cues to provide 
genuinely good evidence need not be completely cynical. Many people will 
rely on such sources, when nothing that seems better is available, only when 
they’re not very obviously false, by the person’s own lights. There is a pe-
numbra of truth, as it were, in which many such stories might fall. Running a 
child trafficking ring seems like it could just be the kind of thing that Demo-
crats might do, and if they’re not doing that, they’re probably doing something 
pretty bad, so why not cite this story? We don’t recognize ourselves as cyni-
cally relying on the fake; rather, we don’t look too hard at our sources when 
we suspect they might not bear close scrutiny. 6 

As mentioned at the outset, my account is not unique in dropping a decep-
tion condition. Pepp, Michaelson and Sterken (2019) argue that a story be-
comes fake news when it is widely spread by people who treat it as having 
been produced by ‘standard journalistic practices’ though it was not. They 
recognize citing a story in a political argument as one way in which we can 
treat it as having been produced by such practices, and they require neither 
that those who treat a story in this way believe it nor that those who produce 
fake news intend to deceive. They also recognize how the trappings of jour-
nalism (and, on my view, other kinds of markers for epistemic authority) in-
spire trust, even in those who are not really deceived by the fake news. 7 How-
 
 

6 Van Leeuwen (2014; 2023) argues that religious and ideological credences are not genu-
ine beliefs; rather they are “secondary cognitive attitudes” somewhat akin to imaginings. We 
might wonder whether reliance on fake news also involves such secondary attitudes, especially 
given that his account aims to explain the same sort of divergence between asserted belief and 
behavior I’ve cited. The experimental evidence that people do not take themselves to believe 
the contents they assert suggests, however, that we can explain the divergences in these cases 
without postulating any novel attitudes: people are willing to assert claims when they’re con-
scious they don’t have to place any significant weight on them to express support for their side 
of politics. It remains possible that Van Leeuwen’s account offers the best explanation of the 
cases he is centrally concerned with. 

7 One reason to regiment our use of ‘fake news’ to pick out only those instances which as-
sume the trappings of journalism, and not other markers of reliability, is that such instances 
seem most resistant to the criticism that the term is redundant (Coady 2021; Habgood-Coote 
2019). In his response to Brown (2019) and Pepp, Michaelson, and Sterken (2022), Habgood-
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ever, their reasons for rejecting the deception condition are very different from 
mine, because they have not recognized the function of non-deceptive fake 
news. 

Pepp, Michaelson and Sterken reject the deception condition on two 
grounds: first, producers of fake news may not aim to deceive because they 
actually believe the fantasies they promote; and second because their motiva-
tion might be money, not deception (they note that fake news could be pro-
duced by a bot: an algorithm incapable of possessing intentions might learn to 
produce apparent news as a means of generating click through). All that seems 
correct, but it overlooks a central reason for the production of non-deceptive 
fake news, a reason that stems from the function that such fake news plays in 
political argument. Producers may intentionally produce stories that they re-
gard as only superficially plausible to serve as rhetorical weapons for their au-
dience. Producers of fake news may generate it in order for their audience to 
cite it or otherwise rely on it in signaling and argument, as well as for social 
recognition. Alternatively, they may generate it for their own use: so the pro-
ducer may cite it or otherwise rely on it. None of these motives require an in-
tention to deceive on the part of the producer, nor does it require that consum-
ers are deceived. 

Nothing in my account of non-deceptive fake news is inconsistent with the 
account developed by Pepp, Michaelson and Sterken. It goes further than 
theirs inasmuch as it identifies the functions of such fake news, and in light of 
that function offers (what I take to be) a satisfying explanation for why fake 
news need not be produced with the intention to deceive. Producers and con-
sumers may collaborate in the production of rhetorical weapons. I take this 
point to be an important one, inasmuch as it will provide us with tools for un-
derstanding the motivations of and the relations between prominent producers 
of fake news (and those who signal boost it without – quite – endorsing it, like 
Fox News) and their audiences. 

 
 

Coote (2020) concedes that the case for a neologism is strongest with regard to false or mis-
leading stories that mimic genuine news. I am not much moved by Habgood-Coote and Co-
ady’s argument because (a) I don’t share the sense they have that the semantics of ‘fake news’ 
is particularly unsettled and (b) I agree with Brown and with Pepp, Michaelson and Sterken 
that the political risks of fake news are just as acute with many other political terms, including 
the terms that Habgood-Coote and Coady urge as replacements for ‘fake news’ (propaganda, 
and the like). 
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IV. The Harms of Fake News 

If the forgoing is correct, then some fake news is produced without any in-
tention to deceive and in fact does not deceive much of its audience (one and 
the same story can deceive some audience members, of course, and not others, 
though both groups rely on it in signaling and argument). Not all fake news 
fits this model, and not only fake news fits this model either: many things be-
side news can be relied on for argument and signaling, in the absence of a be-
lief. But if fake news often does not deceive anyone, what epistemic harm 
does it do? Knowledge and belief are, of course, the central concepts of epis-
temology, so the widespread assumption that fake news is harmful because it 
produces false belief is natural. But fake news can be very harmful even when 
no one is deceived. I focus exclusively on those harms that arise from the 
outward-looking uses of fake news. 

The central outward-looking use of fake news, I have argued, is as a weap-
on in political arguments. At its best, political debate has a number of positive 
contributions to make to our lives as citizens. Its major role is epistemic: polit-
ical debate is a contest of ideas, and allows those engaged in the debate, as 
well as third-parties, to learn about these ideas, and to change their minds 
when appropriate. While we are often cynical that arguments really change 
minds about politically charged topics, there is evidence that they have some, 
albeit limited, effect on most of us (Coppock 2023). Political debate also has 
non-epistemic roles to play. It can promote political engagement, which is im-
portant to the functioning of democratic institutions. 

When fake news is wielded as a weapon in the sort of way I’ve described, 
it is antithetical to these roles. Since it is often quite transparently fake, it pro-
motes cynicism about politics, rather than engagement. Insofar as it is success-
ful, it dissociates argumentative success from actual evidence, thereby ensur-
ing that the opportunity for participants and onlookers to learn is lost. It turns 
debate into bad theatre. When it comes to circulate widely because the norms 
tolerate reliance on it, we may easily conclude that news is not worth consum-
ing at all. 8 Blake-Turner has recently argued that fake news degrades our epis-
temic environment and undermines epistemic confidence (Blake-Turner 
2020). His focus is on genuinely believed stories, but similar considerations 
apply to fake news produced and wielded as a rhetorical weapon. We may not 
come to believe fake news, but we may find it prohibitively difficult to come 
 
 

8 Bernecker (2021) defends such abstinence. 
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to well justified beliefs at all in an environment in which fake news dominates 
so much discussion. 

In this sort of way, non-believed fake news might have doxastic harms. If 
fake news on a particular topic circulates widely, then we may have trouble 
discerning the truth about it. Steve Bannon’s strategy of “flooding the zone” 
might be understood along these lines (Illing 2020). Bannon appears to aim 
not to convince people of anything, but to make it difficult for them to from 
beliefs on the topic. This kind of strategy is allegedly the hallmark of Russian 
propaganda; again, the aim is not to convince but to undermine the capacity to 
form confident beliefs at all (Pomerantsev 2014). 9 

Non-deceptive fake news may also be an obstacle to public debate and po-
litical compromise or progress. It allows partisans to continue to fight battles 
that they have obviously already lost, so far as the merits of their position are 
concerned. It therefore is an obstacle to moving on. Suppose that few politi-
cians actually accept that Trump really won the 202 election. Nevertheless, 
their continued public advocacy for this view, and the ways in which it allows 
them to signal to their base and to win, in the pragmatic sense, political argu-
ments, ensured a lack of felt pressure to work with the Biden government. 
They could continue to fight the last battle instead. There might be far more 
agreement about global warming than is commonly thought (the finding that 
better educated Republicans are more, not less, likely to reject it (Kahan 2015) 
suggests that rejection might be more verbal than substantive), but so long as a 
large class of people feel able to assert its non-reality, they can block effective 
action. 

Finally, the widespread invocation of fake news might lead to polarization. 
As Michael Hannon shows, evidence for polarization in the political beliefs of 
partisans is not strong, but there is good evidence of affective polarization 
(Hannon 2021). We may not diverge in our beliefs about policy more now 
than in the past, but we think much less well of political opponents. Reliance 
on fake news could exacerbate affective polarization, because such reliance 
requires representing oneself as believing it. Far fewer people genuinely be-
lieve the QAnon conspiracy theory than share it or verbally endorse it, but its 
broad spread and enthusiastic embrace leads many to think that a large propor-
tion of their fellow citizens have, in the words of one pollster, gone “bonkers” 
 
 

9 I am grateful to a reviewer for this journal for highlighting the doxastic effects of unbe-
lieved fake news. The reviewer also notes that the prevalence of fake news may lead those who 
argue in good faith to withdraw from the public sphere (or alternatively, to become difficult for 
others to identify), so that again its widespread circulation may undermine belief. 
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(Rose 2020). 10 In this climate, we’re less likely to see political opponents as 
reasonable people who might be worth trying to persuade. 

How should we address these harms? This is a harder task, at least in some 
ways, than it would be were those people who share and endorse fake news 
always deceived by it. If that were the case, we might hope to address the 
problem via the solution advocated by Lee McIntyre: teaching critical thinking 
in schools (McIntyre 2018). Teaching such skills would have a limited effect, 
I predict. Far fewer people than is commonly thought genuinely believe im-
plausible fake news, and I suspect those few who do are unlikely to be good 
candidates for substantial gains from critical thinking. Many more people are 
taken in by plausible looking stories, of course, but it’s far from clear that crit-
ical thinking would allow them to identify such stories: stories that look plau-
sible may have the kinds of features that pass such scrutiny. There is of course 
a continuum from credible but false to incredible, and we should expect criti-
cal thinking skills to get traction in some cases and for some people. At very 
best, though, better critical thinking will fall short of dealing with all the 
harms that arise from fake news.  

If we are to address the problem of non-deceptive fake news, we might do 
better to focus on the social norms that tolerate its propagation, sharing and 
even reliance on it in argument. Shifting such norms is extremely difficult, es-
pecially given the fact that most of us are disposed to do something similar (if 
not to rely on the fake, at least to cite the apparently credible without looking 
too hard at it), and the fact that we tend to give ‘our’ side of politics a pass 
when they cite the unreliable. Perhaps the introduction and enforcement of a 
norm of calling out those who engage in these practices could help to turn the 
tide. Since political opponents can be expected to dismiss such calls as having 
a partisan motive, we’d do better to focus on our own side. Such norm shifting 
might be assisted by more responsible reporting about fake news. Right now, 
even those media outlets that aim for accuracy contribute to the impression 
that a very large proportion of people believe obviously fake news. In doing 
so, they might inadvertently make it easier to rely on it. Wider publicization of 
 
 

10 The pollster was commenting on an NPR/Ipsos poll that found that 17% of Americans 
accept the QAnon conspiracy, with another 37% being unsure whether it is true (Ipsos 2020) 
But polls like this transparently probe political identity and many people respond accordingly 
(QAnon support was unsurprisingly driven by Republicans). Moreover, the poll had design 
flaws known to increase the likelihood of expressive responding. It gave people 
true/false/don’t know as options. People are reluctant to report ignorance, and the provision of 
a ‘skip’ option, which allows those who don’t know the right answer to a question to continue 
without confessing ignorance, reduces guessing and partisan response (Motta et al. 2019). 
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the fact that many of those who endorse fake news don’t really believe the 
claims they make might undermine their credibility in relying on it. These 
suggestions are of course tentative and sketchy. They await elaboration (or re-
placement by better proposals) by those with the skills to do better than I can, 
guided, I hope, by my account of the function that non-deceptive fake news 
plays. 11 

Conclusion 

Contrary to the orthodoxy in philosophy, fake news need be neither decep-
tive nor deceiving. People routinely rely upon, often by endorsing, claims they 
don’t believe in order to express support for their side of politics. There’s eve-
ry reason to think they share, like and endorse fake news for the same purpos-
es. Very likely, they also thereby signal group membership to fellow partisans. 
They also sometimes rely on fake news to win political arguments. Though 
some fake news is intended to deceive, and some people are deceived even by 
bizarre fake news, much circulates widely without deception. 

The good news is that our fellow citizens are much less credulous than we 
commonly think. The bad news is that fake news that isn’t believed may be 
every bit as harmful as fake news that is believed. It’s a very significant epis-
temic pollutant and reducing its prevalence would be valuable. Censorship and 
control by government or multinational corporations have their obvious risks, 
of course. I’ve suggested that we target the social norms that tolerate reliance 
on it instead. We shouldn’t be very confident that such an approach will suc-
ceed, but given the costs of fake news, and the minimal risks of this response, 
it is surely worth the attempt. 
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Introduction 

It is often said that philosophy must respond to, or, at least, take account of, 
new societal trends, technological and political challenges. One such devel-
opment or challenge is the problem of “false information”, “emerging as the 
most severe global risk anticipated over the two next years”, according to the 
World Economic Forum (WEF). 1 

This increasingly salient risk of false information may have bearings on a 
range of philosophical topics. The specific focus here will be on the ongoing 
philosophical exchange on the idea of ‘democratized’ or of ‘democratizing’ 
expertise, taking place within, and sometimes across, the philosophical sub-
disciplines of epistemology, political philosophy, and philosophy of science. 

Present-day calls to make expert arrangements compatible with democratic 
requirements – or to democratize expertise – come largely from corners out-
side academia, including citizen initiatives and social movements, as well as 
governments, policymakers, and various knowledge-brokers eager to provide 
science and expert advice with ‘impact’ and ‘legitimacy’ (Krick and Holst 
2024). However, also academic studies and discourse – and philosophy specif-
ically – seek increasingly to take democratic demands on expert communities 
and expert bodies into account. Unsurprisingly, when philosophers do so, they 
do not necessarily agree on what such demands mean and imply. In line with 
this, a set of different philosophically informed institutional proposals of how 
to (re-)design the democracy-expertise relationship are circulating. 

In what follows, 2 a first section will outline three such proposals (I). They 
are, in short, science in democracy – an approach primarily concerned with 
safeguarding independent scientific institutions positioned within a larger 
democratic system; direct democratization – an approach that focuses on ex-
pert arrangements more broadly and the need for direct measures of democra-
tization; and partisan expertise – an approach which questions the possibility 
of independent, politically neutral expertise. 

The proposals are to be understood as ideal types – that is, they are not 
copied from specific interventions, but condensed versions of possible ways of 
institutionalizing the democratization of expertise. Still, as references will il-
 
 

1 See their Global Risk Report 2024 The report was brought to my attention by Sjøflot 
(2024). 

2 The first sections of this paper rely on a more elaborate presentation in Holst (2025). Note 
that a fourth proposal – citizens as knowers – is left out from the current paper not to over-
burden discussions. 
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luminate, elements in each of them speak to contributions and considerable 
trends in contemporary philosophical literatures. The proposals will further-
more be presented with reference to a set of claims and assumptions which 
philosophers have different views on – referred to, accordingly, as philosophi-
cal variables. Specifically, the claims and assumptions in question concern (1) 
epistemic criteria; (2) expertise reliance; (3) democratic legitimacy; (4) ethical 
and political values; and (5) implementation. These variables will be outlined 
in more detail at the very beginning. 

The section that follows will make a preliminary assessment of the three 
proposals and sketch a preferable fourth option: epistemically justified exper-
tise – an approach focused on facilitating democratization measures which can 
be defended on epistemic grounds (III).  

Then enters the problem of false information (IV). The problem will be 
briefly elaborated upon before a discussion of whether the preliminary pro-
posal assessment stands, or should be revised, confronted with this problem. 
Contrary to what is frequently claimed, it is argued that the problem of false 
information does not alter the calculus significantly. The problem of false in-
formation raises complex causal questions, and urgent questions of policy and 
regulation. It may also raise philosophical questions, but the specific philo-
sophical discussion of how to (re-)design democracy-expertise relations, 
seems largely untouched. 

I. Democratization of expertise 

Philosophical variables 

(1) Generally, expert arrangements have tended to be scrutinized and eval-
uated based on various epistemic criteria. This is clearly the case in episte-
mology, where central discussions circle around which more detailed epistem-
ic terms and parameters to rely on in accounts of proper expertise (see 
Grundmann 2024 for a recent overview). Within philosophy of science as well 
scientific norms of inquiry and cognitive values are typically placed center 
stage. Similarly, political philosopher Thomas Christiano (2012, 31, 41) con-
nects expert arrangements specifically to “the epistemic function” of political 
systems, and describes expertise as a “filter” to ensure the “truth sensitivity” 
of political decisions.  

This common emphasize on epistemic standards and credentials raise the 
general question of how institutional proposals of democratizing expertise re-
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late to them. Under such proposals, are epistemic criteria still considered pri-
mary? Or is rather democratization given priority?  

(2) Both epistemologists and philosophers of science have tended to regard 
‘domain’ experts (Goldman 2011) or knowledgeable specialists, commonly 
with scientific or other professional training, as indispensable, and conceptual-
ized contemporary societies as essentially expertise reliant and generally 
characterized by a cognitive division of labor (Kitcher 2011, 20), and signifi-
cant epistemic asymmetries between those with and without domain expertise. 
Contributions in political philosophy also refer to this situation of epistemic 
interdependence and expertise reliance and inspired by John Rawls’ idea of 
‘general facts’ this reliance has been referred to as “the fact of expertise” 3 in 
modern societies (Holst and Molander 2017, 236). 

This raises questions of the more detailed relationship between this ‘fact’ 
and its possible democratization. How far are public institutions dependent on 
advanced science and specialist knowledge? And to what extent can the epis-
temic asymmetries of contemporary knowledge societies be reduced or evened 
out, as a result of well-designed ‘democratization’ processes?  

(3) Regarding democratization in the context of contemporary expert insti-
tutions, there seems to be certain agreed upon minimum requirements. First, at 
least to the extent that expert institutions are somehow related to the govern-
mental apparatus, they must be democratic in the sense that their powers have 
been granted them through acts of democratic delegation. The people or their 
representatives, for instance in parliament, should decide the mandates and 
discretionary scope of e.g. expert agencies and other knowledge bureaucra-
cies, as well as make legislation that regulate science advice mechanisms and 
academic institutions. When this is not in place, it seems unreasonable to talk 
about such arrangements as ‘democratic’ or ‘democratized’ even in a minimal 
sense. Second, a democratic commitment is related to the idea that citizens 
and their representatives are in “the driver’s seat” of value considerations and 
choose “the basic aims that society is to pursue” (Christiano 2012, 33). Once 
more, a conception of ‘democratic’ or ‘democratized’ expertise must, as a 
minimum, recognize this fundamental role for the citizenry, and what it may 
imply for expert arrangements. 

Still, other claims and assumptions about democratization and democracy 
could vary. One question is what democratization implies for expert institu-
tions apart from their delegated powers being democratically authorized. What 
 
 

3 Rawls (1993, xviii) identifies a set of “general facts” that he considers to be characteristic 
of modern societies, the most basic of which is the fact of so-called “reasonable pluralism”. 
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is needed in terms of e.g. representation, participation, transparency, and ac-
countability? Another question is which procedures are proper when citizens 
make decisions regarding values and aims. A fundamental distinction is be-
tween democratic decision-making based on “aggregative” or “deliberative” 
procedures (Peter 2009, Ch. 2 and 3, see also Chambers 2023). Granted that 
citizens should be in ‘the driver’s seat’ of ‘basic’ ethical and political judg-
ments, could these judgments by tapped by aggregating citizens’ de facto in-
terests and preferences, as revealed by for instance election results or in polls, 
or should the primary concern of democrats rather be citizens’ considered 
views after deliberating with others? 

(4) The relationship between value judgments and expertise arrangements al-
so touches upon other philosophical controversies. One thing is to say that non-
expert citizens should have the democratic privilege to decide on fundamental 
moral concerns and political priorities; another to argue that expert inquiries can 
and should be kept free from such value considerations altogether. In philoso-
phy of science the classical view was that scientific investigations should take 
place in ways that are ‘value-free’ in the sense that the justification of scientific 
theories should not depend on ethical or political considerations (see e.g. Haack 
1998 on the ‘context of justification’). Along similar lines, a not uncommon 
view in political theory and philosophy is that experts should provide facts and 
technical knowledge about ‘means’ whereas questions of ‘ends’ should be left 
for non-expert consideration and judgment (recently Fjørtoft 2024).  

Others have contested both the possibility and desirability of such a strict 
separation (e.g. Douglas 2009, Lafont 2019, Ch. 1). Granted that citizens 
should be on top of ethical and political judgments, this raises the question of 
whether citizens or politicians should not be involved – in one way or the oth-
er – even in expert inquiries that seem largely technical (and in science’s ‘con-
text of justification’). To the extent that ethical and political judgments are at 
all made within expert arrangements (whether in the ‘context of justification’ 
or in other contexts), this raises moreover additional questions. First, can value 
judgments be made more qualified and reasonable, and can there even be val-
ue expertise – some kind of “moral experts” (Singer 1972, 115) or “normative 
experts” (Lamb 2020, 910) – and if so, should such experts play a role in con-
temporary expert arrangements, within the confines of citizens’ ‘basic’ aims-
setting? Or do democratic concerns speak against it? Second, in discussions of 
values; inside and outside expert arrangements, is some reasonable consensus 
possible, typically on fundamental constitutional requirements and moral 
norms, or does ethical and political pluralism run deep (e.g. Lafont 2019, 34-
62, see also Rawls 1993)? 
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(5) Finally, regarding implementation, interventions can assume a signifi-
cant need for innovating and establishing novel arrangements. Alternatively, 
they could concentrate on how to revise and re-design legacy institutions, be it 
universities, the bureaucracy, or for instance political parties. Moreover, in the 
latter case, the focus can be on incremental revisions and improvements, or on 
more fundamental changes. 

In short: Is it assumed that truly democratizing expertise require radical in-
stitutional innovation – or will the re-design of established arrangements do 
the job? And in such re-design, is the assumption one of modest revision or of 
more thorough transformation? 

Philosophical proposals 

First proposal: Science in democracy 

Few denies that independence, in some sufficient amount, is needed for ex-
pert institutions to function properly (SAPEA 2019, British Academy 2024, 
Owens 2015, Oreskes 2019), but independence is not only one of more con-
cerns but at the heart of the first institutional proposal to be considered – sci-
ence in democracy: A general prescription under this proposal is for expert ar-
rangements to be as independent as possible from political interference, eco-
nomic interest, and promotion of social values. Also, this implies a superior 
role for institutional arrangements of knowledge provision at arm’s length 
from government, such as autonomous research universities and independent 
science advice.  

What triggers this consistent weight on independence and autonomy is the 
concern for epistemic quality (e.g. Dellsén 2020) – which independence is 
considered as conductive to, or a condition for – and, correspondingly, an em-
phasis on epistemic criteria generally. Furthermore, this proposal largely 
equates expertise with science (e.g. Glüer and Wikforss 2022) and emphasizes 
the essential role of academic and professional specialists within the broader 
cognitive division of labor in society – while also valuing the importance of 
science communication and for scientists with their privileged insights to en-
lighten the broader public.  

In line with this, the notion of making expertise ‘democratic’ is thought of 
in relatively minimal terms. That is, as far as expert arrangements are public 
institutions, they should have delegated authority from democratic decisions, 
for instance in parliament, and the scope of this authority must be limited so 
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fundamental political priorities, value interpretation and ranking are made by 
the citizenry and people’s representatives (i.e. Christiano 2012, see also Wik-
forss 2019).  

However, under this first institutional proposal, more direct measures of 
democratization are limited. Importance can be granted for instance to ensur-
ing transparency of argumentation, use of sources, and procedures in expert 
inquiries, but only as long as openness can be shown not to harm epistemic 
quality (on “benefits of secret deliberations”, see Kogelmann 2021, 73). Simi-
larly, there can be a concern for e.g. the significance of epistemic diversity in 
science, yet tensions between inter- and trans-disciplinarity and scientific ex-
cellence can be highlighted too (e.g. Jacobs 2014).  

A fundamental contention moreover is that scientists and other experts 
should concentrate on factual and technical inquiries and advice. This may be 
connected to a defense of a doctrine of value-freedom (see Betz 2013), or of 
minimal interference from ethical and political considerations (e.g. Stamen-
kovic 2024). This implies to put aside issues that may trigger controversy over 
social values, or to remain neutral and impartial when such issues are ad-
dressed. The recommendation moreover is that scientists should avoid pre-
scribing public policy (Lackey 2007, SAPEA 2019).  

With this point of departure, questions of the validity of value assessments 
and prescriptions, and of whether there can be expertise in the moral domain, 
do not arise with any force. The same goes for discussions on whether a rea-
sonable agreement on what is right or just can be reached among people with 
different ethical and political outlooks. The strategy confronted with value in-
fluences is more one of avoidance, than one of qualification and search for po-
tential consensus on core moral or constitutional requirements.  

However, sometimes the avoidance of value judgments – risk assessments, 
cost considerations, recommendations, etc. – is impossible, and needs to be 
addressed. When so, the approach is to identify “what the public actually val-
ues”, as expressed in elections, and by parliamentarian majorities, or by means 
of “empirical investigations” (Schroeder 2022, 252), and to ensure that the 
values promoted by experts “align” with (Bennett 2022, Sections 4-5, Gunder-
sen 2024), citizens’ preferences and interests. 

In questions of implementation, this first type of proposal will typically 
emphasize legacy institutions and so existing contemporary expert arrange-
ments – from classical universities to science advice mechanisms and a 
knowledge-based civil service – and to improve on them so they function in 
accordance with what is conceived to be their normative purpose and function: 
maintaining and cultivating independence, excellence, and neutrality (e.g. Col-
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lini 2013, Heath 2020). This may require substantive re-design of existing in-
stitutions in some settings (in cases of severely politicized bureaucracies; 
when expert bodies are embedded in and hampered by conflict of interests; 
universities are put under market pressures, etc.). In other settings, where ex-
pert institutions already are relatively well-functioning, the task is rather one 
of defending and protecting their integrity and the existing design. 

Second proposal: direct democratization 

Just as the first proposal, the second proposal – direct democratization – 
supports the idea of making expert institutions with a potential of becoming 
trusted and legitimate across value conflicts and the political spectrum. The 
importance of institutions’ independence and integrity will also typically be 
highlighted, and various epistemic criteria, as well as the significance of scien-
tific expertise and professional specialists. However, under this proposal var-
ied types of non-scientific – e.g. local and experience-based – knowledge, is 
considered essential too, and disciplinary diversity and trans-disciplinarity 
among scientific experts is embraced (Collins and Evans 2007, Owens 2015).  

Crucially, moreover, democratic demands on expert arrangements are met 
with various direct measures (Fisher 2009, Oreskes 2019). They could include 
measures to improve representation – be it descriptive representation based on 
for instance gender, culture, and geography (e.g. Irzik and Kurtulmus 2021), 
or substantive representation in terms of political views, or stakeholder inter-
ests (e.g. Intemann 2015). They could include various mechanisms to enhance 
lay participation, where ordinary citizens participate on par with other experts 
as ‘lay experts’ or ‘citizen experts’ or are consulted in deliberative fora or oth-
er lay assemblies, or at digital platforms (for examples, see Krick 2021). 
Democratic accountability is also regarded as vital – expert bodies must ac-
count for their inquiries, assessments, and prescriptions in relevant democratic 
fora, be it elected assemblies or broader publics (e.g. Landwehr and Wood 
2019). Transparency too is a core concern and may take radical shapes, for in-
stance in terms of opening all sequences of expert inquiries and deliberations 
to the public, including mass and social media, and taking active measures to 
make background documents available to all affected (see Elliott 2020).  

Furthermore, whereas the first institutional proposal will emphasize the 
need for scientists to communicate their findings to a broader public, this pro-
posal rather highlights the need for intermediary institutions – from public 
media to social movements and non-governmental organizations. Such organ-
izations work actively at the interface between science, policy-making, and the 
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public sphere, and by means of various communicational strategies and partic-
ipatory and educational devices, to reduce epistemic asymmetries and ensure 
reciprocal exchange across the lay-expert divide (moving beyond top-down 
dissemination of a “linear model” perceived to be outdated, e.g. Fischer 2009, 
Owens 2015, Krick 2021). Also, whereas the first proposal prescribes for ex-
perts’ value ranking– in as far as such ranking cannot be avoided – to align 
with de facto public values and ethical and political priorities in the citizenry, 
this proposal subscribes to some variant of consensus-oriented deliberative 
democracy, that is, to the idea that value commitments can be changed in pro-
cesses of discourse and learning, and that it is possible for citizens with di-
verse ethical and political views to reach some agreement on fundamental 
norms and rights in inclusive processes of deliberative will- and opinion for-
mation (recently Lusk 2021, see also Kitcher 2011).  

It is essential under this second proposal, that facts and values, means and 
ends, technical and moral considerations, etc., are regarded as intertwined, and 
that interpretations and assessments of social values will affect expert inquir-
ies in all contexts. This basic contention is what largely drives the strong im-
petus to democratize expert communities and institutions, as citizens should 
be on top of important ethical and political decisions. In contrast to what is as-
sumed under the first proposal, such decisions cannot by and large be separat-
ed from factual and technical deliberations, and left for other arenas, but will 
be made within expert arrangements too, and to a significant degree. Further-
more, an assumption of equal moral and political competence rules out the 
possibility of cultivating expertise on such considerations; we cannot talk 
about ‘expertise’ in the moral domain (e.g. Fischer 2009, Lamb 2020, Dow-
ding 2024).  

Lastly, this second proposal is open to both the innovation of novel democ-
ratized expert institutions and to reform and re-design of legacy arrangements 
yet envisions overall a landscape of expert arrangements significantly differ-
ent from the current one. In the transformed terrain imagined, established 
knowledge bureaucracies, advisory mechanisms, universities, and research in-
stitutes operate side by side with new democratized mechanisms and fora, and 
all institutions and arenas are consistently organized in accordance with a 
democratic ethos and aim at cultivating interactions and dialogue on equal 
terms across the lay-expert divide. 
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Third proposal: Partisan expertise 

In contrast to the two previous proposals, the third proposal questions the 
ambition to cultivate expert institutions with legitimacy and support across 
constituencies, and the possibility and desirability of making such institutions 
neutral and independent from political and social interests. Accordingly, the 
main strategy is that of designing and re-designing for well-functioning parti-
san expertise – “expertise developed within the parameters of certain political 
commitments” (White 2024, 271) – and where the aim thus is not necessarily 
to make expert arrangements ‘impartial’ or ‘neutral’ (see also Rolin 2021). 
Such arrangements can take the shape of advocacy think tanks or be found as 
expert advisory structures within political parties, or civil society organizations, 
but can also take the shape of knowledge bureaucracies which are not devel-
oped as depoliticized knowledge bodies, but where recruitment considers polit-
ical views and ideological orientation along with other merits and competenc-
es. Similarly, there would be research universities and institutes, but inhabited 
by academics and scholars often active within political parties or as movement 
intellectuals and pursuing research projects with political-ideological ambi-
tions. 

This is not to say that various epistemic criteria, scientific knowledge, and 
recruitment based on academic merits, are disregarded, but under this proposal 
– and differing from the first proposal – other concerns and criteria play a cen-
tral role too, as epistemic standards and social interests, cognitive and non-
cognitive values, science and politics are conceived of as interwoven.  

At the same time – differing from the second proposal – this proposal pays 
less attention to a range of more direct measures to democratize expert ar-
rangements. That is, the primary emphasis is not on developing mechanisms 
to energize lay participation; on implementing e.g. quota devices to ensure 
women, minority, etc. representation; or on radical transparency measures to 
expose the backstage of expert scrutiny and deliberations for the wider public. 
Decisive however is accountability towards relevant political fora. At the out-
set, such fora must delegate and define the proper mandates for the expert ar-
rangement in question – be it when a parliamentary majority lays down terms 
of reference for a governmental advisory mechanism or decide on the policy 
for public universities; a party congress mandates the knowledge and analysis 
unit at the party office; or a social movement makes guidelines for its scien-
tific advisory council. Yet in addition these knowledge structures, institutes, 
units, mechanisms etc. must report back and be held to account by the political 
principal in question: Members or member representatives in political organi-
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zations, movements and parties must be given real opportunities to check on 
priorities within ongoing knowledge production; parliamentarian majorities 
and their government must actively manage the production and provision of 
expertise in the civil service and public bureaucracies (e.g. Downey 2021); re-
search universities may have relative independence and seek scientific excel-
lence, but must also adapt to changing priorities with shifting majorities and 
governments, etc.  

This basic contention – that expert inquiries will be embedded in political 
priorities and value assessments, and that discussions of the design of expert 
institutions must profoundly relate to this – also brings to the fore where this 
proposal and the second proposal have similar features and contrast funda-
mentally with the first proposal. Still, whereas the second proposal responds to 
this state of affairs by means of a range of direct measures to democratize and 
emphasizes the potential of consensus-making through deliberation and of 
bringing experts and non-experts into interaction on equal terms, this third 
proposal rather emphasizes how disagreements often run deep and mirror sub-
stantial ideological and political divides and social and moral conflicts (e.g. 
Bellamy 2007, 191). Hence, building majorities, including by producing and 
utilizing knowledge and expertise, become decisive, as consensus may not be 
in reach (see also Rolin 2021, Hilligardt 2023). Moreover, instead of seeking 
to shrink cognitive inequalities by means of democratization measures and 
various bridging strategies, emphasis is put on cultivating and advancing – al-
ways partisan and political – expertise; on recruiting the better qualified, yet 
on the assumption that these experts will never be completely ‘impartial’ or 
‘neutral’; and on sharply checking on them, demanding accounts, and having 
experts sanctioned when needed (e.g. block reappointment when performance 
is ‘bad’, and re-appoint in cases of good performance). 

Finally, under this proposal, the focus is not primarily on making new de-
vices, but on reform of legacy institutions broadly speaking, from research in-
stitutions, and public bureaucracies, to political parties (on the latter, see 
Ebeling and Wolkenstein 2017). Reform efforts must furthermore be consid-
erable, in line with the overall approach of embracing and cultivating expertise 
as competent partisanship, replacing what is perceived to be the current 
grammar of ‘de-politicizaton’ with a grammar of politicization or re-
politicization. 
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II. A preliminary assessment – and a preferable fourth option 

We approach the question of assessing these three proposals, by providing 
first a prima facie assessment of the claims and assumptions (i.e. variables 1-
5) that underlie them. 

Starting up with the role of epistemic criteria (variable 1), a case can be 
made for making such criteria primary in assessments of expert arrangements. 
Four (in part interrelated) arguments speak in favor of this. First, at least a 
considerable (if not primary) role for such criteria is in the end assumed under 
all the outlined proposals (common denominator argument). The science in 
democracy-proposal regards the epistemic function of expert institutions as 
fundamental. The other two proposals emphasize non-epistemic parameters 
too, such as representativeness and participation (direct democratization-
proposal) or political or ideological criteria (partisan expertise-proposal), yet 
also recognize a significant role for cognitive criteria and scientific merits.  

The approach of these two proposals highlights thus the question of how to 
rank the various criteria in circumstances when they may come into conflict, 
for instance when including lay persons on equal footing in expert deliberation 
results in undue and disproportional consideration of arguments that are irrel-
evant or obviously invalid; when transparency triggers public and media expo-
sure with a chilling effect on experts’ inquiries; or when political-ideological 
alignment trumps relevant domain competence in expert recruitment (see Ko-
gelmann 2021, Christensen, Holst and Molander 2022, Ch. 6). Plausibly, in 
these situations, where non-epistemic and epistemic criteria are in tension, the 
latter type should take priority. This is first and foremost to ensure the norma-
tive legitimacy of political rule (normative argument). For government or 
governance to have such legitimacy (Scharpf 1999, see also Chambers 2023), 
they must fulfill procedural democratic standards in terms of citizens’ equal 
opportunities for participation in political decision-making and collective val-
ue judgments, but arguably they should also have some instrumental value in 
that they contribute to generally preferable outcomes, which would include 
decisions that are epistemically sound: well-informed, well-founded, etc. (e.g. 
Peter 2009). This granted, political rule must be institutionalized in ways that 
ensure such epistemic qualities to occur too, and it is hard to see how this can 
happen without some expert institutions which consistently prioritize epistem-
ic credentials before political-ideological and participatory concerns.  

The fact that several such institutions in contemporary societies have a de 
facto emphasis on the primacy of epistemic criteria in their mandate and 
guidelines (e.g. Gundersen and Holst 2022, Gundersen 2024) could reflect a 
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common understanding of this condition of normative legitimacy, or at least 
indicates that it seems hard to justify non-epistemic functions as primary for 
such institutions for the public eye (public justifiability argument).  

Drawing in the same direction (see e.g. Rothstein 2011, Yesilkagit et al 
2024) are the relatively high levels of trust among citizens in expert arrange-
ments – from universities to knowledge bureaucracies – that are perceived to 
be competent, impartial, and fair (public trust argument). To be sure, real-
world expert institutions will tend to play other roles too (see e.g. Boswell 
2008): Expert arrangements can be utilized for strategic political purposes, 
function as negotiating arenas for conflicting social interests, or be sites of in-
fluence for affected stakeholders and ordinary citizens. However, when these 
other non-epistemic functions take center stage, and epistemic credentials and 
criteria are put aside, it seems that it will be difficult to justify them publicly 
and have citizens trusting them qua expert arrangements. 

Regarding the condition of expertise reliance (variable 2), we see once 
more that all proposals, although variably, recognize non-experts’ dependence 
on specialist scientific and professional knowledge in many contexts, and a 
non-trivial role for such knowledge in contemporary public policy and society 
(common denominator argument). In the case of the first and third proposals 
(science in democracy-proposal and partisan expertise proposal), this comes 
clearly and explicitly to the fore: Under these proposals, there are experts and 
non-experts (whether or not expert knowledge is considered ‘political’ or 
more ‘neutral’); we need to rely on these domain experts, and scientists in par-
ticular, to have sound knowledge and make good decisions; and even if ex-
perts should seek to communicate their expertise (first proposal) and are to be 
held to account by political principals and constituencies (third proposal), 
knowledge landscapes in modern societies will inevitably be characterized by 
considerable epistemic asymmetries. However, also the second proposal (of 
direct democratization) recognizes a certain cognitive division of labor where 
scientists and other professionals have a considerable role, even if it is as-
sumed that other types of knowledge can be of equal importance and validity, 
and cognitive inequalities can be largely overcome by means of bridging strat-
egies and intermediary institutions. 

This common minimum acceptance of contemporary societies’ expertise 
dependence across proposals, is related to a broader consensus within the hu-
man and social sciences of the fact of this dependence, as well as our everyday 
experiences of reliance on experts and expertise (general fact argument). This 
makes ‘the fact of expertise’ (Holst and Molander 2017) in some version hard 
to get around when formulating sensible proposals of institutional design, and 
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if proposals of democratizing expertise underplay this fact, or seem to disre-
gard implications of it, this would be a reason to doubt them. 

With the scope of a sound approach to variable1 (and variable 2) more set-
tled, the more reasonable approaches to the different sub-questions under var-
iables 3 and 4 can be identified as well. Arguably, as epistemic criteria are 
primary for the assessment and design of expert arrangements, a condition for 
introducing various democratization measures would be that they are likely to 
contribute to higher epistemic quality, or at least does not significantly in-
crease the risk of poorer epistemic outcomes. Hence, measures of inclusion 
and participation that are known to have considerable epistemic costs, or that 
increase the likelihood of such costs significantly, should be avoided.  

Many such measures could however be allowed for on these terms. Ensur-
ing transparency of expert sources and arguments is likely to facilitate critical 
scrutiny and control, and so improve on inquiries. Several measures support-
ing competent pluralism in expert arrangements are also unlikely to cause ep-
istemic harm, and may even increase epistemic credentials, given what studies 
have shown so far of a positive relationship between cognitive diversity 
among inquirers and investigatory and deliberative quality (e.g. Sunstein and 
Hastie 2015, Moore and MacKenzie 2020). The latter speaks generally in fa-
vor of a relevant multi-disciplinary composition of expert communities and 
expert bodies. However, it also speaks for the inclusion of experts with varied 
demographic characteristics, or which possess vital stakeholder and local 
knowledge. These are all examples of epistemic diversity which can contrib-
ute to increasing the pool of information and arguments and sharpen investiga-
tions. Installing accountability procedures that oblige experts to explain their 
priorities and conclusions – be it in fora of peers or broader assemblies – can 
facilitate scrutiny, control, and quality too.  

An additional virtue of such measures – of transparency, representation, 
participation, and accountability – is furthermore that they not only have epis-
temic credentials (when designed with care), but also that they may be con-
ductive to more equal opportunity structures in public institutions, and as such 
they are arguably good also for procedural democratic reasons. 

Regarding ‘value-freedom’, if it is the case that ethical and political con-
siderations, in contrast to for instance scientific theories and claims, are not 
considerations that can be improved on from the perspective of epistemic cri-
teria (i.e. 1), this would initially speak in favor of seeking to avoid them. 
However, even if it may be the case that some sequences of expert inquiries 
and deliberations (e.g. ‘the context of justification’) can be held ‘value-free’ 
(an assumption many would contest), this is not decisive, as such inquiries and 
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deliberations within expert institutions cannot avoid the inclusion of ethical 
and political judgments altogether, for instance when selecting which ques-
tions and topics to investigate and scrutinize, interpreting findings, or antici-
pating risks and costs.  

Accordingly, since expert institutions are involved in such judgments, the 
focus should be on these judgements’ epistemic credentials – if indeed judg-
ments of this kind are such that they can be deemed better or worse epistemi-
cally speaking. Many philosophers would agree that not only claims of what 
is, but also of what ought to be, are possible objects of some kind of rational 
discourse (Gesang 2010, see also Hoffman 2012). Normative views do not 
simply reflect subjective beliefs and desires beyond reasonableness considera-
tions, but may be better or more poorly qualified, justified, etc. This granted 
(and putting aside many philosophical intricacies), there are at least three im-
plications for proposals of how to (re-)design expert institutions. First, if some 
ethical and political judgments are better than others, some persons may be 
better at making them, in the sense that they have skills or ‘expertise’ that are 
conductive to argumentative quality in this area. These ‘moral’ or ‘normative’ 
experts could be thought of as knowledgeable specialists – qualified for in-
stance by means of philosophical training – or their qualification could take 
place in other ways (e.g. Hegstad 2024 on various models of ethics commis-
sions). Either way, it would be good for expert arrangements to consider in-
cluding them in their ranks.  

Still, in democracies many normative considerations would and should be 
delivered to expert communities and expert bodies from the citizenry. Hence, 
second, if we want epistemically well-functioning expert arrangements, there 
is a case for preferring proposals for (re-)design that take a deliberative ap-
proach to democratic will- and opinion-formation, assuming that citizens’ 
preferences can be cultivated in processes of discourse and learning.  

Third, as it can be assumed neither that the outcome of such democratic de-
liberations will be consensus, nor that disagreement on ethical and political 
issues go deep, proposals should build in that both outcomes are possible, and 
institutionalize strategies for expert arrangements to handle them. 

Finally, when it comes to implementation (variable 5) a case can be made, 
rather uncontroversially, for considering modest re-design of existing institu-
tions before more radical re-design or design of new institutions, as such paths 
of institutional change and reform are prima facie likely to be more cost effec-
tive and have higher public support. Yet obviously, this is so only when exist-
ing institutions are already relatively well-functioning, and if not, more radical 
change and novel institutions may be defensible or needed. 
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With this said regarding variables 1-5, the following can be derived about 
the three ideal type proposals of possible ways of democratizing expertise. 
The first science in democracy-proposal is initially promising in that it puts 
epistemic criteria first and fully recognizes ‘the fact of expertise’ and the 
asymmetries that follow. It also allows for some more direct measures of de-
mocratization if they clearly support an epistemic purpose and suggests an in-
cremental reform path with the declared aim of building on best practice in ex-
isting expert arrangements. However, this proposal also underestimates the 
democratic importance of making expert institutions more representative, par-
ticipatory, accountable, etc. when this is compatible with epistemic concerns, 
but also the extent to which many such measures may have adequate epistemic 
credentials, if designed consciously with this in mind. The proposal at the 
same time puts too much emphasis on the option of avoiding ethical and polit-
ical value judgment in expertise production and provision, assuming mistaken-
ly that contemporary science advice mechanisms in their best version achieves 
‘value-freedom’. It also disregards the possibility of making value judgments 
more well-founded and robust, by means of deliberative-democratic decision- 
and consensus-making and by including experts with competences conductive 
to well-founded normative discussion.  

The second direct democratization-proposal has a flexible and pragmatic 
approach to questions of implementation and design and an ambitious and 
laudable agenda of democratization and deliberative consensus-seeking and of 
establishing intermediary institutions between experts, policy-making, and the 
public. Still, the proposal lacks a consistent focus on epistemic criteria, and 
underestimates the extent to which democratic and epistemic concerns may be 
in tension and how there may be asymmetries between experts and non-
experts that cannot be easily bridged. It also fails to take properly into account 
the extent to which citizens may reasonably disagree and legitimately conflict 
over ethical and political issues. This proposal furthermore disregards how de-
liberation within expert arrangements on value interpretation and ranking can 
be made more qualified and justified, and how recruitment and cultivation of 
expertise must consider this.  

The third partisan expertise-proposal recognizes the cognitive division of 
labor and our reliance on experts and expertise in contemporary societies and 
focuses importantly on the role of knowledge production and provision in leg-
acy institutions such as political parties and governmental organizations. This 
proposal is also right in recognizing how expert inquiries and deliberations are 
considerably influenced by ethical and political values, and how citizens and 
politicians may conflict deeply along political and ideological dimensions. 
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Still, it is a significant limitation of this proposal that it insufficiently recog-
nizes the crucial role of independent expert arrangements – such as universi-
ties and research institutes, science advice mechanisms, or knowledge bureau-
cracies – that seek to put epistemic criteria first and before political-
ideological considerations. It also seems to rule out the possibility that expert 
institutions can seek to approach value considerations impartially and compe-
tently, and that democratic processes can come with deliberative features that 
facilitate learning and consensus-making across constituencies.  

Based on these considerations, a fourth proposal arguably suggests itself – 
epistemically justified expertise –similar in some respect to one or more of the 
previous three, yet avoiding their shortcomings, and so overall preferable to 
all of them. This proposal puts consistently epistemic criteria first and accepts 
our reliance on expert arrangements as a ‘general fact’, and what this fact im-
plies in terms of unavoidable cognitive inequalities between domain experts 
and non-experts. It also grants science a special epistemic role in contempo-
rary knowledge societies, yet recognizes the importance of different types of 
expertise, complementing science.  

As a core feature, this proposal embraces measures to increase representa-
tion, participation, transparency, and accountability in expert arrangements, 
but only to the extent that such measures are unlikely to be epistemically 
harmful or significantly increase epistemic costs. It supports strategies and or-
ganizations to bridge expertise, policy-making, and the public too, yet con-
sciously avoids aims-setting and recommendations which assumes that ad-
vanced specialists – in say engineering, virology or macroeconomics – and lay 
people without similar domain expertise could seek to operate as cognitive 
peers.  

This fifth proposal focuses furthermore on how ethical and political con-
siderations that are de facto made in expert arrangements can be justified and 
made as well-founded as possible, and on ensuring, by means of recruitment 
and qualification, that expert communities and bodies include inquirers with 
skills and competence in enhancing investigations of the value-laden issues 
and questions at stake. In this sense this proposal speaks of – and recommends 
the inclusion of – relevant ‘moral’ or ‘normative’ expertise.  

However, as ethical and political decisions are mainly to be made by citi-
zens in democracies, the proposal firmly recognizes this, but emphasizes a de-
liberative approach to the making of such decisions by the citizenry, assuming 
that citizens’ interest and preferences could be made sensitive to and trans-
formed by collective processes of communication and argumentation. Such 
deliberative processes regarding value interpretation and ranking, whether tak-
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ing place among experts or non-experts, will sometimes end in consensus, for 
instance regarding some fundamental moral concerns, or constitutional norms. 
Other times disagreements stick, and decisions must be made by means of 
some other mechanism (e.g. voting or negotiations), and institutional solu-
tions, this fifth proposal contends, must take both possibilities into account.  

Finally, the proposal takes incrementalism as default, focusing consistently 
on identifying relatively well-functioning expert institutions in the existing 
landscape, based on adequate analyses of their empirical characteristics and 
effects (rather than on assumption or myth), and on revising and reforming 
them modestly. Yet, if epistemic concerns speak in favor of it, more radical 
reform would be needed too. The proposal thus speaks in favor of the innova-
tion and design of novel organizations, bodies. and panels in the face of insti-
tutional gaps and deficiencies in existing arrangements, and when reform of 
legacy institutions will not do. (III)  

III. The problem of false information 

The question to be addressed is whether the problem of false information 
alters the preliminary assessment made in section II, including the conclusion 
that the sketched fourth option is preferable to the three initially outlined pro-
posals.  

The problem has many names – is has been referred to for instance as the 
challenge of ‘disinformation’ (Oreskes 2019), ‘knowledge resistance’ (Wik-
forss 2019), or ‘post-truth politics’ (Christensen, Holst & Molander 2022). It 
has also spurred philosophical and other debates which zoom in on specific 
types of false information or beliefs with arguably growing prevalence in con-
temporary societies and politics. Levy (2021, xi) for instance concentrates on 
a sub-category of false beliefs that he refers to as “bad beliefs” which are be-
liefs conflicting with “the beliefs held by the relevant epistemic authorities” 
and “held despite the widespread public availability either of the evidence that 
supports more accurate beliefs or of the knowledge that the relevant authori-
ties believe as they do”. Examples are rejection of “climate change, in defi-
ance of the scientific authorities”, or of “vaccines, in defiance of the medical 
profession” Others have focused on the partly overlapping phenomenon of 
‘conspiracy theories’ (e.g. Cassam 2019) or on ‘fake news’ (Zimdars & 
McLeod 2020).  

Across diverging approaches and treatments, most agree however on the 
severe, and possibly devastating consequences of the problem of false infor-
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mation. Illustratively, the WEF report elaborates on how “misinformation and 
disinformation may radically disrupt electoral processes”; and how “a growing 
distrust of information”, and of “media and governments”, may “deepen polar-
ized views” and spur “a vicious cycle that could trigger civil unrest”. Im-
portantly, we might also see “a risk of repression and erosion of rights as au-
thorities seek to crack down on the proliferation of false information” (see 
paragraph 1.3 in the report). 

Faced with this super-challenge and ‘most severe global risk’, as noted by 
the WEF, also philosophers have been engaged, and returning to our topic – 
the democracy and expertise relationship – strong claims are made – about the 
virtues (or flaws) of this or the other proposals when it comes to dealing with 
the false information challenge specifically– that at a first glance might imply 
a re-assessment of the philosophically informed institutional proposals. If so, 
and given the graveness of this challenge, our preliminary considerations in 
the previous section might not hold.  

There is, first, a way of approaching the problem of false information that 
proponents claim strengthens the case for something along the lines of the sci-
ence in democracy proposal (see e.g. Wikforss 2019, Glüer an Wikforss 
2022). The problem thus conceived emphasizes how false information occurs 
and spreads; on the one hand, because the independence and integrity of ex-
pert communities and institutions, and science especially, are disrespected or 
under pressure, endangering the epistemic quality of the presumably most au-
thoritative knowledge production, and increasing the chance of falsehoods oc-
curring or not being corrected; on the other hand, because the up-take of vali-
dated scientific knowledge and the scientific consensus in the broader society, 
including in segments where false and ‘bad’ beliefs are likely to thrive, is 
blocked, disturbed, or not ensured properly. Accordingly, measures to be tak-
en, according to this conception of the problem of false information, focus in 
part on how to protect and develop sufficiently autonomous scientific institu-
tions and expert communities, where recruitment take place according to 
competence and merit, and inquiries and deliberations are not affected unduly 
by political and media pressures or economic and commercial interests. In 
part, measures are proposed that would target how science and generally the 
best available knowledge spreads from expert environments to non-experts, to 
ensure proper up-take. Levy (2021) elaborates here on two paths. The standard 
approach would be science communication broadly speaking, where scientists 
disseminate their consensus findings through a well-functioning public sphere, 
including aptly regulated social media platforms and interactive technologies, 
and assisted by an education system where science education and critical 
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thinking are put central stage (see also e.g. Cassam 2019). The other path, pre-
ferred by Levy, is to add harder measures – and a regime of ‘epistemic engi-
neering’ based on ‘nudging’ – that better recognize, as he sees it, the level of 
‘pollution’ and ‘manipulation’ characteristic of contemporary epistemic envi-
ronments. 

However, even if this approach and (somewhat varied) conception(s) of the 
false information problem could speak in favor of something like the science 
in democracy-design, the sketched fourth option could arguably do the job 
too. Also under this proposal, both the independence and integrity of science 
and expert institutions needed to ensure epistemic quality, and proper uptake 
among citizens and non-experts of the beliefs validated by such institutions 
are vital, and measures proven to ensure it would be supported. 

There are similarly – and secondly – approaches to the problem of false in-
formation that supporters say speak in favor of (re-)design proposals along the 
lines of the direct democratization ideal type (e.g. EGE 2023, 2024, Oreskes 
2019, Krick 2021, Geissel 2024). The problem thus conceived emphasizes 
how facts and values are intertwined, and so how inquires in expert institu-
tions and science to weed out false theories and beliefs always will involve 
ethical and political considerations too. Hence, since non-epistemic value 
judgments are generally up to citizens in a democracy and not something we 
delegate to scientists, and citizens are unlikely to trust outcomes of processes 
from which they are unduly excluded, this speaks for a range of direct 
measures of expertise democratization and for the making of various interme-
diary institutions of knowledge brokering and science-society dialogue, and 
for generally connecting the problem of false information, and how to address 
it, to broader efforts of democratizing public institutions. 

Yet, once more, also under this conception of the problem of false infor-
mation, the fourth alternative would seem to work equally well. This alterna-
tive also recommends measures of democratizing expert bodies – although in 
ways that are compatible with the epistemic rationale of such bodies – and 
supports broader democratization efforts at the science-policy interface and in 
public life to ensure political equality and citizens’ trust.  

Third, some have claimed too that the problem of false information is bet-
ter addressed by an approach that shares traits with the partisan expertise ideal 
type (e.g. Ebeling and Wolkenstein 2017, White 2024). Once more, we are 
presented for a conception of the false information problem which emphasizes 
how assessments of ‘information’ inevitably will involve value considerations, 
whether such assessments take place inside or outside expert institutions. And 
once more, proponents highlight how this fact gives us reasons to ‘democra-
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tize’, not in the sense of direct measures democratizing expert bodies and sci-
entific communities, but in the sense of building up, not impartial, but explic-
itly partisan expertise structures within political parties, social movements and 
civil society, that properly take into account and are intertwined with the polit-
ical value conflicts and interest struggles of our time. Finally, and again, there 
are democratic reasons for this move, according to proponents, but the ap-
proach is also key to ensure citizens’ trust in public institutions and 
knowledge-building and should hence be at the core of any strategy to address 
falsities, fake news and conspiracy theories. 

However, yet again, even this description of the problem of false infor-
mation could be adapted by the fourth suggested ideal type. Even this alterna-
tive would support and encourage the institutionalization of hybrid structures 
of knowledge and expertise in politics and civil society, even if it insists at the 
same time for the need and primacy epistemically speaking of independent 
and impartial structures of science and expertise and would highlight how 
well-functioning partisan expertise in the end are reliant on trustworthy input 
from such more impartial structures. 

Hence, as it turns out, the preliminary assessment of our presented ideal 
types of the democracy-expertise relationship – and the case for the sketched 
fourth approach – in fact seems to hold when scrutinized from the perspective 
of the false information problem, and the calculus need thus no revision, at 
least not for this specific reason.  

This is not to deny the severe societal effects of the problem at hand, and 
how it has challenged profoundly, both scholarship directed towards causal 
analysis (how to explain the rise – and the speed of the rise – of this prob-
lem?), and regulatory discussions (how to address the problem in policy and 
regulation?). Certainly, there is also no intention of denying that the problem 
gives rise to new important philosophical discussions, including within epis-
temology, but as for the exact exchange scrutinized in this article – of how 
(and how not) expertise should be democratized –assessments would rather 
seem to hinge on other issues. 
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Säde Hormio** 

Abstract 
Even with events like the Capitol attack, it is misguided to focus too much on the possible ep-
istemic failures of individuals. Instead, the focus should be on the collective underpinnings of 
bad beliefs (such as false beliefs about a stolen election), and especially on the collective 
agents who peddle in misinformation. We can divide the collective agents that pollute our ep-
istemic neighborhoods roughly into those that do so for ideological or other such reasons 
(misbelievers), and those that do so for instrumental reasons (disinformers), although in prac-
tice these categories can overlap. These two motivations impact the responsibility of the col-
lective agents that help to create bad epistemic neighborhoods. While misbelieving is more 
culpable in a purely epistemic sense, being a disinformer is more culpable in a moral sense. 
Epistemic institutions present a special case for the responsibility of collective agents. Alt-
hough collective agents can present us with clear cases of culpability in epistemic matters, 
when dealing with consumers of fake news and misinformation, we should proceed with a cer-
tain level of epistemic humility. 
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Summary: Introduction. – I. Bad epistemic neighborhoods. – II. Misbelievers and dis-
informers. – III. Responsibility of collective agents and consumers of fake news – 
Conclusion. – Works Cited. 

Introduction 

On 6 January 2021, thousands of Trump supporters gathered in Washington, 
D.C. for a rally in which the president encouraged people to march to the Capi-
tol building, where members of the United States Congress were in the process 
of certifying election results. The rhetoric used by Trump framed the rally as a 
necessary response to a perceived stolen election, a narrative that he and his al-
lies had repeatedly promulgated since he lost the election back in November 
2020. The claims about widespread voter fraud and irregularities in the 2020 
United States presidential election were not based on any evidence. According 
to a recent lawsuit, the numbers used to back up such claims were instead 
completely made up, with statistics about voter fraud fabricated by simply 
making up numbers out of thin air. 1 Although claims about widespread voter 
fraud were repeatedly refuted by election officials and independent observers, 
the false narrative about a stolen election gained traction among some seg-
ments of the population, contributing to false beliefs about the election being 
illegitimate. Following the rally, a mob of Trump supporters proceeded to the 
Capitol, where they had violent confrontations with law enforcement and 
caused significant property damage. The situation escalated rapidly, resulting 
in the invasion of the Capitol. The police force was overwhelmed, and the Cap-
itol was placed under lockdown. The attack was widely perceived as an un-
precedented assault on democratic processes, and it raised concerns about ex-
tremism in the United States, laying bare the need to protect democratic institu-
tions. It also highlighted the potent force of misinformation. Some individuals 
lost their lives because of the attack. Through the propagation of false narra-
tives about the election, and the amplification of these narratives by the right-
wing media and social media, false beliefs contributed to real harms. 

Beliefs are all around us. We hold innumerous beliefs about ourselves, 
each other, and how the world is. These beliefs come with various epistemic 
credentials. Bad beliefs are beliefs that are false, unjustified, or based on 
faulty reasoning. False beliefs do not correspond to facts or reality. Unjustified 
 
 

1 UNITED STATES OF AMERICA v. DONALD J. TRUMP, CRIMINAL NO. 23-cr-257 
(TSC). 
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beliefs lack credence, that is, sufficient evidence or justification to be consid-
ered credible. Beliefs can also be irrational, based on faulty reasoning, and 
suffer from various biases. The kind of bad beliefs that I will focus on in this 
paper are beliefs based on misinformation and/or overtly dogmatic thinking. 
Misinformation usually refers to false information, but it can also be mislead-
ingly and selectively shared accurate information (O’Connor & Weatherall 
2019). When we act on beliefs with bad epistemic credentials, or make 
judgements based on them, we might behave in ways that cause harm or are 
contrary to how we would behave if we did not hold those beliefs. In addition, 
what we doubt or do not believe, or suspend judgement on, influences our de-
cisions and actions. 

It has been suggested that to counteract bad beliefs, we need to engineer 
epistemic environments to scaffold better beliefs (Levy 2022). 2 This paper 
agrees with the assessment and argues that epistemic environments are a mat-
ter for shared and collective responsibility. My focus is on the collective 
agents that can influence epistemic communities and make them epistemically 
bad in relation to some issue. Collective agents are organized collectives, such 
as corporations and governments. Their structure lays out their internal poli-
cies, procedures, and rules, and influences their collective character, all things 
which make it sensible to attribute responsibility to them.  

Political discourses that demonstrate a disregard for facts and expertise 
pose undeniable epistemic problems for democracies (Rietdijk 2024). If we 
are worried about false beliefs for any kind of practical reasons – for example 
how they contribute to political polarization, or lack of support for meaningful 
policy measures to tackle important issues – then we must look at the collec-
tive level, as it will be the most relevant level in terms of responsibility. Con-
sider someone who has received basic education only (poorly planned and ex-
ecuted at that) with the curriculum devoid of anything on media literacy. They 
live in a community where the 2020 United States presidential election result 
is considered a hoax, and this is also what their family and friends believe. 
Furthermore, they are surrounded by lies and misinformation around the issue, 
readily available to them via their favorite media sources and suggested to 
them by algorithms on the internet. Even if there is some degree of blame for 
the individual, the blame is better directed at the sources creating and contrib-
uting to the epistemic environment, such as media organizations and lobby 
groups.  
 
 

2  Levy’s suggestion is not to manipulate anyone, but to rather give people reasons to 
change their minds by changing their epistemic environment. 
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I suggest that in cases where the epistemic environment plays an important 
role, the culpability for bad beliefs applies primarily not to the individual party 
holding such beliefs, but to the agents that cause or reinforce such bad beliefs 
or ignorance in direct or indirect ways. Examples include state propaganda 
during wartime, or corporations lobbying against regulation by spreading mis-
leading claims about things like the harmfulness of tobacco. The election 
fraud narrative also falls into this stream. While questions around individual 
culpable ignorance or bad beliefs offer interesting epistemological puzzles in 
themselves, when it comes to issues like wide-spread denialism of some facts, 
it would not make sense to try to answer such questions in isolation from the 
epistemic neighborhoods. In such cases, the culpability for individual igno-
rance or bad beliefs is always a contextual matter.  

The main contribution of this paper is normative: a discussion on how col-
lective agents can be understood as culpable for individuals’ bad beliefs or ig-
norance within an epistemic community, and more specifically, how the moti-
vations of collective agents might affect their own culpability. I will explain 
why the motivations of collective agents are not private in the same sense as 
that of people and are thus relevant for evaluating the actions of collective 
agents in the public sphere. While I do not discuss potential real-life implica-
tions that identifying such responsibility should have in a legal sense or 
through other regulatory measures (although I do mention some such possi-
bilities), judgements about the culpability of collective agents would clearly 
need to feature in any such account. 3 After all, there is nothing to replace the 
role of normative arguments when it comes to trying to answer the fundamen-
tal questions about what we should do and why, what is just and unjust, and 
how we should organise our lives together, including our epistemic lives. 
Normative arguments do not merely express personal preferences but, in the 
words of legal scholar Joseph W. Singer (2009), they are also “evaluative as-
sertions and moral demands we are entitled to make of each other”. Engaging 
with normative claims is thus about more than just stating one’s opinions. 
They are imperative to any real debate about values. So, although I do not pre-
sent ready-made solutions, clarifying the normative landscape is important, 
because at the end of the day, legal measures and policy measures both incor-
porate normative elements. 

I begin by discussing the literature on the impact of epistemic environ-
ments on individual culpability. This will help to explain why the culpability 
 
 

3 For one suggestion on sanctioning epistemic agents that hinder an epistemic environment, 
see Ryan (2018). 
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of individual bad beliefs or ignorance is always a contextual matter. I then dis-
cuss the responsibility of collective agents, distinguishing between two differ-
ent motivations for misinformation: mostly ideological or cynical. Both forms 
can have bad epistemic consequences and have contributed to the current po-
litical polarization. However, I will argue that while having bad beliefs based 
on ideological or other such reasons can be more culpable in a purely epistem-
ic sense, the cynical form of denialism is morally more culpable. I finish by 
looking at the responsibilities of epistemic institutions and consumers of fake 
news. 

I. Bad epistemic neighborhoods 

Ignorance can be an excusing condition when assigning blame to an agent: 
had they known some relevant fact, they would have acted differently under 
the circumstances. Yet ignorance does not automatically excuse, and the sub-
ject can deserve blame for some ignorance and its consequences. An expert 
should have read the relevant literature pertaining to their area of specializa-
tion, but chose to do something else instead, resulting in a subsequent choice 
that was wrong or that led to bad consequences (Smith 1983). Culpable igno-
rance can just as easily relate to everyday life, like being late for an appoint-
ment due to a failure to check the address properly in advance. Absence of 
knowledge or lack of true belief can also be culpable sometimes, but I will not 
go into the debates over which conditions and under what circumstances this 
happens. What matters for my purposes is that if enough people are ignorant 
of important matters or hold false beliefs about them, it can lead to bad conse-
quences. For example, research suggests that exposure to misinformation 
about climate change makes individuals less likely to want to take action to 
reduce emissions (Jolley and Douglas 2014), while exposure to conspiracy 
theories and misinformation about the election was arguably the reason why 
many took part in the Capitol attack. In short, bad beliefs can lead to bad con-
sequences. 

The question arises: are we responsible for trying to ensure that we do not 
hold bad beliefs? It cannot be the case that we have a responsibility to ques-
tion each of our beliefs, even when we know that some of them must be un-
true. From a psychological standpoint such a position would be untenable: we 
simply cannot go around questioning everything. Yet it also seems straight-
forward to say that sometimes we can be held responsible for holding bad be-
liefs. William Kingdon Clifford famously argued nearly 150 years ago that we 
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can be blameworthy if we form a belief based on insufficient evidence: if we 
have come to acquire such a belief because of stifling our doubts around the 
issue, failing to look into the issue properly, or by ignoring available evidence, 
we have no right to believe it (Nottelmann and Fessenbecker 2019). 4 Still, it 
would be unfeasible to demand that we question all our beliefs. William James 
(1896) noted as much in his response to Clifford, arguing that such a high 
standard in sufficient evidence would lead to paralysis in action, and that in 
contrast beliefs can be sufficiently justified based on personal or pragmatic 
reasons. He agrees with Clifford that one should first engage in inquiry, but if 
a decision should be made but cannot be made on evidence alone on a non-
trivial matter, then one can decide on other grounds.  

These days epistemological debates have mostly moved away from a focus 
on gathering first-order evidence towards issues such as whose testimony we 
should trust and how to identify expertise. Many things we believe in are 
based on what others have told us, including what science tells us. It is epis-
temically reasonable to believe that the trees I see outside my window exist in 
the courtyard of the building I work in, but it is also epistemically reasonable 
to believe that I live on the third planet from our universe’s sun, although it is 
not a belief that I can formulate based on looking out of the window. Our epis-
temic circumstances affect what is epistemically reasonable for us to believe. 
Bad beliefs should be understood in the context of our current state of (scien-
tific) knowledge about something. We need to defer to other people with ex-
pertise in the area in order to have good beliefs. Even so, it seems that stifling 
our doubts around an issue or failing to look into it properly qualifies for cul-
pable ignorance or bad beliefs, at least if the matter has normative signifi-
cance. 

Apart from failing to investigate properly, agents can also be culpable for 
showing insufficient concern. Importantly, bad beliefs do not need to boil 
down to an individual’s own epistemic failures only, as a whole community 
can hold false beliefs about an issue. There is an interesting body of literature 
on the effect that the environment where a person is raised in has on the cul-
pability of their ignorance and on their responsibility (e.g. Arpaly 2002; Ma-
son 2015; Wolf 1987). We could argue that if a community has failed to know 
something, this makes those who grow up in it less culpable in terms of their 
ignorance of that issue. In Nomy Arpaly’s (2002, pp. 103-104) example, Sol-
 
 

4 It is unclear if Clifford is making a moral or epistemic argument, or a combination of the 
two. Haack (1997) lists five different ways in which the relationship between ethics and epis-
temics could be understood in Clifford’s argument.  



 

Filosofia e Questioni Pubbliche - Philosophy and Public Issues 2/2024 343 
ISSN 1591-0660 | EISSN 2240-7987 

omon grows up in an environment where women are thought to be less capa-
ble than men intellectually, especially when it comes to abstract thinking. Sol-
omon’s sexist belief is not irrational, as all the women in his community con-
form to the stereotype and no one questions it. Solomon leaves this small and 
isolated community when he receives a scholarship to an excellent academic 
institution. This means that he also leaves the epistemic environment in which 
only men are deemed capable of abstract thinking. Once outside his childhood 
community, Solomon meets outstanding female students and brilliant female 
professors. According to Arpaly (2002), he fails to respond to relevant moral 
concerns if he does not change his beliefs about women when confronted with 
counterevidence daily. By not changing his beliefs, he is irrational and dis-
plays bad will.  

I give the label bad epistemic neighborhoods for those epistemic communi-
ties and environments in which you are likely to obtain false beliefs in relation 
to some issue. For example, if you live in a community where vaccine misin-
formation abounds, you live in a bad epistemic neighborhood in relation to 
vaccines. In a similar way, if a social media algorithm regularly suggests fake 
news about a political party to you, you are in a bad epistemic neighborhood 
in relation to that political party. Living in a bad epistemic neighborhood in 
relation to some issue X does not mean that all your beliefs are false. It only 
means that you are likely to hold false beliefs in relation to X, like Solomon 
did regarding the intellectual capacities of women. 

Could there be an obligation for people to reach outside their epistemic 
communities in order to challenge their beliefs on normatively important is-
sues? While we cannot directly control what we believe, we can take many ac-
tions that will indirectly influence our beliefs, like choosing to expose our-
selves to new epistemic sources. Maybe epistemic agents could be blamed for 
not testing their beliefs, at least to some degree and when the stakes are high. 
While this sounds reasonable, there needs to be an outside spark of some kind 
to facilitate such questioning. After all, there are many beliefs that we do not 
even consider questioning in our daily lives. If you think that there is no need 
to examine an issue more carefully, it could be that agents are only partially 
responsible for their bad beliefs (Robichaud 2017).  

You can easily imagine many kinds of epistemic neighborhoods in which 
questioning some belief, even with important normative force, would not even 
cross a person’s mind. However, for a bad epistemic neighborhood to shield 
you from responsibility in relation to your bad beliefs about an issue, you must 
not have any inclination that it might be a bad epistemic neighborhood in rela-
tion to that issue. If you have a nagging worry that it might be and thus have 
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an incentive to not to investigate further to not to risk bursting your bubble, 
then your behavior could be blamed for a number of epistemic reasons (e.g. 
Piovarchy 2021). With any contentious or high-stakes issue, there is likely a 
spectrum of epistemic neighborhoods where in some you should question your 
beliefs, while in others the epistemic effect of the environment is just too 
strong to make demands on individuals. If an individual lives in an epistemi-
cally bad neighborhood in relation to some issue their whole lives (and the 
community does not change its epistemic outlook on the issue), we might dis-
approve of their beliefs, but we do not condemn them. Even so, we might 
want to condemn the neighborhood and those responsible for creating and up-
holding it.  

Bad epistemic neighborhoods come in different varieties, depending on the 
issue. They can be real geographical areas or online communities, large or 
small, influential to outsiders or not, more or less robust, on so on. They can 
also take the form of media bubbles, like hyper-partisan news sources. Their 
grip on their members will also vary. In an influential paper, C. Thi Nguyen 
(2020) distinguishes between epistemic bubbles, in which certain relevant 
voices are omitted, possibly accidentally, and echo chambers, in which such 
voices are actively discredited. Solomon’s childhood community could be de-
scribed as an epistemic bubble, where some pertinent viewpoints have been 
excluded. These bubbles do not let in certain kinds of evidence, leading to “a 
social epistemic structure which has inadequate coverage through a process of 
exclusion by omission” (Nguyen 2020, p. 143).  

In contrast, in an echo chamber, other voices are actively discredited, and 
the bad epistemic neighborhood is thus purposefully created and maintained. 
Echo chambers seek to epistemically discredit non-members, labelling them as 
unreliable or dishonest, while amplifying the epistemic credentials of mem-
bers (along with a core set of beliefs), duly creating “a significant disparity in 
trust between members and non-members” (Nguyen 2020, p. 146). It could be 
that with election result denialism, we are dealing with echo chambers in 
which inconvenient truths are systematically rejected, or perhaps with epis-
temic bubbles within echo chambers. The 2020 election result denialism could 
even be constructed as an echo chamber within a larger right-wing echo 
chamber, where insiders have been systematically taught to distrust views that 
go against the status quo within the echo chamber. At least in the United 
States, the present-day partisan divisions seem to lend support to such a 
thought, with echo chambers existing on both ends of the political spectrum.  

When deriding established news sources such as CNN, The New York 
Times and The Washington Post, Trump has frequently used the phrase ‘the 
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fake news media’ as an umbrella term to refer to such media outlets (Gelfert 
2021). Nguyen (2020, p. 142) argues that the mechanism of systematically 
discrediting outsiders is like that of indoctrination into a cult, in which mem-
bers are left “overly dependent on approved inside sources for information”. 
As outside voices are pre-emptively discredited, it is not enough to be exposed 
to new sources of information, as people have been actively encouraged dis-
trust any evidence or anyone they view as outside sources. This means that the 
question about culpability of bad beliefs or ignorance becomes even more of a 
contextual matter. If there is a way out of the grip of an echo chamber, Ngu-
yen (2020) suggests that it must be through repairing trust between members 
and non-members in some way. 

Some have argued that the effects of echo chambers are overestimated. 
They point out, for example, that most people in the US prefer to watch news 
on channels without a strong partisan bias (Guess, Nyhan, Lyons and Reifler 
2018). Still, even if only a minority of people consume partisan media 
sources, the impact of these sources can be amplified through inter-personal 
discussions in the real world when people who consume partisan media dis-
cuss the partisan point of view with others, persuading those who do not watch 
or listen to them (Druckman, Levendusky and McLain 2018). Importantly, it 
has been suggested that the indirect polarizing effect on the opinions of people 
who do not consume partisan media, but discuss them with those who do, 
could be larger than the polarizing effect of consuming the partisan news 
sources directly (Druckman, Levendusky and McLain 2018). The research 
suggests that this is most likely due to the social pressure to conform to the 
common epistemic position in a homogenous group: by going along, you are 
signaling to others that you belong to the group. This underlines the im-
portance of remembering the effects that our social circles and face-to-face 
communication have on our epistemic neighborhoods, even in the age of so-
cial media.  

The distinction between echo chambers and epistemic bubbles has also 
been challenged. One such criticism is that Nguyen focuses too much on cog-
nitive explanatory mechanisms. When we form beliefs about issues, what mat-
ters is not just the background attitudes, credibility assignments, and disa-
greement-reinforcement mechanisms, but also how we are motivated to take 
epistemic positions that express our social group memberships (Munroe 
2023). Such mechanisms are affective rather than cognitive. Interestingly, it 
has been suggested that the main drivers behind climate denialism are biases 
based on group membership (e.g. Carmichael, Brulle & Huxster 2017; Kahan, 
Peters, Wittlin, et al. 2012). This means that people are already motivated to 
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look for in-group signals about who to trust and use their social identities in 
deciding who the experts are (Munroe 2023). On top of important social fac-
tors like signaling, it also “feels good” for psychological reasons to engage 
with news on social media that fits one’s existing preferences and biases 
(Garz, Sörensen & Stone 2020). You get satisfaction for getting affirmation 
for your beliefs. 

Regardless of the exact mechanisms behind them, bad epistemic neighbor-
hoods can overlap and most of us probably occupy several of them. After all, 
misinformation abounds in our current world, which is both complex and in-
terconnected, and overflowing with information and misinformation alike. If 
you live in a bad epistemic neighborhood in relation to some normatively im-
portant issue, this arguably reduces the culpability for your ignorance related 
to that matter. It can even make you a victim of these neighborhoods in a way. 
The prevalence of post-truth narratives, including fake news and bullshitting, 
has been argued to make people feel confused, disoriented, and powerless 
(Rietdijk 2024). It has also been suggested that in some cases, the inability to 
distinguish real experts can excuse false beliefs, and that the individual people 
who are active disseminators of misinformation can be at the same time the 
perpetrators and the victims of epistemic injustice (Tappe and Lucas 2022).  

There are two predominant strategies for addressing the spread of misin-
formation: (1) emphasizing individual consumer responsibility, and (2) pro-
moting technological interventions aimed at reducing the cognitive load on in-
dividuals, particularly by modifying how information is presented online (Gel-
fert 2021). Examples of the latter include measures such as automated fact-
checking or the labelling of questionable content on social media platforms. 
However, such technological interventions pose the risk of creating an ‘arms 
race’ between the social media platforms and producers of fake news because 
any viable algorithm designed to detect misinformation can be exploited or 
circumvented (Gelfert 2021).  

Emphasizing individual responsibility neglects the broader context of bad 
epistemic neighborhoods, focusing instead on measures targeted at individu-
als, such as enhanced media literacy. This overlooks the fact that reasoning 
abilities can be employed in self-serving ways: people tend to engage in moti-
vated reasoning and be very good at coming up with justifications for their 
bad beliefs and actions. In addition, lamenting about the reduction in critical 
thinking skills is at odds with evidence suggesting that it is older consumers, 
rather than younger ones, who are more likely to share fake news (Gelfert 
2021). Individualistic focus is also problematic for a more general reason: it 
leaves the picture of epistemic responsibility incomplete (Millar 2021). It also 
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underestimates the collective phenomenon of ‘backfire effects,’ where indi-
viduals, when confronted with criticism, often become more entrenched in 
their beliefs (Gelfert 2021). One of the primary forces that leads to the omis-
sion of relevant epistemic sources is selective exposure: the tendency to seek 
like-minded sources (Nguyen 2020). Selective exposure can also be about our 
social circles, the people whose testimony we trust (Rini 2017). Both ways of 
ending up in a bad epistemic neighborhood can be unintentional and unmali-
cious, or both.  

Because the question of culpability of individuals within bad epistemic 
neighborhoods is contextual, my inquiry hereon focuses on the responsibility 
of the collective agents who impact the epistemic neighborhood.  

II. Misbelievers and disinformers 

I now turn to the responsibility of collective agents who systemically 
spread misinformation, distinguishing two motivations for it. I will further-
more propose that these motivations have an impact on their responsibility. 
While motivations of individual people are often inherently private, and thus 
cannot be easily publicly verified, this is different with collective agents. In 
most cases, collective agents must base their actions and assertions on discus-
sions and debates between members about what to do and what to say. There-
by their motivations can be detected from things like their external communi-
cations, shareholder or stakeholder meetings, or collective policies. Such doc-
uments and actions form a certain narrative about the motivation of the group 
agent, which means that the motivations of collective agents can often be nar-
ratively stipulated from the outside (Hormio 2024). 5 The narrative might be 
contradictory, of course, but this only means that the position of that group 
agent is contradictory in relation to that issue.  

Internal communications are often more revealing than external, but these 
too can be made public through leaked reports, whistleblowers, and so on. 
Naturally, some collective motivations remain a secret, for example due to a 
secretive corporate culture, but my point is that this is not always the case. 

 
 

5 I have argued earlier (Hormio 2024) that we can distinguish honest and mistaken group 
assertions from those motivated by lying intentions by tracing their narrative roots. This in-
cludes looking at if the group statement conflicts with group knowledge on the matter, and if 
the process of gathering new evidence to form the group position behind the statement is 
formed in good faith. 
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Another example is provided by the discovery phase of pretrial procedures, 
where the parties exchange information and evidence about a case, and may 
request (among other things) copies of written documents and other internal 
communications, such as text messages and emails. I will return to this exam-
ple later in this section.  

Although assigning individuated blame is not always helpful when there 
are many actors involved, especially when the causes are complex and partly 
systemic, it is still possible to identify some actors that have clearly acted in 
bad faith. While it does not take away the need to address structural features 
and to build better epistemic scaffolding in societies, highlighting the role of 
collective agents in creating bad epistemic neighborhoods locates the discus-
sion at the appropriate level, away from questions relating solely to individual 
epistemic agents. The collective level is also important because large collec-
tive agents can be held to more stringent epistemic standards than individuals. 
As collective agents like states or corporations have a much larger capacity to 
process information than individuals, we should not expect the same things 
epistemically from individuals as we can from collective agents (Vanderhei-
den 2016). Compared to individual people on the lookout for fallacies, many 
large collective agents have completely different resources at their disposal to 
gather the information and expertise necessary to form and express informed 
views about issues that pertain to their area of operation. This gives them both 
epistemic power and additional responsibilities, or so I will argue. I should 
add that even when we cannot access the motivation of a collective agent in 
some context, the discussion in this paper can still be relevant for political 
purposes also, such as evaluating the actions of collective agents in the public 
sphere. This is because it aims to draw up the general outline of how different 
motivations affect responsibility of collective agents, which is relevant to 
drawing up both policy and legal measures. The discussion could also provide 
a basis for collective agents’ self-reflection. 

Although the agents who create misinformation can be individuals or col-
lectives, I will focus on collective agents. After all, it is exceedingly rare for 
an individual to be influential enough on their own to affect a large epistemic 
community without the backing of some collective entity or other that helps 
them the reach a wide audience, and/or without the power that a role gives 
them, making them a representative of a collective agent. 6 An epistemically 
influential individual does not have to have an official role in a collective, but 
 
 

6 Individuals can of course go rogue and fail to act within their roles, but I leave this issue 
aside here. 
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even then their epistemic platform is usually provided by a collective entity, 
such as a social media app. Naturally, having an institutional role will signifi-
cantly amplify an individual’s reach. This was the case with Trump: his made-
up statements about election fraud gained prominence precisely because of his 
position as a president. 

Deliberately deceptive misinformation can be called disinformation. This 
sub-category of the wider category of misinformation refers to cases in which 
the agent is deliberately issuing misinformation. To illustrate this difference, 
consider a new cult that is created solely to make its inventor and leader a rich 
man. He makes up the story for the cult and slowly starts indoctrinating fol-
lowers to the story. The story coming from the leader is disinformation, as it is 
deliberatively misleading. However, that same story coming from a brain-
washed cult member is misinformation, since the cult member is genuinely 
trying to get outsiders to ‘see the truth’, so there is no deliberate misleading of 
others involved. I use this distinction to highlight two different kinds of moti-
vations for collective agents who have polluted epistemic neighborhoods.  

Misbelievers are engaged in spreading misinformation for ideological or re-
lated reasons. The goal of their public communications is to try to convince 
other epistemic agents to share their ideology and to push back on facts which 
they cannot accept, for example to deny that the election result was accurate 
and not a result of widespread voter fraud. They thus want others to become 
believers in the narrative of a stolen election. Naturally, if they sincerely be-
lieve the falsehoods, they will not conceptualize it in such a way themselves.  

A possible example of a collective agent falling under the category of a 
misbeliever in relation to the 2020 election is One America News Network, or 
One America News (OAN) for short. While it does not have the same audi-
ence size as Fox News or other established news channels, it experienced a 
significant boost in viewership during and after the 2020 presidential election, 
particularly from the segment of viewers who were not happy with the main-
stream media rejecting Trump’s narrative about widespread voter fraud 
(Mitchel 2021). OAN has been described as far-right channel (Robertson 
2024, Sneed and Cohen 2023), as it has given ample airtime for conspiracy 
narratives and other baseless claims circulating in far-right circles (Bode 
2020). Among its staff, OAN employs several people known for their far-right 
views and for subscribing to various conspiracy theories (Breland 2020). After 
the election, OAN’s founder Robert Herring accused the Democrats on social 
media of cheating in the election (Bode 2020). According to a defamation 
lawsuit by an employee of Dominion Voting Systems, pro-Trump cable net-
works like OAN and Newsmax overstepped legal boundaries by promoting 
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and seemingly endorsing blatant falsehoods (Birkeland 2021). 7  The non-
critical support given by OAN to lies like these about the rigging of voting 
machines, its hiring of several conspiracy theorists, as well as the unsubstanti-
ated claims made by the network’s founder about the election being falsified, 
all indicate bad beliefs about a stolen election motivated by ideological rea-
sons. Of course, it is impossible to confidently make such an assessment with-
out seeing internal communications of the network, or other such materials. 
What matters for my purposes is that it is plausible that some of the collective 
agents involved in the election misinformation were in it for ideological rea-
sons, at least for a large part. 

Other potential examples of misbelievers can be found when we look at an-
tagonism towards climate science and especially towards its conclusions that 
urgent and large-scale systemic change is required to tackle the problem. Such 
misbelieving can be rooted, for example, in a distaste for environmental regu-
lation, which is seen as a threat to the idea of a free market society (Dunlap 
and McCright 2011; Lewandowsky, Cook & Lloyd 2018). There are many 
obvious candidates for collective agents that have impacted epistemic com-
munities on climate change. One of the most prominent examples is provided 
by The Heartland Institute. Their numerous activities include hosting “skepti-
cal” conferences and other events on climate change science, as well as edit-
ing, publishing, and promoting reports by their own Nongovernmental Inter-
national Panel on Climate Change (NIPCC). The latter produces books with 
misleading titles such as Why Scientists Disagree about Global Warming, to 
coincide with reports by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
(IPCC) and United Nation meetings to discuss climate action. The Heartland 
Institute distributes its materials in many ways, including targeting groups like 
policymakers and teachers. Ideology can leave denying or discrediting the sci-
entific consensus as the only cognitive and argumentative option (Lewan-
dowsky, Cook & Lloyd 2018). The Heartland Institute could be an example of 
this. This kind of psychological denialism can be compared with anti-vaxxers, 
who spread misinformation because they sincerely believe that vaccines are 
dangerous. Misbelievers could themselves be products of bad epistemic 
 
 

7 Dominion Voting Systems is a company that provides election technology like voting ma-
chines and software to various jurisdictions across the United States. These include key swing 
states such as Georgia, which became a focal point of Trump’s anger. Dominion and its em-
ployees were subsequently at the centre of various conspiracy narratives. There are several 
similar defamation lawsuits either pending or settled, spearheaded by Dominion itself or an-
other voting machine company Smartmatic. Both were targeted in the right-wing media in rela-
tion to the 2020 presidential election. 
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neighborhoods. One could speculate, for example, about the role of McCar-
thyism or Cold War propaganda in response to the threat of the Soviet Union 
vis-à-vis the distaste that many people in the U.S. have for so-called Big State 
and regulation.  

The second motivation for agents contributing to bad epistemic neighbor-
hoods is more cynical, as the agents know that they are engaging in disinfor-
mation. They wield disinformation as a tool for some end, such as gaining pow-
er, or concerns over profit. I will call these agents disinformers. An example is a 
local politician who knows that the election results were not tampered with but 
peddles with disinformation because they think that it appeals to their voters and 
boosts their party’s chances in the next election. The motivation is power, disin-
formation is just an instrument to get there. Another obvious motivation for dis-
information is that there are major business interests at stake. Some well-known 
examples include the tobacco industry, fossil fuel companies, and the sugar in-
dustry (Oreskes & Conway 2010). Here disinformation is utilized as a tool to 
delay meaningful policy measures that could hurt their bottom-line. Disinform-
ers, like the fossil fuel corporations involved in stalling the progress of UN trea-
ties knew the real state of affairs early on, and acknowledged the truth of cli-
mate science internally, but chose disinformation as a strategy to protect their 
profits in the short term (Cook et al. 2019, Dunlap and McCright 2011, Oreskes 
& Conway 2010). 8 The sophistication of the misinformation techniques used 
can affect how robust the bad epistemic neighborhoods are. 

An example of a disinformer in relation to the 2020 election result is pro-
vided by Fox News, a prominent conservative news channel in the United 
States. It too has faced defamation lawsuits in response to its coverage of the 
election and famously paid a $787.5 million to settle a lawsuit brought against 
it by Dominion (Debusmann 2023). As part of the pre-trial discovery process, 
Dominion gained access to Fox News’ internal communications. Through pre-
senting materials drawn from sources such as internal emails and text messag-
es, the lawsuit details evidence that Fox News knew that the allegations 
against Dominion were not true. 9 Its own personnel referred to the election 
fraud claims with terms such as “crazy” and “ludicrous”, with at least some of 
 
 

8 In doing so, they have utilised the tobacco industry’s playbook; an industry that was 
forced to make concessions only after activists successfully pushed for a framework of distrust 
towards the Big Tobacco (Derry and Waikar 2008). 

9 Dominion Voting Systems v Fox Corporation, Superior Court of the State of Delaware, 
Brief in Support of Dominion Motion for Summary Judgment on Liability of Fox News Net-
work, Case No. N21C- 03-257 EMD. 
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them also clearly understanding how damaging they could be to democracy. 
Initially the network kept to facts and did not give credence to the stolen elec-
tion claims. However, this soon changed. The internal communications reveal 
that although Fox News found no evidence to back up the election fraud 
claims, the channel was worried about declining viewer figures. In particular, 
many channel insiders expressed worry over losing the trust of their audience, 
especially in relation to the damage done to their brand after Fox News (accu-
rately) calling Arizona for Biden. Although top executives like Rupert Mur-
doch were aware that the network was reporting falsities, they continued doing 
so for financial reasons: to retain those viewers who were drawn towards the 
more right-wing context offered by OAN and Newsmax. The lawsuit depicts a 
news network who recklessly and intentionally disregarded the truth for prof-
its. It served disinformation to its audience for instrumental reasons: to protect 
its profits. 

Of course, it is almost impossible to tell from the outside with a certainty if 
a collective agent is a misbeliever, or if its actions and statements are mixed 
with some degree of being a disinformer. While lawsuits that go into discov-
ery can provide fascinating access to the inner workings of an organization, it 
can be hard to make a clear assessment of when a collective agent knowingly 
makes false statements. In practice, these motivations might mix. Support for 
climate change action has been delayed by cynical disinformation campaigns, 
which were amplified by misinformation efforts driven by ideological reasons. 
Something similar could arguably be said for the attempt to overthrow the 
election. There could also be additional motivations, like creating a sense of 
epistemic safety for members (Furman 2023). A collective agent could also be 
culpable for displaying other kinds of negligent epistemic behavior, apart from 
misbelieving or disinforming. For example, epistemic pollution can be created 
as a side effect of things like wanting to generate more traffic to one’s website 
through promulgating fake news and thereby gaining more profits (Fallis and 
Mathiesen 2019). Denying facts is not at the center of such behavior. Collec-
tive agents can also make epistemic neighborhoods worse without intending to 
do so. Sometimes bad epistemic neighborhoods are generated as an unfore-
seen side-effect of some other activity. Some of the most significant examples 
of epistemic pollution have arguably been unforeseen side effects of new in-
formation technology. One example is YouTube’s algorithm designed to in-
crease revenue by recommending other videos that viewers might like, duly 
ending up exposing people susceptible to conspiracy thinking to new conspir-
acy theories (Landrum, Olshansky & Richards 2021). Still, my focus is on 
misbelieving or disinforming, because I believe that they represent the two 
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major motivations for misinformation (even if not necessarily the main 
sources of it). 

More generally, any large-scale changes to our epistemic environment will 
likely have epistemic costs as well as benefits. With the rapid development of 
new information technologies, we are often playing catch-up with the broad 
picture of the impacts. While it is given that social media companies and other 
such tech companies should work to fix their algorithms once problems arise 
(and are blameworthy if they fail to do so), the degree to which technology 
companies should be able to predict the impacts of their innovations before 
they are launched is an open question that falls outside the scope of this paper. 
There will also be collective agents who have not done anything to make epis-
temic neighborhoods worse, but who have the power to make it significantly 
better and who could arguably have a forward-looking obligation to improve 
the epistemic neighborhood. 

If one bad epistemic neighborhood can indoctrinate you to another, or low-
ers the threshold for starting another, the original culprits instigating bad epis-
temic neighborhoods could have done so with “good” intentions. In other 
words, if we allow for the agent’s motivations to impact on whether some-
thing is misinformation or disinformation, misbelievers could have engaged in 
misinformation (albeit without realizing this), rather than disinformation, even 
when they are creating echo chambers or other mechanisms, perhaps based on 
affective reasons. Individuals and collectives impact each other and can create 
their own feedback loops that strengthen certain beliefs. An example would be 
the local politician trying to appeal to their base by denying the election re-
sults. This will be seen by some as further evidence that the election was sto-
len, thereby increasing support from voters for candidates that deny the re-
sults, which can then affect the official party line on the matter (at least local-
ly), again affecting the beliefs of individual voters, and so on.  

Be that as it may, epistemological culpability needs to be separated from 
moral culpability based on epistemic concerns. I will discuss this next, with 
focus on the responsibility of collective agents who specialize in knowledge. 

III. Responsibility of collective agents and consumers of fake 
news 

This section discusses how the motivations of collective agents might af-
fect their culpability for bad epistemic neighborhoods. The two different mo-
tivations for misinformation, ideological and cynical, both have bad epistemic 
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consequences and have contributed to the current political polarization. I will 
argue that while misbelieving is more culpable in a purely epistemic sense, be-
ing a disinformer is more culpable in a moral sense. I furthermore suggest that 
while collective agents can present us with clear cases of culpability in epis-
temic matters, when dealing with consumers of fake news and misinformation, 
we should proceed with a certain level of epistemic humility. 

Epistemic institutions present a special case for the responsibility of collec-
tive agents. The unifying feature of all epistemic institutions is that knowledge 
is at the core of their operations (Miller 2022). 10 In what could be called as 
knowledge institutions (Hormio and Reijula 2024), the purpose of the collec-
tive agent centers around knowledge, whether this is acquisition of new expert 
knowledge or dissemination of knowledge. Examples include universities, in-
telligence agencies, schools, and think tanks. We hold such collective agents 
to higher epistemic standards than other collective agents. Media institutions 
are clearly also epistemic institutions, but we do not hold them quite to the 
same level of epistemic standards as knowledge institutions. For example, 
magazines and journals focusing on hobbies or lifestyles are in the business of 
disseminating knowledge, but their focus is more on practical know-how, in-
formation and opinion, not necessarily getting to grips with the truth of the 
claims. In contrast, the focus of news outlets is more strictly on claims that can 
be verified. Correspondingly, we tend to hold news outlets to quite high epis-
temic standards. However, this is not the same standard as for knowledge in-
stitutions. The very nature of reporting on breaking news and developing sto-
ries necessitates that we should not set the epistemic standard so high that the 
speaker should be able to guarantee the truth of the claims, although the re-
porting implicitly contains the idea that the reporter can vouch for their belief 
that the claims presented are veridical (Gelfert 2021), that is, they coincide 
with reality.  

We rely on institutional expertise in many areas of our daily lives, includ-
ing in epistemological matters. For democratic social systems to work, we rely 
on collective agents not to deceive us in matters such as election results, sci-
ence, healthcare, infrastructure, and numerous other things. As Neil Levy 
(2022, 94) puts it: “Without heavy-duty social and environmental scaffolding, 
even virtuous agents can’t reliably acquire knowledge about difficult and 
complex issues”. With many important issues, such scaffolding can be patchy 
at best, with disinformation lurking even within prima facie respectable epis-
 
 

10 According to Miller (2022), social media providers are not so much epistemic institutions 
as disseminating institutions. 
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temic sources like news channels and speeches by politicians. Institutions 
within democratic systems arguably have an obligation not to deceive us, es-
pecially when they have more information about an important issue than we 
do and they are viewed as trustworthy sources of information, but as we have 
seen, some of them do so regardless.  

Seana Shiffrin (2014) has argued that the primary wrong in lying is that it 
abuses the mechanism by which we provide reliable testimonial warrants to 
each other. 11 We need this mechanism to cooperate with each other, so the 
distinctive wrong in lying is the abusing of this mechanism. In other words, 
she underscores undermining testimonial trust as the main wrong in lying, ra-
ther than the deceptive effects that the lie might have on its audience. Accord-
ing to Shiffrin, testimonial practices based on sincere speech are “fundamental 
components of a social environment that supports the moral agency of think-
ers” (2014, p. 117), and damage to these testimonial practices also jeopardizes 
the rational basis we have for supporting them. After all, if lying becomes 
common practice, it erodes social trust and makes cooperation increasingly 
difficult or even unsustainable. The election denialism and the Capitol attack 
showed how harmful false beliefs can be and how bad epistemic neighbor-
hoods can erode social cohesion. This trust in the testimony of others is more 
fragile when what they tell us poses a threat to our existing ways of living. 
Therefore, attacks on things like the scientific consensus on an important mat-
ter should be made in good faith: only when you actually believe what you are 
claiming. 

Am I then suggesting that attacks on election results or on climate science 
by misbelievers are somehow less harmful than those made by disinformers? 
Not really: both form of denialism can be equally polluting, regardless of if 
the intention is to be misleading or not. If false claims become standard prac-
tice in news, we can no longer trust the news. Misbelieving could even be 
more harmful than being a disinformer, because ideology can make messages 
more potent within an already ideologically susceptible epistemic neighbor-
hood.  

Although I have focused on the false beliefs of people within an epistemic 
neighborhood, the pollution also has other harmful effects. For example, by 
refusing to participate in an open debate about their claims, the polluting 
agents are putting obstacles in the path of a genuinely pluralistic dialogue 
through repeating already dismissed claims (Shaw 2021). Moreover, this is 
 
 

11 This argument has Kantian roots, as it aligns with Kant’s emphasis on truthfulness as a 
fundamental duty in communication and the preservation of trust in social interactions. 
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linked to an important phenomenon, affective polarization, which refers to 
emotional division between political groups and leads to a rise in mistrust to-
ward the political outgroup. This type of mistrust is primarily driven by emo-
tions and feelings rather than grounded in a rational, shared understanding, or 
a logical narrative that explains why members of the opposing party should 
not be trusted (Munroe 2023). In this case, mistrust is based on personal aver-
sion to the outgroup rather than on substantive disagreements or evidence-
based critiques of their actions or policies. While bad beliefs and harmful nar-
ratives can enforce the phenomenon, it is a step away from the kind of reasons 
we are used to looking at in epistemology. 

Still, the upshot of my argument is that collective misbelievers are less cul-
pable moral agents than disinformers, if they are honestly mistaken about the 
beliefs that they hold to be true. My suggestion is that while the moral culpa-
bility of misbelievers might be reduced to some degree by their motivation, as 
epistemic agents, collective misbelievers are clearly culpable for their bad be-
liefs. Due to their greater epistemic capacities, the epistemic culpability of col-
lective agents is often a clearer issue than with individual agents. This holds 
even if their members are indoctrinated by bad epistemic neighborhoods. With 
the overwhelming consensus among climate scientists, it would be hard to ar-
gue that misbelievers like The Heartland Institute and others are engaging 
with available evidence in good faith. Its members and supporters might be 
ideologically motivated by wanting the science not to be true, as the need for 
climate change regulation goes against the stated goal of the institute to defend 
limited government. But as collective agent specializing in information (a 
think tank), they are being an epistemically irresponsible knowledge institu-
tion if their output is clouded by their ideology. The same arguably goes for 
OAN and other collective agents who disregard the facts over affect in their 
output, even when they present themselves as a news outlet. 

Fox News as a disinformer is more careful as an epistemic agent when 
forming its beliefs, compared to a misbeliever, as it has taken the facts seri-
ously when looking into the matter. After all, it clearly knew that the election 
fraud claims were false, and chose not to report on them initially. However, by 
being intentionally deceptive and engaging actively in disinformation, it is al-
so arguably a more culpable agent in moral terms. It clearly should have 
known better. Fox News knew what it was involved in and was not under any 
ideological delusions, like saving democracy from some conspiracy or anoth-
er. This example shows that careful epistemic agents might nonetheless be 
morally culpable agents on epistemic grounds. In other words, epistemic 
blame and moral blame based on epistemic reasons can come apart.  
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If you recall, Fox News was worried about losing viewers and felt like they 
should cater to their audience by giving airspace and therefore credibility to 
false claims about a rigged election. Fox News arguably saw themselves as ca-
tering to a customer demand. The question arises: should consumers of fake 
news and misinformation bear some of the burden for their bad epistemic hab-
its (Croce and Piazza 2021)? I argued earlier than within many bad epistemic 
neighborhoods, an individualistic starting point for such questioning is not 
particularly fruitful. However, we can look at the issue from the point of view 
of consumers of fake information as a group. The group will not be a group 
agent, but rather an unstructured group whose constituents share a normatively 
important feature: they consume a lot of fake news and misinformation. Do 
unstructured groups such as far-right Fox News and OAN viewers share re-
sponsibility for supporting a news outlet that peddles in misinformation? 

The relationship between individuals and collectives is complicated. Not 
only do collective agents comprise of individuals-in-roles, but they are also 
made possible by individuals. These individuals are not just the powerful 
leaders of the collective agents, but also their customers and other supporters. 
Take The Heartland Institute as an example. According to their website, ap-
proximately 70% of their funding comes from individuals. 12 This gives rise to 
an interesting question about the extent to which individuals donating to the 
institute are responsible for creating misinformation. In broader terms, con-
sumers of fake information and news could be culpable of creating a demand 
for misinformation. After all, agents within a bad epistemic neighborhood can 
both consume misinformation and contribute to creating it. This further com-
plicates matters for individual responsibility as many of these people might 
epistemically buy into denialism, so they are not contributing to deceiving 
others intentionally. Rather, they could simply be mistaken; it is possible to 
sincerely believe in a falsehood, especially if you are deeply in thrall to some 
ideology. This is why it seems bit too demanding to argue that citizens in 
democratic states have a shared responsibility to counter false information, 
and that citizenry can reasonably be expected to take steps towards restricting 
the spread of false claims (like Millar 2021 does). Some sections of the citi-
zenry, certainly, but also those deeply in thrall to ideology and misinfor-
mation? It does not sound feasible for the kinds of reasons discussed earlier in 
relation to individual culpability. At the same time, it seems that we want to 
 
 

12 According to www.heartland.org (accessed 14 April 2021), in 2017 the think tank had 
approximately 5,000 supporters, with 70% of its income coming from individuals, 22% from 
foundations, and 6% from corporations. 

http://www.heartland.org/about-us/reply-to-critics
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describe some kind of shared responsibility to those who actively seek out 
false narratives, or who fund think tanks that work to discredit science. Even if 
this is so, it seems disingenuous to put the blame on consumers alone, or even 
for the most part, as consumer demand is often created and sustained by col-
lective agents. 13 Yet we do not want to let all the individuals of the hook, es-
pecially those who fund or otherwise enable misinformation for malicious mo-
tivations, like racism or misogyny. Be that as it may, such a responsibility de-
bate will have to be contextual. 

Populist rhetoric can make it harder to contain fake news, as it makes a 
sharp division between the people and the elite, who is allegedly corrupt. Even 
so, I think that liberal democratic governments must be careful on relying 
more on experts’ advice to counterbalance denialism and other epistemic fail-
ures among voters. A shift towards more epistocratic governance is only likely 
to exaggerate the underlying problems, such as lack of trust in institutions, in 
addition to raising questions about justification. Narrow technocratic framings 
can also lead us to look for solutions in the wrong places. 

I find that a better response is a certain level of epistemic humility. In our 
polarized world, it might be what we need in our daily interactions with other 
individual epistemic agents. The kind of epistemic humility I have in mind is 
akin to intellectual humility, which encourages one to acknowledge the 
boundaries of one’s knowledge and accept the possibility of being mistaken. It 
involves an understanding that one’s beliefs, perspectives, or assumptions may 
be flawed or incomplete. Once we adopt such an attitude, it fosters a willing-
ness to listen to others and to re-evaluate one’s own views. I like the idea pre-
sented by Elisabetta Galeotti and Federica Liveriero (manuscript) that intellec-
tual humility is similar to moral responsibility that is associated with one’s so-
cial and epistemic privileges (rather than just an epistemic obligation tied to a 
fallibilist approach to knowledge). Because of their privileged position, rea-
sonable individuals bear the responsibility of addressing social imbalances 
when it comes to epistemic matters, such as misinformation and conspiracies. 
In other words, the initial steps toward rebuilding mutual trust and fostering a 
cooperative democratic environment lie with those who are capable of adopt-
 
 

13 Examples of demand creation include mobile phone companies introducing new models 
to get consumers to update to the latest model even when their existing phones are still work-
ing, or fashion brands pushing for ever-shorter cycles on clothing trends. Something similar 
could be argued to apply to misinformation, for example through the way in which social me-
dia algorithms tend to favour high emotion polarising content, including conspiracy theories, 
and click-bait journalism. 
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ing such an attitude—specifically, individuals whose belief systems are not 
anchored in personal commitments or identities.  

This does not mean that we should adopt a similar attitude towards collective 
agents, though. Collective agents, especially epistemic institutions, such as news 
channels, can and should be held to more stringent epistemic standards than in-
dividuals. Although news does not claim to disseminate knowledge, they should 
mirror what the reporter believes to coincide with reality. With misbelievers, 
misinformation could be based on bad beliefs that the reporters and the head of 
the network themselves have. Such news channels fare poorly as epistemic 
agents. In real life, this can be reflected in market-based consequences, such as 
marginal viewer figures or being dropped by cable channel providers, both of 
which have happened to OAN. Policy measures to prevent such channels from 
presenting themselves as news outlets could also be needed.  

Disinformers are often more careful epistemic agents, as they know that 
what they are claiming is false. However, they are also morally more culpable 
agents, as they place profits or other such motivations over honesty. Such a 
stance is especially harmful when the collective agent is an epistemic institu-
tion. Fox News was able to give credibility to baseless claims precisely be-
cause it is viewed as a reputable news organization based on its past perfor-
mance. It still employs ambitious journalists who subscribe to high standards 
in their reporting. The problem is that by attaching to the same channel, the 
more far-right views got the kind of legitimacy that OAN or other epistemical-
ly inferior collective agents would never have been able to give them. Fox 
News chose to trade its credibility for money, giving a powerful platform to 
dangerous accusations that eroded public trust in democracy. There should be 
measures to penalize such actions by a news organization through means other 
than just by going through the courts to bring on defamation lawsuits. 14 Some 
possible measures include critically evaluating broadcasting licenses of news 
outlets engaged in disinformation, but such measures should be utilized only 
through extreme care. Freedom of speech is paramount for democracy and for 
media actors to be able to act as independent watchdogs for the government 
within democracies. In a highly polarized landscape, like the United States at 
the moment, such measures could easily backfire and be taken to extremes. It 
is important to keep in mind that a balanced democracy needs conservative 
and progressive voices both, although no democracy needs poorly run news 
organizations. 
 
 

14 Defamation law has a limited capacity to bring justice to the public for misinformation, 
especially as the agreements lack disclosure and accountability (Levine 2024). 
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A big issue looming in the background is that sometimes bad epistemic 
neighborhoods are not the root-causes of bad beliefs. Rather, they are the 
symptoms of something else that has gone wrong in a society. Bad epistemic 
neighborhoods can certainly amplify and harden polarization, but they are not 
necessarily the cause of it. Other large-scale trends, such as widening inequali-
ty of opportunities, could be driving the polarization. The rapid rise in the 
availability of AI technologies, coupled with social media algorithms that fa-
vor items that raise the pulse of its audience, means that convincing misinfor-
mation is easier and less costly to manufacture than ever before, even by iso-
lated individual agents, making it easier for fringe views to gain wider audi-
ence. Such wider trends need to be tackled in tandem with measures that target 
bad epistemic neighborhoods. 

Conclusion 

The collective agents that create and amplify bad epistemic neighborhoods 
can be divided roughly into those that do so mostly for ideological reasons 
(misbelievers), and those that do so for instrumental reasons (disinformers), 
for example to gain more power or monetary profit. These two motivations 
impact the responsibility of the collective agents that help to create bad epis-
temic neighborhoods. While a disinformer of facts might be more careful as 
an epistemic agent than a misbeliever when forming its beliefs, by being in-
tentionally deceptive and engaging actively in disinformation, it is also argua-
bly a more culpable agent in moral terms. Furthermore, I have argued that 
even if there is some degree of blame for the individuals who holds bad beliefs 
or are ignorant of normatively important matters, the blame is better directed 
at the collective agents creating and contributing to bad epistemic neighbor-
hoods, such as media organizations and lobby groups. More generally, we 
should not be too quick to judge and ridicule the views of our fellow citizens, 
as that often only leads to further polarization. We should instead aim for a 
certain level of epistemic humility: we all have some bad beliefs, and we all 
occupy some bad epistemic neighborhoods. This does not mean that bad be-
liefs are harmless or that they should not be criticized. They should, but the 
criticism should be directed more towards the collective level, and our ener-
gies are better spent when focused on improving the epistemic scaffolding in 
our societies. 
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Abstract 
This paper argues that the harm of fake news lies partly in its inequality-reinforcing effect. It 
shows how fake news interacts with two background inequalities, namely the unequal distribu-
tion of opportunities to become competent knowers and the unequal social status of oppressed 
minorities. First, I argue that fake news reinforces epistemic inequality among its recipients. The 
epistemic harm of believing fake news does not uniformly affect all members of society. Instead, 
epistemic inequality makes some citizens more vulnerable to believing fake news. In turn, be-
lieving fake news amplifies epistemic inequality by making those who fall for fake news increas-
ingly less competent as knowers. Second, I argue that fake news amplifies status inequality 
within society by downgrading the status of minorities who are negatively represented in fake 
news stories. A significant subset of fake news targets minorities who are not recognized as 
equal within society, such as immigrants, Muslims and Roma minorities. The harm of being neg-
atively portrayed in anti-minority fake news stories falls asymmetrically on members of the tar-
geted minorities, reinforcing their oppression. Focusing on anti-immigrant fake news as the most 
widespread and paradigmatic example of anti-minority fake news, I show how it amplifies cultur-
al imperialism, marginalization and systemic violence against members of immigrant minorities. 
Anti-minority fake news is also specifically harmful to members of targeted minorities as political 
agents because it contributes to denying their equal status as members of the democratic politi-
cal community. This subset of fake news stories is therefore particularly corrosive to the demo-
cratic system and its core values. 
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Introduction 

Pope Francis endorsed Donald Trump in the United States presidential 
elections. Hillary Clinton sold weapons to ISIS. These are famous fake news 
dating back to 2016. The electoral campaign for the 2016 presidential elec-
tions in the United States (US) was characterized by an unprecedented prolif-
eration of fake news on social media, which attracted public and scholarly at-
tention. A growing literature has developed across political theory and social 
epistemology on the nature of fake news and its dangerous effects on demo-
cratic societies. It has been argued that the spread of fake news is harmful to 
citizens as knowers given that it can affect their beliefs and epistemic capaci-
ties, even inadvertently (see Levy 2017; Brown 2021). Furthermore, from a 
democratic angle, it has been argued that fake news is particularly harmful to 
both citizens and democratic institutions. Indeed, it affects the political agency 
of citizens. The perception of fake news being widespread lowers their trust in 
fellow citizens, in the value of democratic procedures and their outcomes, and 
undermines the constitutive values of democracy. Ultimately, widespread fake 
news could put at risk the stability of democratic institutions (see Rini 2021; 
Reglitz 2022). However, the philosophical literature on fake news has not en-
gaged much with the interplay between fake news and background social in-
justices among citizens.  

This paper defends the claim that part of the damage of fake news consists 
in its inequality-amplifying effect. Fake news amplifies epistemic inequality 
among its recipients. It also amplifies status inequality within society by down-
grading the status of minorities who are negatively represented in fake news 
stories. Firstly, I argue that the harm of fake news on citizens as knowers falls 
primarily on those citizens who are already disadvantaged in terms of epistem-
ic skills. Indeed, the epistemic harm of believing fake news does not uniformly 
affect all members of society. Instead, it is asymmetric since it is mediated by 
pre-existing epistemic inequality and contributes to deepening such inequality, 
further eroding the epistemic capacities of those who are more vulnerable to 
falling for fake news. Secondly, I argue that the content of fake news matters in 
determining its unequal damages. Several famous fake news stories target spe-
cific individuals belonging to the political elite (e.g., Hillary Clinton). Yet 
many others target members of minorities who are routinely discriminated 
against and marginalized in Western societies because of their ethnic back-
ground, immigrant origin, religious affiliation, and so forth. The harm of being 
negatively depicted in anti-minorities fake news asymmetrically falls on mem-
bers of targeted minorities, strengthening their oppression. Anti-minority fake 



 

Filosofia e Questioni Pubbliche - Philosophy and Public Issues 2/2024 367 
ISSN 1591-0660 | EISSN 2240-7987 

news is also specifically harmful to members of targeted minorities as political 
agents because it contributes to denying their equal status as members of the 
democratic political community. Hence, this subset of fake news is particularly 
corrosive to the democratic system and to its basic values. Briefly, the diffusion 
of fake news, whatever its content, is distinctively harmful to epistemically dis-
advantaged recipients, while anti-minority fake news is specifically harmful to 
oppressed minorities. Such unequally distributed damages of fake news are 
normatively salient since they contribute to worsening social injustice and hin-
dering political equality among citizens of democratic societies.  

There are at least two important advantages in bringing into light the une-
qual impact of fake news on citizens of democratic societies caused by its in-
terplay with pre-existing inequalities. Theoretically, it allows us to develop a 
more realistic and refined account of what is wrong with fake news. Norma-
tively, it has important implications for how democratic institutions should re-
spond to fake news. When theorizing what is wrong with the spread of fake 
news and how liberal democracies should address it, we should consider that 
oppressed minorities are distinctively targeted by this new form of misinfor-
mation and that anti-minority fake news specifically damages members of tar-
geted minorities by reinforcing their oppression. When evaluating the role of 
citizens themselves in spreading misinformation, we should take into account 
the sources of unequal epistemic inequality that make some citizens more vul-
nerable than others to believing fake news. Moreover, we should consider that 
believing fake news amplifies such an epistemic inequality. Hence, addressing 
the unequal damages of fake news would require tackling structural causes of 
epistemic vulnerability. Taking background epistemic inequality into account 
also suggests not overstating the individual responsibility of citizens in spread-
ing fake news and avoiding attributing equal blame on all those who spread it 
for their failure to behave as virtuous epistemic agents. Exploring policy impli-
cations falls outside the scope of this paper. The aim, instead, is to offer a more 
complete picture of the damages of fake news on democratic societies by high-
lighting how this new form of misinformation interacts with two background 
inequalities, namely the unequal distribution of opportunities to become com-
petent knowers and the unequal social status of oppressed minorities.  

The paper is structured in four sections. Before unfolding my argument, in 
Section 1, I define fake news, describe it as a new form of misinformation, 
and present some damages of fake news to citizens and democratic institutions 
which might seem to apply uniformly on society. In section 2, I argue that the 
epistemic harm of fake news to citizens as knowers affects citizens unequally. 
I draw on empirical literature to show that epistemic inequality makes some 
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citizens more vulnerable to believing fake news and argue that believing fake 
news amplifies such epistemic inequality, making those who fall for fake news 
increasingly less competent as knowers. Sections 3 and 4 argue that the con-
tent of fake news is relevant in determining what makes fake news specifically 
harmful to some groups of citizens. In section 3, I show that a significant sub-
set of fake news, rather than targeting political elites, targets those minorities 
who are not recognized as equals within society, such as immigrants, Muslims 
and Roma minorities. In section 4, I focus on anti-immigrant fake news as the 
most widespread and paradigmatic example of anti-minority fake news. Draw-
ing on the theory of oppression offered by I. M. Young’s (1990), I argue that 
anti-immigrant fake news stories amplify cultural imperialism, marginaliza-
tion and systemic violence against members of immigrant minorities. There-
fore, these stories produce a distinctive status harm to members of the targeted 
minority and are particularly corrosive to the democratic value of equality. 

I. Conceptualizing fake news and its harms for liberal democracies 

Political philosophy has long dealt with phenomena of disinformation, such 
as propaganda. Disinformation, conceived as the deliberate spread of false, bi-
ased, or misleading information intended to deceive the receiver, can be dis-
tinguished from misinformation, which may not involve the deliberate inten-
tion to mislead or deceive (Brown 2021). Neither disinformation nor misin-
formation are new. However, over the last few years, fake news has emerged 
as a distinct phenomenon. Although the definition is disputed, it can be de-
scribed as a story that “purports to describe events in the real world, typically 
by mimicking the conventions of traditional media reportage” (Galeotti and 
Meini 2022). To be “fake”, news need not be literally false: it can be based on 
insufficient evidence or convey false information through conventional or 
conversational implicatures. For instance, fake news may refer to real events 
and yet pragmatically imply an unjustified causal relationship (Galeotti and 
Meini 2022; Jaster and Lanius 2018). Thus, it differs from genuine mistakes 
and oversimplifications made in good faith. Some scholars consider deliberate 
deception as a necessary condition for a piece of news to count as fake: ac-
cording to Rini (2017, E45), fake news is “known by its creators to be signifi-
cantly false and is transmitted with the two goals of being widely re-
transmitted and of deceiving at least some of its audience”. Others have chal-
lenged this definition, pointing to the case of clickbait articles devised to at-
tract views rather than to persuade readers to believe what they read. Fake 
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news creators may thus be simply epistemically indifferent and motivated by 
non-epistemic goals (Jaster and Lianus 2018; Croce and Piazza 2021). Briefly, 
fake news provides deceitful information, either intentionally or due to a lack 
of interest in its truth on the part of its creators and disseminators. Even when 
produced with a deliberate deceiving intention, fake news may well be further 
disseminated by receivers who genuinely believe it or do not deliberately in-
tend to deceive. Hence, I consider here fake news as a form of misinformation.  

Unlike previous forms of misinformation, fake news is created to be spread 
on the internet, particularly on social media. Social media are characterized by 
disintermediation (Szakács and Bognár 2021, 8). Indeed, every user can post 
news, share news, or increase news’ popularity by reacting to a post. The lack 
of gatekeeping functions that journalists and editors play in traditional media 
facilitates the publication of false, biased, and misleading information. More-
over, social media allow an unprecedented spreadibility of such information. 
Social media algorithms privilege the spread of content rapidly attracting reac-
tions. Sensational, emotion-arousing fake news can thus be disseminated ex-
tremely quickly and widely. Thus, fake news on social media circulates even 
more quickly and widely than genuine news. Moreover, social media posts 
can also be easily shared as private messages through instant messaging sys-
tems, such as Whatsapp and Telegram, which amplify the diffusion of fake 
news. The use of these technologies and the active role of social media and in-
stant messaging users as agents of peer-to-peer misinformation make fake 
news a specific form of misinformation. 

Note that social media were not created as information services but as 
online networks enabling people to interact (Chambers 2021, 151). Social me-
dia are used mainly as a form of entertainment requiring limited cognitive ef-
fort. Checking sources and questioning the credibility of the information means 
going beyond the default predisposition to accept the information one receives 
(Lewandowski 2012). It requires an extra cognitive effort that social media as 
entertaining environments disincentivize. 1 Moreover, it also requires specific 
epistemic skills. Indeed, social media blur the boundary between information 
and entertainment, news and jokes. Navigating the contents of social media 
thus requires a kind of training which is not needed, for instance, when reading 
a newspaper. Consequently, as I argue in the next section, citizens who are less 
epistemically skilled and trained to discern the types of content they encounter 
on social media are more vulnerable to falling prey to fake news. 
 
 

1 As Humprecht (2019) reports, a 2014 study found that roughly 6 in 10 Americans do not 
even read the articles but only headlines when they come across news on social media. 
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Political philosophers have already highlighted that the spread of fake news 
has harmful effects on citizens and on the institutions of liberal democracies. 
Let us consider, first, the harmful effects of fake news on citizens as fake news 
consumers. Fake news undermines their personal autonomy by hindering their 
capacity to appreciate reasons in favor or against a certain position (Brown 
2021). Citizens who believe fake news are harmed in their capacities as know-
ers and agents since they make their judgements based on bad beliefs and false 
information. What is more, fake news does not have pernicious effects only on 
those citizens who mistake it as genuine news and make their political judg-
ments accordingly. Levy (2017) argued that even “sophisticated consumers”, 
who consume fake news for fun or to know what credulous fellow citizens be-
lieve, can be inadvertently influenced. As Levy puts it, even for those who 
confidently identify a claim as false, familiarity influences the processing of 
semantically related claims, contributing to implicit biases. From a democratic 
perspective, it is particularly relevant that fake news negatively affects citizens 
in their capacity as political agents, influencing their beliefs, political judge-
ments and electoral choices. This can also have negative consequences in 
terms of the outcomes of democratic procedures. If one assumes that democ-
racies require informed voters to function well as a collective choice mecha-
nism, the fact that fake news can deceive citizens and even inadvertently in-
fluence those who recognize it as false means that fake news damages the out-
comes of democratic decision-making. 

One may observe that the impact of fake news on citizens’ beliefs and its 
consequences on voting should not be exaggerated. Sharing fake news on so-
cial media, or even expressing endorsement for it, does not necessarily imply 
believing its content. The goal can be just to signal which side one assumes in 
a polarized political environment. According to Hannon (2021), citizens often 
declare to believe a given assertion out of “political cheerleading” but may 
not, in fact, believe it to be true. For instance, Republicans sharing fake news 
on Hillary Clinton could simply intend to symbolically show their political af-
filiation and support for Donald Trump rather than express genuine belief in a 
fact. If Hannon is right, it is not the case that all those who appear to endorse a 
piece of fake news believe it and behave according to that belief. The disrup-
tive effect of fake news on electoral choices may not be as severe as initially 
thought. Nevertheless, fake news remains epistemically harmful for those who 
believe it, however numerous they are. 

Furthermore, some have argued that the real threat of fake news does not 
reside in its persuasive effect on people’s beliefs, but in the erosion of epis-
temic trust among citizens, which in turn undermines the perceived legitimacy 
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of democratic institutions (Rini 2021; Reglitz 2022). Fake news can be delete-
rious for democratic institutions regardless of whether it is widely believed or 
widely influential: what counts is the perception of its being widespread. Citi-
zens of liberal democracies are increasingly aware of the fact that the infor-
mation they receive can be fake news and that other citizens may believe fake 
news and pass it on. The awareness of widespread fake news disrupts the usu-
al norms of testimonial knowledge and undermines the epistemic trust among 
citizens. The perception of other citizens as untrustworthy epistemic vectors, 
as Rini (2021: 43) notes, induces the belief that those people are untrustworthy 
as parties with whom they can “negotiate mutual self-government in good 
faith”. Reglitz (2022) makes the implications for the legitimacy of democratic 
institutions even clearer. If a citizen believes their counterparts not to be com-
petent enough to distinguish facts from lies, or reliable from untrustworthy in-
formation sources, this citizen is likely to be doubtful of the reasonableness of 
their counterparts’ political views. Hence, they may judge laws and policies 
produced by democratic institutions as no longer worthy of their respect, to 
the extent that they are based on false beliefs and bad choices taken by incom-
petent and manipulated citizens (see Reglitz 2022, 171, 174). Thus, the per-
ception of widespread fake news, irrespective of whether it is in fact widely 
believed, undermines the perceived legitimacy of democratic institutions.  

Since it does not sufficiently engage with background social injustices, 
this literature on the harmful effects of fake news might give us the impres-
sion that fake news disrupts otherwise functioning democracies. Unfortunate-
ly, this is not the case. Existing liberal democracies are not just societies that 
live up to their democratic values, where citizens have equal opportunities to 
become competent knowers and treat one another as moral equals. On the 
contrary, fake news spreads in deeply imperfect democracies and has an 
asymmetric harmful impact on citizens as receivers and as targets of misin-
formation, amplifying background social injustices. In the following section, 
I discuss how epistemic disadvantage makes some citizens more vulnerable 
to falling prey to online misinformation and how, in turn, believing fake news 
deepens such an epistemic disadvantage. Next, in sections 3 and 4, I consider 
how a particular subset of fake news - i.e., anti-minorities fake news - ex-
ploits and deepens the oppression of targeted minorities, focusing on anti-
immigrant fake news stories as the most prominent and widespread examples 
of anti-minority fake news. 
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II. Citizens’ unequal vulnerability to fake news and the amplifica-
tion of epistemic inequality 

Epistemic inequality mediates the damage of fake news on citizens as 
knowers. It makes some of them more vulnerable to believing fake news. Fur-
thermore, it makes believing fake news more detrimental for those who are al-
ready epistemically disadvantaged. Someone may immediately observe that 
exposure to fake news can be harmful to anyone and that surely nobody is 
immune from falling for fake news. Indeed, humans are all susceptible to cog-
nitive distortions and biases that may lead to attributing unwarranted credibil-
ity to a piece of information. Confirmation bias encourages us to take infor-
mation as true when it confirms previous beliefs, including stereotypes and 
prejudices. Moreover, fake news on social media and instant messaging sys-
tems is typically received from friends and acquaintances, which may grant it 
unwarranted credibility. Indeed, fake news exploits the mechanism of testi-
monial knowledge, whereby a person believes a given proposition because the 
proposition was presented to them by another person. Rini (2017) notes that 
testimonial norms are ambiguous on social media: sharing a post on Facebook 
or retweeting on Twitter does not unequivocally mean endorsing it or being 
sufficiently competent on the matter. Yet, users tend to take information as 
true, or at least possibly true, when it is passed on from their social media con-
tacts, even when the reported fact sounds weird. Roughly put, the fact that a 
person we trust endorses P (or might have endorsed P, given that they reported 
P) is taken as testimonial evidence that P is true (or, at least, might be true). 

From the fact that nobody is immune from falling for fake news, however, 
it does not follow that citizens are equally susceptible to believing fake news. 
Indeed, citizens do not have equal opportunities to become competent know-
ers: epistemic goods such as education are unevenly distributed in society and 
citizens do not develop epistemic skills to the same degree. I argue that epis-
temic inequality makes some citizens more vulnerable to believing fake news 
or accepting it as plausible and passing it on, thereby misinforming others. By 
epistemic inequality, here, I mean the unequal possession of cognitive abili-
ties, epistemic resources such as concepts, and skills such as analytic thinking 
to assess the credibility of a piece of information. Citizens are unequally 
skilled and unequally trained in judging whether the source reporting news 
should be trusted, whether it is possible to trace credible evidence behind the 
news and, when implications are drawn, whether such implications follow 
from the reported facts. Epistemically disadvantaged citizens, thus, are more 
vulnerable to failing to identify fake news, believing it or judging it as possi-



 

Filosofia e Questioni Pubbliche - Philosophy and Public Issues 2/2024 373 
ISSN 1591-0660 | EISSN 2240-7987 

bly true, and passing it on without even trying to assess its credibility. Note 
that such an epistemic disadvantage is not purely innate: epistemic abilities are 
highly dependent on training. Education contributes to training appropriate ep-
istemic skills. Moreover, exposure to good-quality media also contributes to 
making news consumers more competent as knowers, while poor-quality me-
dia reduces consumers’ epistemic abilities.  

Epistemic inequality alone does not predict who believes or shares fake 
news. Yet empirical studies on the predictors of belief in and spread of fake 
news suggest that epistemic inequality does contribute to making some citi-
zens more vulnerable. According to recent reviews (Baptista and Gradim 
2022, 2; see also Baptista and Gradim 2020), vulnerability to fake news corre-
lates with lower education, reduced analytic thinking and old age, which, I ar-
gue, can be proxies of epistemic disadvantage in discerning fake news on so-
cial media. People with a lower level of education may be epistemically dis-
advantaged to the extent that they have been less trained to discern reliable 
sources of information, to identify logical fallacies and inconsistencies in rea-
soning and so forth. Indeed, empirical literature also documented an associa-
tion between belief in fake news and reduced analytic thinking (Bronstein et 
al. 2019). Analytic thinking promotes the ability to distinguish meaningful 
statements from statements constructed without concern for truth, but it is 
more effortful than intuitive thinking. Indeed, default responses are suggested 
by intuitive cognitive processes emerging autonomously from simple stimu-
lus-response pairings (Bronstein et al. 2019). Hence, although some individu-
als may be more inclined to analytic thinking as a cognitive style, analytic 
thinking as an epistemic skill needs to be trained. Thus, citizens with lower 
levels of education, who have been less trained in analytic thinking, appear ep-
istemically disadvantaged in discerning fake news and thus are more vulnera-
ble to believing and sharing it. 

Moreover, people who received a low level of education typically have a 
low occupation level and live on low wages. This may be relevant when it 
comes to their access to online information. Indeed, empirical data suggest 
that people with a low occupation level mainly consume news distributed via 
social media and are less likely to actively search for news on newspaper web-
sites (Kalogeropoulos and Nielsen 2018). Those who, instead of directly ac-
cessing newspaper websites, receive their information primarily through the 
mediation of social media and instant messaging apps receive less detailed and 
lower-quality information, even when such distributed information originally 
comes from mainstream media. Indeed, newspapers and magazines typically 
reserve longer and more sophisticated articles on complex topics for paying 
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subscribers, while shorter, simpler, more frivolous and sensationalist articles 
are accessible for free on social media. Non-subscribers are thus fed with 
worse quality content and get used to increasingly simplified reasoning and 
language rather than to complexity. Free news articles from mainstream media 
may not dramatically differ from articles taken from alternative information 
sources and do not appropriately train the epistemic skills required to discern 
fake news from reliable information. Compared to genuine news articles, fake 
news articles are typically shorter, include fewer technical words and quotes, 
employ smaller words, use less punctuation, and show more lexical redundan-
cy. Hence, fake news needs lower levels of education to be interpreted (Bap-
tista and Gradim 2020, 9). When even the genuine news articles a person is 
used to read are free news articles, which are often simplistic and feature 
clickbait headlines, that person is disadvantaged in detecting oversimplifica-
tion in a fake news story, invalid inferences, or a lack of reference to recog-
nizable and reliable sources. 

Reduced epistemic skills and limited digital literacy might also explain 
why vulnerability to believing fake news and the likelihood of diffusing it cor-
relates with older age. During the 2016 US election, older adults’ Twitter 
feeds contained the most fake news (Brashier and Schacter 2020). An experi-
mental study in the US found that respondents aged over 65 shared seven 
times as many articles from fake news domains on Facebook as respondents 
between 18 and 29 years of age (Guess et al. 2019). Another experimental 
study on US and UK Facebook users confirmed that fake news had a much 
higher reach among older users. Very few recipients opened the link, but 
many dropped emotional comments below the post, seeming to take the head-
line at face value (Loos and Nijenhuis 2020). Research in psychology suggests 
that cognitive declines alone cannot explain older adults’ engagement with 
fake news (Brashier and Schacter 2020). Given that older people typically 
show a more constant ideology and party identification than young people, 
partisan motivations may contribute to their higher rates of engagement and 
reposting of fake news. However, this may also depend on the fact that while 
older adults have gained increasing access to social media, 2 they may lack the 
level of digital media literacy necessary to reliably determine the trustworthi-
ness of news encountered online (Guess et al. 2019; Brashier and Schacter 
2020). As I noted in the introduction, social media have not been devised to 
inform but rather to entertain. Navigating and categorizing the contents one 
 
 

2 According to the Pew Research Center, in the US, 46% of people over the age of 60 used 
Facebook in 2018 (Loos and Nijenhuis 2020: 71). 
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comes across in social media requires specific epistemic skills, which older 
citizens may not have sufficiently been trained to develop.  

Let me clarify that I am not suggesting that all those who are more suscep-
tible to fake news do in fact believe them. I am simply highlighting that epis-
temic disadvantage makes some citizens more vulnerable than others to fall 
for fake news. Indeed, lower education, old age, and reduced analytic thinking 
(which can be taken as proxies of epistemic disadvantage) proved to correlate 
with higher rates of belief in fake news, though surely not all less educated cit-
izens, older citizens, or citizens with a prevalent intuitive cognitive style be-
lieve fake news. Furthermore, I am not arguing that only less educated, older, 
or intuitive citizens believe fake news. The misplaced testimonial credibility 
given to news shared on social media, as highlighted by Rini (2017), proved 
stronger when fake news is passed on among people who share the same parti-
san affiliation. One is more likely to accept fake news if it is received from 
someone who shares similar worldviews, identifies with the same political 
party, or supports the same candidate. Furthermore, political partisanship 
proved to play a crucial role in strengthening biases and motivated reasoning 
(see Anderson 2021). Several studies suggest that motivating reasoning is par-
ticularly strong among right-wing voters and conservatives (Baptista and 
Gradim 2022). Yet empirical literature also reveals that right-wing and con-
servatives show lower levels of analytic or reflective thinking (Deppe et al. 
2015) and a higher susceptibility to conspiracy theories (Douglas 2018). Thus, 
the evidence on partisanship as concurring to explain the unequal susceptibil-
ity to fake news among citizens does not exclude the role played by epistemic 
disadvantage. Epistemic disadvantage too might contribute to make part of the 
right-wing audience more inclined to accept to fake news as plausible.  

Often, citizens who belong to socially disadvantaged social groups are also 
epistemically disadvantaged. Note, however, that individuals who count as 
privileged along ethnic or gender lines, such as white male Americans, may 
nonetheless be epistemically disadvantaged in knowledge acquisition and, 
specifically, in discerning fake news. Epistemic privilege itself is not unidi-
mensional. Being given credibility as a source of testimonial knowledge is one 
of these dimensions, and members of socially dominant groups are typically 
privileged in this respect. For instance, white men in the US are typically epis-
temically privileged in their testimonial capacities compared to Black and fe-
male people, who are subjected to a systemic credibility deficit due to racist 
and sexist prejudice, suffering what Fricker (2007) famously defined as testi-
monial injustice. However, even white men can be epistemically disadvan-
taged in the distribution of epistemic goods, such as educational opportunities 
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in the development of their epistemic resources and in the acquisition of epis-
temic skills such as critical and analytic thinking. 3 In their case, believing 
fake news may well partly depend on prejudice in accommodating false in-
formation that fits previous beliefs and on willful ignorance in dismissing un-
fitting information (see Pohlhaus 2012). Yet, it also partly depends on factors 
such as low levels of education or low online media literacy and reduced ac-
cess to the wider scientific community.  

If some citizens are more susceptible to believing fake news and unwitting-
ly misinform others due to their epistemic disadvantage, this means that epis-
temic inequality mediates the epistemic harm of fake news, making citizens 
unequally vulnerable to being harmed by fake news in their capacity as know-
ers. What I intend to highlight now, is the fact that the epistemic harm of be-
lieving fake news is particularly detrimental for those who were already epis-
temically disadvantaged, because it deepens their epistemic disadvantage. 
Consider the effect of fake news on someone who genuinely believes it to cor-
respond to something that happened. This false information becomes part of 
their body of knowledge about the world. Thus, the fake news recipient comes 
to know less about the world. Often, a person accepts fake news as true or 
plausible because it confirms their worldviews, their stereotypes and preju-
dice. Thus, exposure to fake news makes them less informed about reality and 
even more biased towards future evidence because the incorporated false in-
formation now constitutes evidence to judge future information.  

Furthermore, accepting an untrustworthy source of information as trustwor-
thy undermines the ability to judge the credibility of future information. Sup-
pose someone received a website link shared by a Facebook friend they trust, 
and the recipient believed that news to be true. Why would they be suspicious 
about an analogous article from a similar website, especially when shared by 
the same Facebook friend? Fake news recipients, then, become less competent 
in resisting fake news the more they attribute trust to unreliable sources of in-
formation. As we have seen, those who believe and pass on fake news may 
have already been disadvantaged in accessing trustworthy sources of infor-
mation. They may have been prevalently fed with mediated information, ra-
ther than directly searching for news, and with free, low-quality news articles. 
Low-quality information may have eroded trust in mainstream media and 
made them more open to alternative sources of information, including those 
 
 

3 For a conception of epistemic injustice understood as an injustice in the distribution of ep-
istemic goods such as information and education, see Coady 2010. On the concept of “forma-
tive epistemic injustice”, see Nikolaidis 2021. 
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who nurture conspirative thinking. Falling for a piece of fake news feeds this 
unwarranted trust in alternative sources of information. Hence, fake news re-
cipients are made more vulnerable to the next piece of misinformation they 
will be exposed to. They will not only know less about the world and have 
their stereotypes and prejudices rooted more deeply. They will also be less ca-
pable to discern false information and to discriminate among information 
sources. Shortly, they will be even more epistemically disadvantaged than be-
fore being exposed to fake news. 

In sum, epistemic inequality mediates the impact of fake news on society. 
The epistemic harm it imposes on citizens as knowers has an asymmetric ef-
fect. Those who are disadvantaged as knowers before being exposed to fake 
news are more vulnerable to accepting it as true or plausibly true and to pass-
ing it on. Moreover, incorporating false information, invalid arguments, and 
unreliable sources in their body of knowledge makes them increasingly less 
epistemically competent as knowers, deepening their previous epistemic dis-
advantage. Theoretically speaking, taking pre-existing epistemic inequality in-
to account allows us to have a better understanding of the epistemic harm to 
citizens as knowers. Normatively speaking, it is relevant for the debate on the 
responsibility of citizens who pass on fake news, misinforming their fellow 
citizens. Rather than too quickly placing blame on all of them for their com-
plicity in spreading fake news, political philosophy should consider the multi-
dimensional sources of epistemic inequality among citizens in accessing and 
processing information. This does not mean that citizens should not be held 
responsible for their behavior as misinformation consumers and misinfor-
mation spreaders. However, it entails paying attention to their asymmetric 
vulnerability to fake news and to the asymmetric detrimental impact that be-
lieving fake news has on those who already had fewer opportunities to devel-
op the appropriate epistemic skills to discern this form of misinformation. 
Hence, when discussing how democracies should counter the spread of fake 
news, structural background inequalities in the development of appropriate ep-
istemic skills should be taken into account, alongside individual responsibili-
ties in consuming online content. 

III. Oppressed minorities’ unequal vulnerability to be targets of 
fake news 

The previous section argued that the epistemic harm of fake news to citi-
zens as knowers has an asymmetric impact on society because citizens are un-
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equally exposed to this harm due to epistemic inequality. This section aims to 
show that some citizens, namely members of oppressed minorities, are also 
unequally exposed to being the object of fake news stories that reinforce their 
inferior status in society. When discussing the damages of fake news, we tend 
to focus on false stories about political candidates and other public figures. 
However, a large subset of fake news stories online revolves around members 
of minorities, such as immigrants, Muslims, Roma, and Jewish people. Such 
minorities are disproportionally vulnerable to being negatively represented in 
false stories spread on social media. A quantitative study on above 600 false 
stories circulated in the US, the UK, Germany, and Austria revealed that in 
Germany and Austria, fake news stories on immigrants even outnumbered 
those targeting political actors (Humprecht 2019). Moreover, immigration was 
a salient issue both during the 2016 US presidential elections campaign and 
during the UK Brexit referendum campaign. Indeed, anti-minority fake news 
is widely used in politics. Even fake news stories that directly target rival po-
litical candidates may in fact reinforce anti-minority sentiments as well. For 
instance, a fake news story reported by Trump’s national security adviser, Mi-
chael Flynn, featured Democratic senators wanting to impose Sharia law in 
Florida (Borella and Rossinelli 2017). This was not only a piece of anti-
Democrats fake news but also a contribution to Islamophobic sentiments.  

Islamophobic and xenophobic sentiments appear strictly intertwined in 
online misinformation. Several pro-leave tweets pointed to a global conspiracy 
in which US President Obama and the German Chancellor Merkel were sup-
porting a Muslim invasion of the West. Single fake news entries, such as those 
concerning Turkey joining the European Union (EU) and its free-movement 
area, fit in this larger conspirative frame. In the EU vs Disinfo database of an-
ti-minority fake news, Muslims are the second main target after migrants 
(Szakács and Bognár 2021, 12). According to an analysis of this database, 
fake news tends to present migrants and Muslims primarily as a threat to the 
European culture. This is illustrated in false stories about European cities 
abandoning Christmas traditions or children forced to prey to Allah in schools 
(Szakács and Bognár 2021: 13). Secondly, fake news often portrays both mi-
grants and Muslims as criminals, particularly as rapists (Szakács and Bognár 
2021,13). This is illustrated in widely circulated fake news on the increase in 
crime in Germany, as well as on the increase of rapes in Sweden. 4  
 
 

4 The latter is an example of false context misinformation rather than a case of a completely 
fabricated story: Swedish statistics do show an increase in reported rapes, but the uncontextual-
ized sensationalist data reported in fake news omit that it depends on changes in rape definition 
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The Covid-19 pandemic seems to have lowered the overall salience of mi-
gration in the public debate in Europe, at least temporarily. Nevertheless, it 
boosted fake news that builds on the atavistic fear of strangers as disease car-
riers. Fake news about newly arrived immigrants escaping quarantine, violat-
ing lockdown restrictions, or even deliberately infecting police officers were 
reported in several countries, including Italy, Spain, Germany, and Belgium. 
Fake news about immigrants making the majority of intensive care patients 
circulated in Germany, too (Szakács and Bognár 2021, 16-17). Among citi-
zens distrusting mainstream media and political elites, the sharp decline in 
media coverage about migration after the outbreak of the pandemic also elic-
ited conspirative thinking. False stories on migrants entering the country un-
der the cover of lockdown spread both in Germany and the Czech Republic 
(Szakács and Bognár 2021, 16). The pandemic also reinvigorated deeply 
rooted antisemitism and anti-Roma sentiments. Along with fake news on al-
leged Zionist plans for ethnic substitution and suppression of nation states, 
fake news spread on Jews being implicated in the creation and diffusion of 
the new virus. In several countries, Roma minorities were scapegoated on so-
cial media for the spread of Covid-19. In countries such as Slovakia and Bul-
garia, where Roma minorities were subjected to additional movement re-
strictions, fake news resulted in direct harmful policy outcomes (Szakács and 
Bognár 2021, 15). 

Fake news stories about immigrants, Muslims, Jews and Roma minorities 
are particularly relevant when assessing the damages of fake news on demo-
cratic societies. The content of anti-minority fake news has a specific harmful 
impact on the members of targeted minorities. Indeed, such instances of fake 
news reinforce the subordinate status of members of the targeted minorities, 
who are not treated as equals in society. Thus, they are distinctively wrongful 
to minority members. In the next section, I illustrate this claim by focusing on 
how anti-immigrant fake news contributes to the oppression of immigrant mi-
norities. Furthermore, fake news reinforcing a pre-existing form of subordina-
tion is particularly damaging for the institutions of a society that aims to live 
up to its democratic values, given that moral equality among citizens is a fun-
damental democratic value and the abolition of status hierarchies is a key goal 
of democratic institutions.  

 
 

and count in Sweden, and do not support a causal connection with the admission of immigrants 
and refugees (Juhász and Szicherle 2017). 
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IV. Amplifying oppression: the case of anti-immigrant fake news 

As shown in the EU vs Disinfo database (Szakács and Bognár 2021, 12), 
anti-immigrant fake news accounts for most instances of anti-minority fake 
news in Europe. Anti-immigrant fake news is distinctively harmful and 
wrongful because it worsens the disadvantaged position of immigrant minor-
ities in Western liberal democracies. When talking of immigrant minorities, 
here, I do not only refer to foreign residents. I also refer to naturalized citi-
zens and citizens whose parents or grandparents immigrated who continue to 
be identified as “immigrants” and to occupy a subordinate position in society 
because of their negatively stereotyped ethnic origins or religious belonging. 
Even when it targets potential immigrants, anti-immigrant fake news is 
harmful to members of immigrant minorities who are already members of 
society. 

The social disadvantage affecting immigrant minorities is not reducible to 
inequalities in income and wealth, although members of immigrant minorities 
are often more exposed to material deprivation. The social inequality at stake 
is broader: it is a status inequality, a disadvantage in their standing as mem-
bers of society. Status inequality does not merely reflect the distribution of 
material goods. It depends on how the minority group is commonly perceived 
and publicly represented, on how its members are treated by institutions in 
laws and policies, but also by their fellow citizens in everyday practices. For 
newly arrived immigrants and asylum seekers, social inequalities may depend 
on their legal status: indeed, undocumented migrants and legal residents with 
temporary visas may not be granted the same rights as citizens. Yet, for for-
eign-born citizens and for second-generation or third-generation immigrants, 
social inequality may persist despite access to equal rights.  

To see the forms of inequality that members of immigrant minorities expe-
rience and why they amount to social injustice, considering the distribution of 
resources and opportunities is not sufficient. It is necessary to take institution-
alized norms and social relations into account. Among the accounts of non-
distributive forms of social injustice, Iris Marion Young’s (1990) theory of 
oppression as a multifaced phenomenon is a prominent example. Moreover, it 
offers a sophisticated frame to make sense of how anti-immigrant fake news 
reinforces the disadvantaged position of immigrant minorities. Drawing on 
Young’s account, I argue that members of immigrant minorities in Western 
liberal democracies often experience marginalization, cultural imperialism and 
violence, which are forms of oppression. This allows us to capture the impact 
of anti-immigrant fake news on targeted immigrant minorities. Indeed, anti-
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immigrant fake news contributes to their oppression, further eroding their al-
ready unequal standing in society. 

A striking way in which anti-immigrant fake news denies equal status to 
members of targeted minorities consists of an expressive wrong. Think of fake 
news stories that depict people with an immigrant background as criminals or 
Muslims as unable to respect basic liberal democratic principles. Examples of 
anti-immigrant fake news of this kind contribute to amplifying the negative 
stereotyping and essentialization that members of immigrant minorities al-
ready suffer. Members of denigrated immigrant minorities are misrecognized 
as individuals, reduced to an undifferentiated collective entity showing invari-
able negative traits. Fake news that associates immigrants with threatening 
behaviors and dangerous beliefs makes them even more visible in the media 
and among the public as members of a negatively stereotyped minority. Para-
doxically, even debunking fake news may reiterate their negative stereotypical 
representation. At the same time, members of immigrant minorities, as indi-
viduals with their own views and experiences, are silenced.  

This can be described, in I. M. Young’s terms, as “cultural imperialism”. 
According to Young (1990, 59), those living under cultural imperialism “un-
dergo a paradoxical oppression, in that they are both marked out by stereo-
types and at the same time rendered invisible”. Anti-immigrant fake news am-
plifies this “face of oppression” when it reinforces negative stereotypes of 
immigrants as inferior and deviant and foster prejudice towards them. Moreo-
ver, those who undergo cultural imperialism cannot but perceive themselves 
from the perspective of those who negatively stereotype and demean them. 
They “find themselves defined from the outside […]. Consequently, the domi-
nant culture’s stereotyped and inferiorized images of the group must be inter-
nalized by group members at least to the extent that they are forced to react to 
behavior of others influenced by those images” (Young 1990, 59-60). Due to 
the anonymity and pervasiveness of anti-immigrant fake news, resisting inter-
nalization and rebutting demeaning stereotypes has become increasingly diffi-
cult for the members of targeted immigrant minorities. 

Empirical research has shown that negative stereotypes and prejudice to-
wards immigrants, particularly those belonging to certain ethnic and religious 
minorities, have an impact on behavior. Fake news that nurtures negative ste-
reotypes and prejudice towards immigrants is wrongful in itself, but it also 
contributes to fueling other forms of oppression, namely marginalization and 
violence. At the beginning of the 1990s, Young identified a “growing under-
class of people permanently confined to lives of social marginality, most of 
whom are racially marked”, including “Blacks, East Indians, Eastern Europe-
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ans, or North Africans in Europe”. Marginalization remains a useful concept 
to describe the interplay between forms of social inequality, such as employ-
ment discrimination, and de-facto social and spatial segregation, that many 
immigrants face today. According to Young (1990, 53), marginalization can 
be the most dangerous form of oppression, whereby “a category of people is 
expelled from useful participation in social life and thus potentially subjected 
to severe material deprivation”. Not all individuals, even among the most des-
pised ethnic and religious minorities, suffer marginalization to the same ex-
tent. Yet, it can still be argued that, as a social group, they are systematically 
“exposed to deprivation of cultural, practical, and institutionalized conditions 
for exercising capacities in a context of recognition and interaction” (Young 
1990, 55). 

Several studies have shown that immigrants face discrimination in em-
ployment and housing. This emerges consistently from field experiments 
based on correspondence audits, in which researchers send written applica-
tions for employment or housing in response to real job or housing advertise-
ments, manipulating information about the correspondents. Research both in 
Europe and North America demonstrated evidence of employment discrimina-
tion toward immigrants applying for jobs. Holding human capital constant, 
stronger discrimination emerges against African, North African, Middle East-
ern and Muslim applicants (Esses 2021, 512-514). Correspondence audits 
have also been used to study housing discrimination, focusing on responses to 
rental advertising. This literature, albeit less extensive than the literature on 
employment discrimination, shows that there is prevalent discrimination 
against Middle Eastern, North African, and Arab Muslims in Europe, as well 
as against Hispanics in the US (Esses 2021, 514-515). As a result of discrimi-
nation in employment, immigrants belonging to these ethnic and religious mi-
norities find themselves systematically more unemployed or underemployed 
than the rest of the population (Esses 2021, 519). Moreover, housing discrimi-
nation contributes to the creation of neighborhoods with a high concentration 
of immigrants, which are often those with fewer services and resources. 
Hence, immigrants have poorer access to good jobs and high-quality schools, 
they need to commute longer to work and have more difficult access to medi-
cal care (Esses 2021, 520).  

The widespread circulation of fake news portraying members of minorities 
as deviant and inferior normalizes and provides justification for discriminatory 
behavior and social exclusion. If so many pieces of news associate members 
of targeted minorities with certain threats, even those citizens who were not 
strongly prejudiced against the targeted minority may suspect that there might 
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be something true and behave accordingly. Despite establishing causation be-
tween anti-immigrant fake news and discriminatory behavior can be difficult, 
a recent study by the Spanish Ministry of Equality linked the spread of fake 
news and online hate speech to a rise in anti-immigrant discrimination in 
housing and education (Szakács and Bognár 2021, 23). Unemployment and 
underemployment due to discrimination in job seeking and spatial confine-
ment in underserviced neighborhoods due to housing discrimination, in turn, 
contribute to material deprivation and limited social relationships with the rest 
of society.  

Fake news, thus, contributes to undermining the status of members of nega-
tively connotated immigrant minorities within society by amplifying their 
marginalization. What is more, anti-immigrant fake news fosters another seri-
ous form of oppression, which is systemic violence. According to Young 
(1990, 62), what makes violence “a phenomenon of social injustice, and not 
merely an individual moral wrong, is its systemic character, its existence as a 
social practice. Violence is systemic because it is directed at members of a 
group simply because they are members of that group.” Members of negative-
ly marked groups, Young notes, have a “daily knowledge” they are “liable to 
violation, solely on account of their group identity.” The risk of being physi-
cally or verbally attacked may well be independent of their behavior, given 
that this systemic violence is motivated by fear and hatred towards the group 
they belong to. Young argues that the wrong of violence does not only apply 
in the moment one is individually attacked: the mere fact of “living under such 
a threat of attack on oneself or family or friends deprives the oppressed of 
freedom and dignity” (Young 1990, 62). Fake news fuels both online and of-
fline hate crimes. Not only it incites online hate speech, but also verbal and 
physical violence in in-person interactions. Although a direct causal connec-
tion between the circulation of a piece of fake news and offline hate crimes 
may be hard to establish, recent empirical studies support the claim that an in-
crease in online hate speech on social media is associated with an increase in 
violence towards the targeted minority. In their study on hate crimes in Lon-
don, Williams et al. (2020) established a “temporal and spatial association be-
tween online hate speech targeting race and religion and offline racially and 
religiously aggravated crimes”. In the German context, Müller and Schwarz 
(2021) found a link between antirefugee sentiment on Facebook and hate 
crimes against refugees.  

In sum, anti-immigrant fake news exacerbates marginalization, cultural 
imperialism and violence and thus contributes to reinforcing the overall op-
pression of the members of targeted immigrant minorities. Thus, anti-
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immigrant fake news has an asymmetric impact on citizens: it is distinctively 
harmful to those citizens who belong to targeted immigrant minorities. Fur-
thermore, the fact that anti-immigrant fake news worsens the inferior social 
status of members of immigrant minorities is particularly worrisome based on 
a democratic conception of political justice. Indeed, fake news stories that re-
inforce the oppression of members of immigrant minorities contribute to hin-
dering their capacity to stand as equals and participate in the democratic polit-
ical process, strengthen unjust social hierarchies among citizens and further 
erode the democratic value of status equality. 

Conclusion 

In this paper, I argued that part of what makes fake news problematic for 
liberal democratic societies is the role fake news plays in amplifying pre-
existing social inequalities and injustices. It has already been shown that fake 
news is harmful to recipients in their capacity as knowers. I argued that this 
epistemic harm does not have a uniform impact on democratic societies, given 
the epistemic inequality among citizens. Those who are epistemically disad-
vantaged are more susceptible to believing fake news. Believing fake news, in 
turn, deepens this epistemic disadvantage. Secondly, I argued that citizens are 
unequally targeted by fake news and that targeted groups are distinctively 
harmed. Indeed, a significant subset of fake news consists of misinformation 
about minorities, such as immigrants, Muslims, Jews, and Roma minorities. 
Such anti-minority fake news is distinctively harmful to members of targeted 
minorities. I focused on the case of anti-immigrant fake news to show how an-
ti-minority fake news amplifies the status inequality of the targeted minority 
within society. Drawing on I. M. Young’s account of oppression, I claimed 
that anti-immigrant fake news exacerbates multiple dimensions of oppression, 
namely marginalization, cultural imperialism, and violence against members 
of targeted immigrant minorities. Finally, I noted that anti-minority fake news 
is not only notable for its unequal damaging impact, falling disproportionally 
on members of targeted minorities, but also for its particularly corrosive effect 
on democratic values. Indeed, the spread of fake news that reinforces the pre-
existing oppression of a minority further erodes the democratic value of citi-
zens’ status equality. 
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Abstract  
This paper investigates the strategic role of low-informative signals – conceptualized as fake 
news – in shaping belief formation and influencing decision-making under uncertainty. Build-
ing on the experimental frameworks of Exley (2016) and Garcia et al. (2020), we introduce a 
novel design that mimics real-world misinformation through signals that are true but partial, 
fostering biased beliefs. Specifically, we test whether such signals influence individuals to fa-
vor self-serving options, particularly when the misleading information aligns with their self-
interest. Our results show strong evidence of excuse-driven behavior under risk-for-self, 
which is exacerbated by low-informative signals. Notably, the bias induced by weak signals 
diminishes when outcomes primarily benefit others, highlighting the strategic alignment of be-
lief distortion with self-interest. These findings underscore the broader philosophical and em-
pirical importance of understanding how partial information influences motivated reasoning 
and decision-making, contributing to the literature on misinformation, motivated beliefs, and 
behavioral economics. 
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Introduction 

Our study explores whether low-informative signals—akin to fake news—
strategically shape beliefs and behavior, particularly when they support self-
serving choices. The present experimental analysis aims to shed light on the 
relationship between the formation of motivated beliefs and fake news, de-
fined here as partial, low-informative signals that can be misleading. This 
mechanism reflects a broader dynamic of misinformation, where selective or 
ambiguous evidence fosters doubt and skews decision-making. Philosophers 
Cailin O’Connor and James Owen Weatherall (2019) argue in The Misinfor-
mation Age that misinformation campaigns strategically exploit uncertainty to 
manipulate public belief. Real-world cases, such as the tobacco industry 
downplaying the causal link between smoking and cancer (Oreskes & Con-
way, 2010; Michaels, 2008), or climate change denial tactics that amplify mi-
nor uncertainties to obscure scientific consensus (Supran & Oreskes, 2017; 
Dunlap & McCright, 2011), demonstrate how sowing doubt can delay mean-
ingful action. Similarly, misinformation surrounding vaccines and autism, 
which gained traction through the fraudulent Wakefield study, highlights how 
selective and misleading evidence can spread widely despite overwhelming 
contradictory data (Godlee et al., 2011). These real-world cases demonstrate 
how partial, ambiguous or low-informative signals, while technically true, can 
distort belief formation in ways that align with strategic self-interest, opposing 
public interest. 

By experimentally simulating this phenomenon, we provide an empirical 
investigation of how partial or ambiguous signals—like those found in misin-
formation campaigns—can shape belief formation and justify self-serving 
choices. Our study, therefore, contributes to a growing philosophical and em-
pirical literature on the strategic role of misinformation in fostering biased 
reasoning and motivated beliefs. Specifically, we test whether fake news (un-
informative signals) about the consequences of a choice influences decision-
making toward selfish rather than prosocial options, particularly when the 
misinformation aligns with self-interest. This experimental work is of philo-
sophical significance as it helps to identify and isolate the conditions under 
which uncertainty and low-informative signals are exploited, mirroring the 
mechanisms underlying misinformation in broader societal contexts. 
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Previous experimental evidence has suggested that uncertainty on the con-
sequences of a choice on the welfare of other individuals (e.g., Dana et al., 
2007; Exley, 2016; Garcia et al., 2020) or on the environment (e.g., Momsen 
and Ohndorf, 2022), as well as uncertainty on the prevalent social norm (e.g., 
Bicchieri et al., 2023), creates a moral wiggle room that is exploited to under-
take selfish behavior. Belief manipulation has been identified as a source of 
self-serving behavior (e.g., Bicchieri et al., 2023; Hasley and Weber, 2010). 
Our experiment belongs to this strand of literature, as it aims to test whether 
fake news about the consequences of a choice on the welfare of another indi-
vidual influence belief formation and decision-making towards selfish rather 
than prosocial options. Specifically, we examine if fake news induces biased 
beliefs, particularly when the misinformation aligns with self-interested choic-
es, thereby promoting motivated beliefs. 

We build on the experimental setting of Exley (2016) and Garcia et al. 
(2020) to detect the strategic use of uncertainty to take more selfish choices. 
Four scenarios are implemented using multiple-choice lists, where subjects 
choose between a safe option and a risky option. These four scenarios differ in 
whether the beneficiary of the safe option and the risky option is the same sub-
ject making the choice or another recipient, such as another individual in the 
experiment or a charity. We add to this setting a signal on the payoff—either 
positive or null—that the lottery would determine. This signal could be in-
formative to different degrees. Similarly to Poinas et al. (2012), subjects re-
ceive a true but imperfect signal on the urn composition, and the informative-
ness of the signal is exogenously manipulated. Subjects are told that one of 
two urns is randomly selected (each with a probability of 0.5) for each price 
list to determine the result of the lotteries. The white urn is composed of 1000 
white balls, while the black urn contains 999 white balls and 1 black ball. The 
lotteries in a price list pay the positive outcome if the white urn is associated 
with that price list. The computer inspects the urn, checking the color of n 
balls with replacement, and provides a signal regarding the presence of the 
black ball. Depending on n, the signal on the absence of the black ball varies. 

We suggest defining fake news as partial information that could be mis-
leading, akin to political propaganda or selective economic reporting. This 
strategic use of low-informative signals mirrors how misinformation skews 
beliefs in real-world contexts. Experimental data show that self-serving behav-
ior is present and is increased by the informative signal. 

In Section II, we present the experimental design and research questions in 
detail. Section III provides the results, and Section IV concludes with direc-
tions for future research. 
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I. Experimental design and research questions  

In this experimental analysis, we build upon the design of Exley (2016) to 
elicit excuse-driven responses to risk, which was then replicated by Garcia et 
al. (2020) and extended to ambiguity. To test whether uncertainty is used as an 
excuse not to give, participants make choices in four different scenarios. 
These scenarios are implemented through multiple price lists where subjects 
choose between a safe option and a risky option. We emphasize how low-
informative signals in our experimental setup mirror real-world fake news 
scenarios, such as ambiguous or selective news items that skew public percep-
tion. For instance, the low-informative signal in our study is analogous to par-
tial news reports that selectively present facts to influence audience beliefs. 
This is the conceptual connection between laboratory conditions and real-
world misinformation. 

As illustrated in Figure 1, the four scenarios differ in terms of who benefits 
from the safe option and the risky option: 

Scenario 1: The beneficiary of both the safe and risky options is the same 
subject making the choice. 

Scenario 2: The beneficiary of both options is another subject for whom the 
decision-maker is choosing. 

Scenario 3: The decision-maker is the beneficiary of the risky option, while 
another subject benefits from the safe option. 

Scenario 4: The decision-maker benefits from the safe option, while anoth-
er subject benefits from the risky option. 

For each scenario, it is provided a price list with 21 choices, and choice 
number 10 is the one used as an example in Figure 1. 
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Figure 1- The four scenarios 

 

In each scenario, participants face a price list with 21 choices, varying in 
the value of the safe amounts and positive lottery outcomes depending on the 
scenario. The detailed technical descriptions of urn compositions, sampling 
procedures, and calibration tasks have been moved to the Appendix. 

The novel aspect of our design involves the introduction of a signal about 
the realization of the lotteries, that is whether the lotteries in the price list yield 
the positive or null payoff. The signal, which can be more or less informative, 
is derived from observing a number of draws (n) from an urn. The draws can 
be relative to one of two urns—the black urn (associated to the null payoff) 
and the white urn (associated with the positive payoff). The urns are associat-
ed with equal probability (P(W)=P(B)=.5) to the price list. The white urn con-
tains 1000 white balls, while the black urn contains 999 white balls and 1 
black ball. The signal consists in observing n random draw with replacement 
from the urn actually assigned to the price list, allowing subjects to form a 
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posterior belief based on Bayes’ rule regarding the likelihood of the urn being 
white. For example, if n = 1 and a white ball is observed, the signal is only 
weakly informative, suggesting the urn is slightly more likely to be white 1. 
However, as n increases, the informativeness of the signal also increases. If a 
black ball is observed, the urn is conclusively determined to be the black urn. 

The effect of the signal is assessed with a within-subject design. After a 
calibration task, participants are presented with each of the 4 scenarios, each 
one with no signal, a low informative signal (n=1,2,3) or a high informative 
signal (n=551,552,553). Overall participants are presented with 12 price lists. 
In particular, the signal consists of the following statement: “n balls have been 
randomly drawn, and no black ball has been found”. 

The 12 price list are presented in random order, and the order varies ran-
domly between subjects. Our main hypotheses are: 

1. Excuse-driven behavior under risk-for-self: We expect stronger excuse-
driven behavior under risk-for-self when subjects are the beneficiaries of the risky 
option. Specifically, subjects are expected to be less risk-averse when the safe 
amount is assigned to another participant (Scenario 3) compared to themselves 
(Scenario 1). This hypothesis aims to replicate the findings of Garcia et al. (2020) 
and Exley (2016).  

2. Excuse-driven behavior under risk-for-other: We expect weak evidence of 
excuse-driven behavior when the beneficiary is another subject. In Scenario 4, 
where the safe amount benefits the decision-maker and the risky option benefits 
another subject, subjects are expected to switch to the safe option earlier. This hy-
pothesis also aims to replicate the findings of Garcia et al. (2020) and Exley 
(2016). 

The novelty of our design concerns the introduction of the signal, what 
should reduce the uncertainty of the choice. Still, the imperfection of the sig-
nal, in particular, the low informative signal, could reinforce excuse driven 
behavior. Indeed, the low informative signal informing the subject that 1 (2 or 
3) ball(s) have been drawn and there is not the black ball could foster the be-
lief that the urn is the white one. Figure 2 present an example of the low in-
formative signal (2a) and highly informative signal (2b).  
 
 

1 If for example the subjects observe n=1 and the random drawn is a white ball, the posteri-
or probability that the urn is white P(W│n=1 white ball) is almost identical to the prior P(W): 
indeed, the signal is very weekly informative: 

Pn=1 white ball=PW*PWPW*PW+PB*PB=0.5002513 
where P(n=1 white ball│W)=1 and P(n=1 white ball│B)=0.999.  
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Figure 2 - The signal 

 
2a- The low informative signal 
 

 
2b- The highly informative signal 

The hypothesis that we want to test regarding the low informative signal 
are the following: 

3. Impact of low-informative signals: We aim to test whether weakly in forma-
tive signals affect decision-making in a self-serving manner, by fostering an over-
estimation of the likelihood of favorable outcomes. This effect is akin to the stra-
tegic use of ambiguous information in real-world fake news to reinforce self-
serving narratives. Comparing risk taking for self (Scenario 1) without signal and 
with low informative signal, we expect to observe greater risk taking when the low 
informative signal of a white ball drawn is given.  

Evidence of greater risk taking for self with the low informative signal 
would imply that subjects overestimate this signal respect to the Bayesian up-
dating benchmark when the payoff consequences of the choice is for them-
selves, what means that there is no excuse driven motivation in such overesti-
mation. However, our main interest is whether the low informative signal is 
used in a self-serving manner: 

4. Excuse-driven behavior under low-informative signals: we expect that the 
low informative signal increases excuse driven behavior under risk for self. In this 
case the low informative signal reinforces this excuse driven behavior as it leads to 
overweight the probability of the positive outcome realization in a self-serving 
manner. 

On the other hand,  
5. We do not expect to observe a reinforcement effect of excuse-driven behav-

ior (if any) when trading off payoffs for self and the recipient when the lottery 
benefits the recipient. Specifically, low-informative signals are not expected to in-
crease excuse-driven behavior when the benefit is primarily for another individual, 
as opposed to oneself.  

Hence, beyond replicating previous evidence (hypotheses 1 and 2) we aim 
to test whether weakly informative signals affect choices (hypothesis 3), and, 
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if so, whether they affect choices in a self-serving manner, that is trusting 
questionable aligned evidence (hypotheses 4 and 5). 

In relation to fake news, the low-informative signals in our experimental 
design simulate the impact of partial or misleading information, similar to how 
selective news items can manipulate public beliefs. By providing subjects with 
weakly informative signals, we assess whether they use these signals to justify 
self-serving decisions, thereby demonstrating the influence of fake news in 
shaping behavior. 

More precisely, depending on n, the signal on the information on the ab-
sence of the black ball is more or less informative. While we do not directly 
measure beliefs, we evaluate the impact of this information on subjects’ 
choices 2. Information structures have many features that may be used to dis-
tort beliefs. For example, Enke and Zimmermann (2019) show that a typical 
features of information structures of news media such as correlation between 
information determine distorted beliefs as subjects tend to neglect correlations 
between signals even in the simple environment of the lab. Another features of 
the information structures that could distort beliefs is the presentation to the 
public of true but partial information. If a partial information, i.e. a weakly in-
formative piece of information as in n=1,2,3, is able to change behaviors these 
partial information can be used to create fake news. We decide to study then 
the impact of weakly informative information given the recent evidence that 
weakly informative signals change beliefs (Augenblick et al., 2021).  

Finally, at the beginning of the experiment every subject is paired with an-
other participant, and each participant of the pair has either a probability of 
90% or 10% to be the dictator in a dictator game 3, and other group member 
has complementary probability. According to previous evidence of fairness in 
behavior with uncertainty in roles (e.g., Mesa-Vázquez, E., Rodriguez-Lara, 
2021), we expect (research question 6) greater excuse driven behavior when 
the probability of being a dictator is 90% than when is 10%. 

The experiment was conducted in September 2023 at the CESARE Lab at 
LUISS University. The sessions were programmed in z-Tree (Fischbacher, 
2007); and participants were recruited using ORSEE (Greiner, 2015). A total 
 
 

2 As our main focus is on the use of weakly informative signals (“fake news”) in a self-
deceptive mechanism, the explicit reference to belief formation process may weaken this effect 
as it could be run unconsciously. 

3 The dictator game is a paradigmatic lab experiment in which a player (the “dictator”) is 
given a sum of money to allocate between herself and a second player (the “recipient”). The 
recipient has no saying and receives the money allocated to her by the dictator. 
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of 90 subjects were recruited, with 72 completing the experiment 4. They re-
ceived a show-up fee of 5 euros, along with additional payments based on the 
outcomes of two randomly selected price lists. 

II. Results  

In this section, we present the results of the experimental analysis. We 
begin by analyzing the behavior of participants with a 90% probability of be-
ing assigned the role of dictator, followed by those with a 10% probability. 

Behavior with 90% Probability of Being Dictator: Table 1 presents the av-
erage number of “Option A” choices (risky choices) made in Scenarios 1 and 
3 by participants with a 90% probability of being the dictator. The observed 
difference of -6.33 between the number of risky choices in Scenario 1 and 
Scenario 3 replicates previous evidence of excuse-driven behavior under risk-
for-self (Hypothesis 1). Moreover, the excuse-driven behavior under risk-for-
self significantly increases when subjects receive a low-informative signal, as 
evidenced by the difference of -10.11 (Hypothesis 3). This indicates that the 
presence of a weak signal encourages participants to make more self-serving 
decisions by fostering overconfidence in the lottery outcome, similar to how 
fake news can manipulate beliefs. 

Table 1 

Feedback Scenario 1 Scenario 3  
No  10.33 (0.44)  16.66 (1.49)  -6.33 
Low  8.22 (1.01)  18.33 (0.86) -10.11 
This table present the average number of “Option A”, i.e., risky choices, in Scenario 1 
and 3 by players with 90% probability of being the dictator. 

Behavior with 10% Probability of Being Dictator: Table 2 shows the aver-
age number of “Option A” choices made in Scenarios 1 and 3 by participants 
with a 10% probability of being the dictator. Similar to the findings for partic-
ipants with a 90% probability, there is evidence of excuse-driven behavior un-
der risk-for-self; however, the effect is less pronounced, as indicated by the 
 
 

4 12 subjects from the first session of 24 subjects dropped from experiment due to technical 
problems with the software, and their data are not considered in the analysis. 
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difference of -1.29 (Hypothesis 6). This aligns with our expectations that low-
er certainty in the role reduces the justification for self-serving behavior. 

Table 2 

Feedback Scenario 1 Scenario 3  
No  11.42 (1.79)  12.71 (2.62)  -1.29 
Low  11.71 (2.89) 14.7 (2.38) -2.99 
This table present the average number of “Option A”, i.e., risky choices, in Scenario 1 
and 3 by players with 10% probability of being the dictator 

Excuse-Driven Behavior under Risk-for-Others: For participants with a 
90% probability of being the dictator, Table 3 shows weak evidence of ex-
cuse-driven behavior under risk-for-others, which slightly increases with the 
low-informative signal. The low-informative feedback leads to an increase in 
choosing the risky option for other players, with a more pronounced effect in 
Scenario 2 compared to Scenario 4. This supports Hypothesis 4, indicating 
that low-informative signals can reinforce motivated beliefs in situations 
where decision-makers act on behalf of others. 

Table 3 

Feedback Scenario 2 Scenario 4  
No  8.33 (1.09)  5.88 (1.41) 2.45 
Low 10.22 (1.89)  6.77 (2.19) 3.45 
This table present the average number of “Option A”, i.e., risky choices, in Scenario 2 
and 4 by players with 90% probability of being the dictator 

Excuse-Driven Behavior with Low Probability: Table 4 presents data for 
participants with a 10% probability of being the dictator. There is stronger ev-
idence of excuse-driven behavior under risk-for-others without feedback; 
however, this behavior does not emerge with low-informative feedback. This 
difference may be attributed to the randomness in decision-making by partici-
pants with a lower likelihood of becoming the dictator, reducing the robust-
ness of the results when weak signals are presented. Future research should 
seek to validate these findings with larger samples to assess the stability of ex-
cuse-driven behavior under varying probabilities. 
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Table 4 

Feedback Scenario 2 Scenario 4  
No  12.42 (1.52) 6.85 (1.95) 5.57 
Low  7 (2.7) 7 (1.51) 0 
This table present the average number of “Option A”, i.e., risky choices, in Scenario 2 
and 4 by players with 10% probability of being the dictator 

The results presented in this section provide strong support for the hypotheses 
outlined in Section II. Specifically, we replicate previous findings of excuse-
driven behavior under risk-for-self (Hypotheses 1 and 2), while extending our un-
derstanding to show that low-informative signals, akin to fake news, have a sub-
stantial effect in promoting motivated beliefs (Hypotheses 3 and 4). Furthermore, 
the role certainty (90% vs. 10% probability of being the dictator) significantly in-
fluences the magnitude of excuse-driven behavior (Hypothesis 6). These findings 
contribute to our understanding of how partial or misleading information, like 
fake news, can strategically shape belief formation and decision-making. 

Conclusions and directions for future research  

The experimental design presented aims to explore the role of weakly in-
formative signals, which approximate fake news, in forming beliefs and af-
fecting pro-social choices. Specifically, we aimed to shed light on the possible 
reinforcement of excuse-driven behavior documented in previous literature 
(Exley, 2016; Garcia et al., 2020). The data analysis shows that the low in-
formative signal indeed reinforces excuse-driven behavior, particularly under 
risk-for-self and for players with a high probability of being the actual dicta-
tors. Several limitations of the present experimental design emerged from the 
data analysis. First, only one-third of the data collected does not exhibit multi-
ple switches in the price list. Additionally, a few subjects continued to choose 
the lottery even when the black ball had been randomly drawn from the urn. 
These two elements suggest that some subjects may not have fully understood 
the rules of the experiment and its incentives. Although the design and instruc-
tions closely resemble the settings of Exley (2016) and Garcia et al. (2020), 
several modifications introduced in our study might have rendered the exper-
iment more complex, including the feedback structure and the introduction of 
role uncertainty for being the dictator, as the donation does not go to a charity. 
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Despite these limitations, the study contributes valuable insights into the 
strategic use of weakly informative signals and their impact on self-serving be-
havior. It highlights the parallels between controlled laboratory settings and re-
al-world scenarios where misinformation influences decision-making. Future 
research should focus on refining the experimental setup to address the identi-
fied limitations. Potential avenues for improvement include using a charity as 
the recipient, providing more illustrative screens of the price lists in the instruc-
tions, and incentivizing correct answers to control questions. Additionally, pre-
senting examples in the instructions based on a single switch or imposing a sin-
gle-switch condition could enhance comprehension and reduce noise in the data. 

Further research in this area could help provide stronger evidence on the 
influence of weakly informative signals on motivated beliefs. Such studies 
could deepen our understanding of how partial or ambiguous information, 
akin to fake news, can manipulate behavior, with broader implications for pol-
icy interventions aimed at combating misinformation. 
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Appendix  

The structure of the price lists, i.e., the value of the sure amounts and the 
positive payoff in the lottery depend on the scenario. Sure amount for self 
ranges from 0 to 10 euros, with 0.5 cents increments, while the for other it 
ranges from 0 to an amount X euros, increments 1/X. The lottery has a null 
and a positive outcome with same p, and the positive outcome for self is 10 
euros, while for other it is X euros. The amount X is determined in the first 
phase of the experiment preceding the choices in the price lists in the four dif-
ferent scenarios. In these initial phase all subjects engage in a so called cali-
bration task to determine their individual value of X, that is the donation-
equivalent to payoff for self: the subjects fill in a price list with 16 choices, 
where each choice consists in a assigning a safe amount to oneself or to anoth-
er subject; the amount assigned to self is always 10 euros, while the amount 
assigned to the other subject is increasing in the price list, ranging from 2 eu-
ros to 30 euros by 2 euros increments. This calibration task ensures that partic-
ipants are indifferent between the non-zero payoffs in the lotteries for self and 
in the lotteries for the other. Otherwise, different responses to risk in lotteries 
for self and lotteries for others may have resulted from participants valuing 
money for themselves and the other differently. See Figures 1A, 2A, 3A, 4A 
and 5A for an example from the software of the calibration task and the con-
sequent 4 price lists for the four scenarios. The subject should start choosing 
10 euros for self in the first choice, where the sure amount for the other is 0, 
and then switch at some point. The value of X is the amount assigned to the 
other in the choice where the switch occurs. It is possible that the choice is 
censored, i.e., the subjects always choose 10 for himself; in this case the value 
of X is 30. 
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Figure 1A – calibration task 

This figure illustrates the calibration task. This is a screenshot from the 
software showing the case in which X=18. 

 

Figure 2A – scenario 1 

This figure illustrates price list of Scenario 1. This is a screenshot from the 
software and this price list holds for each value of X.  
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Figure 3A – scenario 2 

This figure illustrates price list of Scenario 2. This is a screenshot from the 
software and this price list holds for a value of X equal to 18, as exemplified 
in Figure 1A. For different values of X, the positive payoff in Option A and 
the sure amounts would have been different as explained in the design section. 

 

Figure 4A – scenario 3 

This figure illustrates price list of Scenario 3. This is a screenshot from the 
software and this price list holds for a value of X equal to 18, as exemplified 
in Figure 1A. For different values of X, the sure amounts would have been dif-
ferent as explained in the design section. 
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Figure 5A – scenario 4 

This figure illustrates price list of Scenario 4. This is a screenshot from the 
software and this price list holds for a value of X equal to 18, as exemplified 
in Figure 1A. For different values of X, the positive payoff in Option A would 
have been different as explained in the design section. 
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tween accuracy and the willingness to share news. An original aspect of our research is the use 
of a particular version of the trust game, a methodology developed in the environment of behav-
ioral economics. With this methodology, we aim to better verify the actual dispositions of the 
subject to share and accept news on social networks. In the discussion of the experiment (sec-
tion 6), results suggest that accuracy (ability to distinguish true from false news) is not the only 
factor in sharing but is flanked by factors linked to the affirmation of one’s identity. Besides, data 
on sharing suggest that people tend to mitigate polarization by favoring inclusiveness and less 
polarized news. 
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Introduction 

The study of fake news fully emerged as a specific research area around 
2016, following the particular use of digital platforms in the Brexit and US 
presidential election campaigns, gathering contributions from scholars from 
different disciplinary fields, such as psychology, various areas of philosophy, 
political and social sciences and computer science. Within this area, the so-
called ‘cognitive science of fake news’, emerged as the study of the reasoning 
and behavior of news acceptance and dissemination by individuals exposed to 
misinformation in various ways (Levy and Ross 2021). These kinds of re-
search typically consider fake news in a broad sense, including news fabricat-
ed with the intent to deceive, inaccurate information that circulates without 
any intention to mislead, or news indifferent to the truth, such as bullshit. Alt-
hough we are aware of the methodological differences between experimental 
approaches in behavioral economy, social sciences and psychology, in this pa-
per, we will use the term ‘cognitive science of fake news’, to refer to research 
grounded on experimental and quantitative studies.  

The considerable amount of empirical and experimental work on misin-
formation imposes itself overwhelmingly on philosophical work that is not on-
ly theoretical or conceptual: political philosophers, philosophers of language 
and epistemologists – especially those working in the field of social episte-
mology – are compelled to confront empirical evidence. One way of doing 
this is by working with scholars from other disciplines, such as statisticians 
and social scientists. The purpose of this paper is twofold: on the one hand, it 
intends to present a contribution to research on why people believe in fake 
news and spread it; on the other hand, to indicate some of the methodological 
and epistemological aspects that emerged in the course of work conducted by 
an interdisciplinary team. 

II. The cognitive science of fake news 

We will begin by briefly recalling the two main explanatory hypotheses 
concerning the acceptance and spread of fake news. The first, sometimes 
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called the bounded rationality approach, or “cognitive account”, builds on a 
pre-existing strand of research that investigated conspiracy theories, self-
deception, and the acceptance of pseudoscientific theories, especially in the 
medical field. A large part of this research, inspired by the Heuristics and Bi-
ases approach (Tversky and Kahneman 1974), was focused on investigating 
the cognitive distortions that make us inclined to adopt epistemically suspect 
beliefs and behave accordingly. Within this theoretical framework, the ac-
ceptance and transmission of false or inadequate information would depend on 
‘cognitive vices’ such as the incapacity to distinguish truthful from untruthful 
news, or on reasoning guided by the fast, intuitive, automatic, and emotional 
cognitive mechanisms that make up system 1 (Stanovich and West 2000, 
Kahneman 2003), as distinct from slow, deliberative, analytical, rational, and 
logical thinking (system 2). According to this approach, therefore, falling prey 
to misinformation depends on ignorance, and consequent insufficient ability to 
distinguish truthful from untruthful information, or on inferential capacities 
limited by contingencies, such as distraction, and poor analytical skills.  

The second explanatory hypothesis, which has been established since the 
2000s in the field of political polarization and motivated reasoning research, is 
expressive rationality. It grounds on the thesis that, motivated to safeguard 
and uphold beliefs that are crucial to their identities, individuals tend to accept 
information that aligns with their ideology while rejecting information that 
does not (see Van Bavel and Pereira 2018). Particularly influential on this is-
sue was an article by Kahan (2013) strongly critical of the thesis that motivat-
ed reasoning – understood as “the tendency of people to conform assessments 
of information to some goal or end extrinsic to accuracy”- is linked to errors in 
reasoning. The work presented experimental evidence suggesting that moti-
vated reasoning (particularly that of conservatives, who constituted the study 
population) does not arise from reasoning shortcuts like heuristics. On the 
contrary, it was more frequent in subjects who scored higher on tests of ana-
lytical reasoning ability. Based on these findings, Kahan presented his alterna-
tive hypothesis/theory to the strictly cognitivist one: recourse to ‘motivated 
thinking’ activates information processing procedures that do not aim at the 
truth but are nevertheless advantageous for the individuals since maintaining 
such beliefs expresses their loyalty to a group of people with which they have 
positive relations. Saying something false about subjects outside one’s exper-
tise does not generally entail great penalties; on the contrary, dissenting from 
one’s group incurs high costs, affective, moral, and material. Therefore, if mo-
tivated reasoning promotes the interests of those who resort to it, it cannot, for 
Kahan, be considered irrational tout-court: rather, it follows what, according 
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to the author, could be called “expressive rationality”. In support of his hy-
pothesis, Kahan (2013, 2015) presented empirical evidence suggesting that the 
most polarized people scored well on the Cognitive Reflection Test (“CRT”), 
and even scored higher than others on the Ordinary Science Intelligence 
(“OSI”) test, which measures both basic scientific factual knowledge and rea-
soning skills. Kahan’s hypothesis would prove decisive in posing what still 
today is one of the central questions in the theoretical debate on fake news: do 
we believe fake news, and spread it, because we are subject to some ‘defect’ 
in our inferential procedures, or because we are protecting, or affirming, our 
identity? Studies that illustrate the two positions include Bronstein et al. 
(2019), and Pennycook and Rand (2021) in defense of the bounded rationality 
hypothesis, and Osmundsen et al. (2021) in favor of expressive rationality. 

On a very general level, it can be said that much of the research on fake 
news is based on two why-questions:  

(i) Why do people believe fake news to be true?  
(ii) Why do they contribute to its spread?  

Given its relevance in different fields, the problem of the ac-
ceptance/dissemination of fake news has been tackled using a variety of meth-
ods. In a review of 202 articles on fake news on the Internet published be-
tween 2018 and 2021 in 117 journals (mainly from the social sciences, psy-
chology and communication studies), Wu et al. (2022) identify seven research 
methodologies: conceptual approach, case studies, focus group interviews, 
surveys, experiments, secondary data analysis (i.e., use of data that was col-
lected by someone else for some other purpose) and modelling and simula-
tions. 

The methodologies indicated by Wu et al. are not mutually exclusive. Con-
ceptual analysis, along with appropriately collected and analyzed data, can in-
form a theory (or model), which can be subsequently evaluated by experimen-
tation. Alternatively, a survey can be used as a preliminary stage in the build-
ing of a causal model, to be tested with subsequent experiments or surveys. 
The use of experiments and surveys to test causal hypotheses has a well-
established tradition in cognitive psychology and has exhibited an increasing 
trend in sociology, political science, and economics over the last thirty years, 
thanks to the ‘causal revolution’ (Mize and Manago 2022, Pearl 2009) that 
took hold in the social sciences in the first decades of the century. 

Concerning the two prevailing research agendas in the cognitive science of 
fake news (bounded rationality vs. expressive rationality), the comparison is 
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mainly made through experiments aimed at confirming the basic explanatory 
hypothesis (i) and (ii) by refuting rival hypotheses. Schematically, an ideal 
causal experiment consists of the controlled variation of a variable while hold-
ing fixed, through random assignment, all other factors that could be causally 
relevant for the presumed effect. As Mize and Manago point out, these two el-
ements, the manipulation of an independent variable and the random assign-
ment of subjects, are common to causal experiments in all social sciences. 
Taken together, they increase the plausibility that changes in the variable rep-
resenting the presumed effect (the dependent variable) are generated by 
changes in the independent variable rather than by other possible causes 
(2022, p. 102799). From this perspective, however, considering all the factors 
that could be causally relevant to the effect makes the design of experiments 
extremely complex. Tappin, Pennycook and Rand (2020) criticize some cur-
rent uses of experiments in fake news research, stressing that poorly designed 
experiments can undermine the correctness of causal inference. By way of ex-
ample, the two authors criticize two types of experiments (called outcome 
switching and party cues, respectively) that due to their preponderance in the 
literature on politically motivated reasoning (the authors count 51 experiments 
of one or the other type in 40 years of research in psychology) can be called 
paradigmatic. In fake news research, the causal hypothesis submitted to the 
experimental control was, in summary, “Political motivation directly deter-
mines the judgement on the reliability of the news.” However, even when the 
outcome of the experiments confirmed this hypothesis, the evidence provided 
by the experiments was, according to Pennycook and Rand, of little relevance, 
as they merely tested the direct causal relationship between political motiva-
tion and reasoning, but did not satisfy the excludability assumption, according 
to which the treatment – in this case political motivation – is the only causally 
relevant factor. In both types of paradigmatic experiments, it is possible to 
postulate other causal pathways, possibly with additional variables that influ-
ence the outcome and are external to the direct pathway ‘Political Motivation 
→ Reasoning’. Although Pennycook and Rand’s polemical target was the ex-
pressive rationality hypothesis, their methodological remarks have general va-
lidity. Even in its most sophisticated formal versions, causal inference requires 
considerable theoretical commitment in the choice of factors that might, and 
can, influence the phenomenon one wishes to explain, and in the possible 
causal pathways that unite them. In this framework, surveys, such as the one 
presented in this study, are useful because they often bring out statistical rela-
tionships that are worth investigating from a causal perspective. 
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III. Believing vs. Sharing 

Most of the contributions mentioned in the preceding session focus on the 
first question: Why do we believe in fake news? The second question – Why 
do we help spread them? – has recently gained increasing independent inter-
est, particularly concerning information-sharing behavior via social media (see 
Melchior and Oliveira 2024). Many studies (e.g. Acerbi 2019; Bor et al. 2020; 
Altay et al. 2023) show a considerable discrepancy between news that is be-
lieved to be true and news that is shared, stressing that “sharing is not believ-
ing”. The explanation of this discrepancy has implications for the theoretical 
debate referred to in the previous paragraphs, as a major split between believ-
ing fake news to be true and sharing it on social media seems to support the 
expressive rationality approach and assumptions about the motivations for dis-
semination other than purely informative and accuracy-based ones. Pennycook 
and Rand (2021) and Pennycook et al. (2021), present data confirming the ex-
istence of a split between the preference for truthful news and the intention to 
share it. The authors, however, deny that this split is (entirely) due to the fact 
that the intention to share is mainly driven by polarization and/or assertion of 
political affiliation, and argue that it is largely due to distraction: 

 “Finally – and most consistent with the earlier focus on a lack of reflective 
thinking being a source of misjudgments – the inattention-based account argues 
that people have a strong preference to only share accurate content, but that the 
social media context distracts them from this preference. Consistent with this ac-
count, asking participants to rate the accuracy of each headline before deciding 
whether to share it decreased sharing of false headlines by 51% relative to the 
baseline condition [...] – suggesting that inattention to accuracy was responsible 
for roughly half of the misinformation sharing in the experiment.” (Pennycook and 
Rand 2021, 395) 

In contrast, Osmundsen et al. (2021) deny that the evidence in the literature 
and the debate in psychology on online trolling do not support the hypothesis 
that the spread of fake news is mainly related to distraction or ignorance and 
add to the pool of possible individual motivations the so-called disruption the-
ory. The latter is based on the propensity for trolling behavior, seen as “pleas-
ure in misleading and harassing others online, and political cynicism, under-
stood as a generic anti-system or anti-elite attitude” (p. 1002).  

The experimental part of Osmundsen et al.’s work confirms, besides the 
relevance of polarization, some aspects that had already emerged in the exper-
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imental literature, such as the greater occurrence of spreading fake news in 
older age groups, even it was not associated with greater ignorance. The study 
does not explicitly distinguish between conscious dissemination and the 
spread of fake news, although the consideration of trolling and political cyni-
cism predicts dissemination attitudes without belief. A direct investigation of 
conscious dissemination of fake news was done by Chadwick, Vaccari and 
O’Loughlin, who, in their investigation of ‘dysfunctional sharing’ of infor-
mation, identified three possible explanatory variables that could motivate 
conscious dissemination of fake news: i) persuading/informing, ii) debating, 
and iii) entertaining/trolling, a term used for “the clustered motivations to en-
tertain, please, and upset others” (2018, 4264): 

“Trolling is a contested and context-dependent term that captures multiple 
practices, some of which are positive [...]. Nevertheless, let’s think about a contin-
uum of positive to negative online political behaviour. We suggest trolling is com-
paratively negative, and it is all the more important to be clear about this in a so-
called ‘post-truth’ context.” (ibid., 4264). 

In a subsequent qualitative-quantitative study, Ardevol-Abreu, Delponti 
and Rodrıguez-Wanguemert (2020) wanted to expand on the research of 
Chadwick et al. (2018), focusing, among other things, on the motivations for 
consciously spreading fake news. When interviewed in this regard, some peo-
ple invoked freedom of expression, stating that they agreed with discourses 
that they knew to be wrong (and thus showing, according to the authors, that 
they were unable to distinguish between facts and opinions). Others said that 
they spread them with debunking intentions, accompanying them with a criti-
cal commentary, and finally, others, especially in the area of health infor-
mation, claimed that they shared some news that, although not sufficiently 
verified, nevertheless expressed possible assertions, which could change their 
truth value from false to true over time. Regarding the characteristics of the 
conscious spreaders of fake news, the authors examined the information pro-
vided by the subject survey depending on gender, age, education, strength of 
ideological involvement, trust in the government, and concern about the 
COVID-19 epidemic, without finding significant differences between the sub-
group of conscious spreaders of fake news and that of the other respondents. 

The case of people who spread news believing it to be true also has inter-
esting aspects. Which news, among those believed to be true, is most likely to 
be shared, and why? t’Sersteven, Piccillo and Grigoriev (2022) define ‘activist 
behavior’ as a behavior in which the higher perceived veracity of a claim leads 
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to increased reaction likelihood and argue that the dissemination of fake news 
is mainly motivated by this type of attitude. Shephard et al. (2023) present an 
experimental study with Scottish participants on the relationship between 
sharing behavior and content. In a range of topics that fell into seven catego-
ries (Crime, Economy, Education, Europe, Scotland, Health, and Immigra-
tion), health-related news appeared to be the most shared, whereas immigra-
tion was the least shared. Again, the authors leaned towards an explanation of 
sharing based on the ‘activist’ propensity to share useful information: 

“That dichotomy is between users who share fake news because it fits with 
their worldview (i.e., sharing for doctrinal reasons), and ‘best of intentions’ users, 
those individuals who feel the need to share important content that could be useful 
to others in their networks. This is manifested in the high sharing rates for real and 
fake health news, in which both types of users combine to increase sharing rates 
(i.e., doctrinal; I knew I was right about that issue and ‘best of intentions’: my 
network need to know about this). In contrast, the low sharing rates for immigra-
tion might be explained by that content only appealing to users with a specific 
doctrinal interest in such news.” (Shephard et al. 2023, 8) 

The relationships between exposure, truthfulness assessment, and sharing 
appear particularly relevant, not only because they can help settle the theoreti-
cal controversy on the respective role of cognitive weakness or expressive ra-
tionality, but also for a correct assessment of the ‘democratic dysfunctionality’ 
of the transmission of information on social platforms, and the possible reme-
dies to be adopted. While being aware of the damage produced by misinfor-
mation in the political sphere, one should not, as Altay et al. (2023) remind us, 
take it for granted that the attribution of ‘likes’ corresponds to an endorsement 
of the news: “Sharing and liking are not believing. People interact with misin-
formation for a variety of reasons: to socialize, to express skepticism, outrage 
or anger, to signal group membership [...] or simply to have a good laugh” (5). 
Even less should it be assumed without further investigation that the belief 
that certain news is true implies changes in behavior (Altay et al. 2023). One 
side of this debate posits that while fake news may contribute to disinfor-
mation, it does not alter attitudes or voting behavior. This is because individu-
als are inclined to accept false information that aligns with their preexisting 
partisan preferences (see for instance Van Bavel and Pereira 2018). In this re-
gard (Galeotti 2021) focuses on voting behavior. She argues that if the main 
source of fake news is motivated reasoning, and more specifically “that form 
of motivated reasoning induced by ideological beliefs and partisan affilia-
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tions” (64), and if partisan affiliations largely drive the dissemination of in-
formation on social media, political misinformation will reinforce pre-existing 
beliefs in the case of favorable content or be rejected in the case of unfavora-
ble content. Therefore, the diffusion of fake news is unlikely to produce dis-
ruptive changes in electoral behavior. This kind of consideration prompted the 
empirical research we present in the next section. 

IV. A study on sharing 

The project ‘Gathering Opinions on News from the Internet and Social 
Networks’ implemented by scholars from different areas (political philosophy, 
philosophy of science, economics, statistics), is a preliminary study, specific 
to the Italian reality, on the behavior of accepting and sharing news on social 
network platforms. In particular, it intends to explore the ability to recognize 
the truth of the news published on social networks, and the relationship be-
tween accuracy and the willingness to share news, making a comparison with 
specifically social aspects, such as popularity, ties with the community, and 
trust. A further research question is to check whether belief and dissemination 
behaviors are uniform or varied according to the type of news. The study is 
not intended to test a causal hypothesis directly, but rather to bring out any 
statistical correlations to be tested for causality in possible future experiments. 
The project has two main aspects of originality. The first is that the survey, 
conducted on a digital platform, involves the general behavior of Italians: lit-
erature is scarce on this topic since most of the work on the online transmis-
sion of news by Italians concerns specific arguments, such as health infor-
mation and electoral behavior. The second is that our research, as we shall see, 
investigates the sharing behavior of Italians through particular versions of the 
trust game. 

The study consists of a survey administered on the digital platform Prolif-
ic 1 in March 2024 and involved 105 participants of Italian nationality, 59 
males, and 46 females. The participants, paid for their participation, were di-
vided into five age groups (Table 1). 

 
 

1 See www.prolific.com; see also Palan and Schitter (2018). 

http://www.prolific.com/
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Table 1 

 

Participants were asked to specify ethnicity (whites 96%, others 3%, mixed 
1%), and occupation (see Table 2 below). 

Table 2 

 

A second set of questions, which we report below, concerned the use of so-
cial media. 

– Which social networks do you use? You can select one or more options 
(Facebook / X (Twitter) / Instagram / TikTok/ (Other – indicate name(s)) 

– How much time do you spend on social networks? (1 hour or more per 
day / less than 1 hour per day) 
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– Do you use social networks for leisure or work? (Mostly for leisure / 
Mostly for work / Both for leisure and work) 

– Do you use social networks to inform yourself about current news? 
(Yes / No) 

The questions in the third group were about sixteen news stories, true or 
false, on various topics concerning current affairs, politics, economics, and so-
ciety, mostly found on fact-checking sites (AGI, Pagella Politica). Below are 
the titles of the news stories:  

1. Data leave no doubt: too few public servants in Italy. [True] 
2. Iraqi executed by Isis; here’s why he wore a Napoli jersey. [False] 
3. Disabled person gets stuck in City Hall elevator for two hours: fined for 

screaming. [False] 
4. The Padua prosecutor’s office challenges 33 birth certificates of babies with 

two mothers. “They are illegitimate.” [True] 
5. Migrants, Salvini’s iron fist. “Germany pays NGOs to bring them. Don’t 

rule out the use of the navy.” [True] 
6. The statement, “Roma camps do not exist anywhere else in Europe, I don’t 

see why they should exist in Italy.” [False] 
7. Public investment spending in the South: more than halved in ten years. [True] 
8. Soros and MasterCard, apparently in cooperation with UNICHR and EU, 

made a deal to equip immigrants with credit cards to stimulate their consumption 
as they wander around Europe. [False] 

9. Greenhouse gases, ISPRA: emissions down 19% in the 30 years. [True] 
10. Toxic GMO mosquitoes: new weapons of war? [False] 
11. Immigrants in Italy generate 9% of the Gross Domestic Product. [True] 
12. Giorgia Meloni: The tragedy of Acca Larenzia cannot be a pretext for nos-

talgic demonstrations that a modern Right clearly shuns. [False] 
13. Vaccine Dictatorship: the EU Call for Coercion. [False] 
14. The Supreme Court has ruled that the fascist salute in its expression is not 

a crime. [True] 
15. Mandatory doggy bag in restaurants. [True] 
16. Artificial intelligence chatbots are politically aligned. [True] 

For each news item, participants were asked eight dichotomous (yes / no) 
questions: 

(i) [Think True] In your opinion, is this news true or false?  
(ii) [Believe True] Do you think people using your social networks believe 

this news is true? 
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(iii) [Share] Would you share this news on the social networks you usually 
use? 

(iv) [Likes/People] In your opinion, would this news get many “likes” from 
people who use your social networks? 

(v) [Likes/Contacts] Do you think this news would get many “likes” from 
your contacts if you posted it on your social networks? 

Questions(iv) and (v) are designed to see if there is any perceived differ-
ence between one’s friends (v) and the rest of the world (iv). The last three 
questions are based on particular versions of the Trust game:  

(vi) [Trust] In the first game, which we will call “Trust”, we ask, for each 
news item, whether the participant would choose that news item to present 
her/himself to a partner – unknown and randomly assigned – who must decide 
whether to donate money, and how much, to the participant. 

(vii) [Network] The second game, which we will call “Network”, is a varia-
tion of the first one, where, however, the pairings are not random: the player is 
matched with a partner who decides whether to accept him into his or her 
group depending on the news published by the player. After eventual ac-
ceptance, the “Trust” game is played with the people in the group thus formed. 
For each of the 16 news items, participants are asked if they would use it to 
introduce themselves to the group by which they would like to be accepted.  

(viii) [Accept] The third and final game, called “Accept”, is the counterpart 
of the second one: participants are asked, for each news item, whether they 
would agree to include in their group people who post that news item in their 
social profile (and play a “Trust-game” with them). The explicit question is in 
this case, “Would you accept into your group a person who posted this news 
on his or her profile on the social network?” The assumption is that if the per-
son answers in the affirmative, he or she trusts the person who posted the 
news. 

V. Results 

Table 3 below shows the sums of the responses obtained in the Survey to 
the eight questions out of the 16 news items. 
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Table 3 

 

Data processing provided information on three aspects relevant to the orig-
inal questions: the ability to evaluate the truth of the news, sharing behaviors, 
and possible associations between truth-value recognition, sharing, and trust. 
Overall, subjects showed good recognition ability: true news was recognized 
in 65% of cases (almost two out of three) and believed false in 35%; fake 
news was recognized as such in 72% and believed true in 28% of cases. 
Among the true news, those with the highest identification index were: 11 – 
Migrants and GDP (88%), 7 – South Spending (78%), and 5 – Navy vs. NGOs 
(76%). Among the true news, those most frequently found to be false were: 16 
– Doggy Bag (70% errors), 9 – Greenhouse Gas (47%), and 1 – Public Serv-
ants (42%). Among the fake news, those with the highest recognition rates 
(i.e. correctly identified as fake) were: l8 – Soros and MasterCard, 10 – Toxic 
GMO Mosquitoes, and 3 – Fine to Disabled, with correct recognition rates of 
94%, 92%, and 86%, respectively. Conversely, about half of the participants 
mistakenly judged as true news items 12 – Meloni, 2 – Iraqi Executed, and 6 – 
Roma Camps, with error rates of 52%, 50%, and 48%, respectively.  

An interesting aspect emerges when comparing the answers to the ques-
tions “In your opinion, is this news true or false?” and the next one, “Do you 
think people using your social networks believe this news is true?” A compar-
ison of the first two columns of Table 3) shows that in many cases people 
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think that the news is not true but yet others believe it to be so; thus, there 
seems to emerge a tendency to consider themselves more capable than the av-
erage user of their networks in judging the accuracy of the information. 

The survey produced partially unexpected results regarding the relationship 
between accuracy and sharing behavior. The study showed a low propensity to 
share: only 33% of news deemed true and 3% of news deemed false are 
shared. Shared news is true and believed to be true in 82% of cases and false 
but believed to be true in 10% of cases. Accuracy is therefore a relevant fac-
tor: believing the news to be true appears to have a strong influence on its dis-
semination. However, believing a piece of news to be true is not a sufficient 
requirement for sharing (although almost necessary): other factors seem to 
play an important role. The table shows, for each piece of news, how many 
people believe it to be true, the percentages of people who would be willing to 
share it, how many would use it in Trust, how many in Network, and how 
many would be willing to Accept a person sharing it (a proxy for the trust as-
signed to that person). 

Table 4 

 

Table (4) shows some discrepancies between accuracy and acceptance. In 
descending order, the news with an acceptance value as true higher than aver-
age are: 11- Migrants and GDP, 7- South Spending, 5- Navy vs. NGOs, 4- Two 
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Mothers, 15- Doggy Bag, 14- Fascist Salute, 1- Public Servants, 9- Green-
house Gas, 2- Iraqi executed, 12- Meloni, (about 49%). The least believed 
news is 8- Soros and MasterCard. Amongst these, news 7, 9, 11, 4, and 15 al-
so appear, albeit in a different order, among the ten news items one is most 
willing to share; however, this ranking also sees news 10- Toxic GMO Mos-
quitoes, 16- Chatbot, 3- Fine to Disabled, followed by 14- Fascist Salute and 
13- Vaccination Dictatorship. News item 8 appears again to be the least 
agreeable (0%).  

A similar reading of the data referring to the news considered to be false 
shows an even more pronounced mismatch between accuracy and sharing. 
Table 5 below shows, for each piece of news, how many people think it is 
false and the percentages of people who would be willing to share it, how 
many would use it in the Trust, how many in the Network, and how many 
would be willing to Accept a person sharing it. 

Table 5 

 

The most shared news items (i.e., above average) are, in descending order: 
15, 11, 16, 14, 9, 5, 3 and 4. Of these, 4, 5, 9, 11, 14 and 15 are also present in 
the most popular news list among those believed to be true; 8 has value 0. It 
therefore appears that some news items are highly disseminated regardless of 
the accuracy attributed to them: in particular 11, 9, 4 and 15. 
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Let us now examine the relationships between truth, sharing and trust. 
Trust is relevant to the relationship between truth and sharing because discov-
ering that the demand or concession of trust is based on accuracy would favor 
the bounded rationality approach, whereas discovering that trust depends on 
identity aspects would favor the expressive rationality approach. It should be 
noted, however, that in the transition from Trust to Network we see a change 
in the communicational environment: in the former case one knows nothing 
about the partner, and it is important to accredit oneself as a trustworthy per-
son as opposed to a generic partner: this could lead to a certain caution in ex-
pressing controversial opinions. On the contrary, in Network one chooses the 
partners and therefore group identity takes on importance: this could favor 
identity motivations. Consequently, the magnitude of the difference between 
the behaviors exhibited in Trust and Network respectively indicates the respec-
tive weight of accuracy and expressive usefulness. Among those who believed 
the news to be true, the preferred piece of news to be credited in Trust is 9 
(with a slightly higher score than Network), and among those who believed it 
to be false is 15 (with equal scores between Trust and Network).  

The other news items mostly shared by those who believe them to be fake 
are often different from the kind of news posted by those who believe it to be 
true. Specifically, in games Trust and Network, News 4 drops dramatically 
compared to the sharing among those who believe it to be false and increases 
among those who believe it to be true. News 16 increases in Trust and de-
creases in Network among those who believe it to be false and follows the op-
posite trend among those who believe it to be true. 

A further remark is that people seem to favor sharing news they believe to 
be true, with a particular preference for news of a social, economic and envi-
ronmental nature, often supported by quantitative data. For instance, see the 
difference between news 5 (Migrants and Germany) and 9 (Greenhouse Gas): 
5 has a higher attributed truthfulness (76%) than 9 (53%), but a much lower 
willingness to be shared in Share/Trust/Network than 9. Here, we eventually 
address the significance of polarization and identity-defined beliefs concern-
ing partner choice.  

In general, if we define ‘polarizing’ as news that expresses a very clearly 
identifiable or extreme political position and is highly divisive, we can classify 
the news as follows: 
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POLARISING NEWS 

News News Topic Polarizing 

1 Public Servants No 
2 Iraqi Executed  Yes 
3 Fine to Disabled  No 
4 Two Mothers No 
5 Migrants and Germany Yes 
6 Roma Camps Yes 
7 South Spending No 
8 Soros and MasterCard  Yes 
9 Greenhouse Gas  No 
10 Toxic GMO Mosquitos No 
11 Migrants and GDP No 
12 Meloni  Yes 
13 Vaccine Dictatorship Yes 
14 Fascist Salute Yes 
15 Doggy Bag No 
16 Chatbots No 

The disaggregated data (Share, Trust, Game and Accept) according to this 
classification are shown in the following tables. 

Table 6 
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Table 7 

 

Table 8 

 

Table 9 

 

According to the above classification of news, Tables 6 – 9 show that the 
percentage of sharing/use in games is reduced to about one-third in the case of 
polarizing news. 

Further confirmation of a cautious attitude towards polarizing news comes 
from Tables 4 and 5. Particularly striking is the data on acceptance, which 
presents an average value of 48.6% in (Table 4 above), showing that almost 
half of the respondents who think the news is true do not accept people who 
present themselves by posting that news. In particular, people who show up by 
posting news item 5 and news item 14 – news items that are very politically 
characterized – receive a very low acceptance rate even from those who be-
lieve these news items to be true.  

If we turn to the game concerning the acceptance in one’s network of peo-
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ple who present themselves by posting fake news, we see that Table (5) above 
shows a ‘tolerant’ attitude: the last column Accept has generally higher values 
than all the others; on average, 12.3% of the participants would accept to be 
part of a network of someone who shares fake news. In particular, tolerance 
emerges for those who present false but ‘inclusive’ news such as 11, 15, 1, 
and 3. In the case of news item 8, a very low percentage believe it to be true, 
no one shares it or uses it in Trust and Network, but 16.7% would still accept a 
person sharing it (this is also the lowest percentage of acceptance). 

These considerations suggest that accuracy (believing a piece of news to be 
true) undoubtedly plays a role but is neither a sufficient nor a necessary condi-
tion for sharing. 

Discussion and Conclusion 

The aim of this work was to explore the ability to recognize the truth of the 
news published on social networks and the relationship between accuracy and 
disposition to share; furthermore, we wanted to investigate whether the shar-
ing behavior was uniform or varied according to the type of news.  

The analysis of data shows a satisfactory ability to distinguish true from 
false news and suggests that accuracy while having a significant weight, is not 
the only factor in sharing, but is flanked by factors linked to the affirmation of 
one’s identity. However, this affirmation does not coincide with a group iden-
tity: on the contrary, the data on sharing suggests that people prefer to mitigate 
polarization by favoring inclusiveness and ‘morally correct’ news (on the en-
vironment, the economy, etc.). The attitude of inclusiveness and tolerance ap-
pears particularly pronounced in the Accept game with the relatively high per-
centage of acceptance in one’s network of people who share fake news. A 
possible explanation for this behavior could be the reluctance of people to pre-
sent themselves as hyper-partisan when interacting on a neutral platform. This 
result would be in line with similar findings in both the fake news literature 
(see Shephard et al. 2023), 2 as well as that of partner choice (see Martin, 
Young and McAuliffe 2019). In the latter perspective, presenting oneself to a 

 
 

2 “This suggests an interesting degree of dissociation in which people are engaging in some 
form of self-censorship in terms of what topics, or items, they would feel comfortable sharing. 
For Immigration news in particular, it suggests that misinformation attacks in relation to this 
topic, may only be successful if it is advertized to, and promoted by, those who already share 
strong doctrinal feelings about it.” (Shephard et al 2023,4). 
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general audience as generous and cooperative could perhaps count for more 
than accuracy and bias. 

From the analysis of the data, some limits concerning methodological as-
pects have emerged which could be considered in further work. Besides some 
methodological aspects such as those concerning the size of the sample, news 
format, news order, pictures and graphics, some other aspects should be fur-
ther investigated. The classification used was not completely satisfactory. For 
instance, there are doubts as to whether news item 4 (two mothers) was polar-
izing or not: on the one hand it can be argued that it is polarizing; on the other 
hand, in this case, polarization would be across the right/left opposition. A 
more detailed classification of sharing motivations would also be needed (see 
e.g. Melchior and Oliveira 2024, who consider 26 categories of news). Finally, 
the binary questions did not allow for the expression of intermediate belief 
values between true and false, an important aspect to distinguish between the 
conscious spreading of falsehoods for recreational or disruptive purposes (en-
tertaining or anti-social behavior) and the spreading of news about which one 
is not certain, but which could be useful (prosocial behavior). These limita-
tions should be considered in a future experimental study. 
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Abstract 
It has often been argued that charitable donations are not a sufficient response to global pov-
erty; individuals need to address structural injustice. Proponents of the Effective Altruism (EA) 
movement have raised two main problems with this focus on structural injustice. In this paper, 
we respond to these concerns. The first problem raised by EA proponents is that focusing on 
structural injustice absolves individuals of any responsibility other than political ones. In re-
sponse, we argue that discharging this duty requires more commitment than EA defenders think, 
and we do so by framing individual responsibility in global structural injustice through the lens of 
Robin Zheng’s Role-Ideal Model (RIM). The second response given by EA proponents is that a 
focus on structural injustice does not provide concrete ways for any given individual to discharge 
such duties. To address this worry, we argue that RIM can be complemented with the Rawlsian 
account of moral maturation. This new framework makes it clear how individuals can form the 
right concept of justice and become responsible citizens who act in accordance with RIM. 
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Introduction 

In recent years, the issue of global poverty has come under increasing scru-
tiny. The world’s affluent populations, who enjoy a significantly higher stand-
ard of living, have been criticized for their inability or unwillingness to make a 
meaningful impact on the lives of the world’s poor. Effective Altruism (EA), a 
movement motivated by Peter Singer’s (2009) positive duty account, aims to 
rectify this situation and has been one of the most prominent movements in 
the space of global justice. However, it has failed to consider affluent persons’ 
negative duties towards the world’s poor, namely the fact that we contribute to 
an unjust distributive structure that benefits us but does not provide the poor 
with basic necessities. 

This paper contributes to the existing literature on this topic in the follow-
ing ways. To begin with, we argue that common-sense philanthropy champi-
oned by the EA movement is not a sufficient response to global poverty. Af-
fluent individuals should also understand and discharge their negative duty not 
to perpetuate structural injustice towards the world’s poor (Pogge 2002). For 
the purpose of our paper, we define structural change broadly as any attempt 
that enduringly changes the distributional profile among a set of actors and 
can be large or small in scale, major or minor in impact. By understanding un-
just structures as transcending formal organizations and as encompassing also 
the informal yet patterned sociocultural landscape, a more comprehensive as-
sessment of distributive justice is possible.  

Next, we address two responses given by defenders of the EA movement. 
The first is that focusing on structural injustice reduces individual responsibil-
ity to solely political actions. In contrast, we argue that fulfilling this duty in-
volves a far greater commitment than EA defenders typically acknowledge. 
We frame this individual responsibility for addressing global structural injus-
tice through Robin Zheng’s Role-Ideal Model (RIM) (2018), which proposes 
that well-off individuals can work toward the ideal version of their social roles 
to effect structural change. With certain modifications, RIM highlights prom-
ising opportunities for motivated individuals to initiate structural change, even 
if they are the sole actors pushing for the change. 

The second response given by EA defenders is that a focus on structural in-
justice does not provide concrete ways for any given individual to discharge 
such. To address this worry, we leverage Rawls’ (1999a) account of moral 
maturation in order to suggest specific practical ways in which these duties 
can be discharged. Drawing on Rawls also allows us to suggest that well-off 
individuals should not only recognize their negative duties towards the 
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world’s poor, but also be motivated to discharge such duties. This motivation 
may come from appropriately oriented social and educational institutions 
which provide the citizens with the right path of moral maturation that would 
involve the recognition of, and motivation to act on, their negative duties to-
wards the world’s poor. This new framework makes it clear how individuals 
can form the right concept of justice and become responsible citizens who de-
velop into their role ideals and act in accordance with RIM. It also addresses a 
core limitation of RIM that the model “does not itself adjudicate between 
competing role-ideals” and thus does not explain how individuals can form the 
right concept of justice (Zheng 2018, 883). Supplementing RIM with an ac-
count of moral maturation helps us see how individuals can decide what to do: 
which roles to take up and how to fulfill this role.  

I. Rethinking Responses to Global Poverty: Beyond Charitable 
Donations 

Typically, philanthropic activities by well-off individuals are met with ap-
preciation rather than doubt or criticism from society. Additionally, such ac-
tivities are accompanied by tax benefits (Madoff 2016, 179-81). But when we 
examine the total distribution of charitable dollars, a pattern emerges that is 
hard to reconcile with redistributive outcomes (Reich 2018, 85). A recent 
study shows that at most one-third of charity is directed to providing for the 
needs of the poor. Among all the charitable giving, moreover, only 5% goes to 
the global poor (ibid., 88-9). 

One of the most influential philosophical arguments for the affluent to do-
nate to the poor globally comes from Peter Singer. Singer anchors our respon-
sibility to the poor in a positive duty, namely that we should prevent the vast 
majority of people from living in such life-threatening poverty without incur-
ring significant costs to ourselves (1972). Singer’s EA movement has success-
fully leveraged the growing momentum of individual contribution to address 
global poverty. Between 2015 and 2021, around $420 million was donated 
each year, growing at 21% per year (Todd 2021). More strikingly, an estimat-
ed $30 billion of future donation was committed to EA causes, with a growth 
rate of about 20% each year (id. 2022). 

Despite its success, EA has encountered a multitude of criticisms, particu-
larly following November 2022 when a major donor to this movement mis-
used billions of client funds (Mack 2022). The effective altruists’ emphasis on 
‘earn-to-give’ accepts capital accumulation as ethically unproblematic if do-
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nated, absent forceful critique of the legitimacy of particular industries or 
money-making means (Conroy 2022). 1 More precisely, those who earn to 
give rely for their ability to give significant amounts of money to effective aid 
organizations on their privileged position within an unjust global economic 
order (Mills 2012, 5).  

This phenomenon can be examined through Thomas Pogge’s framework, 
which argues that affluent individuals contribute to an unjust distributive 
structure that privileges them at the expense of the global poor (2002). 2 Pogge 
outlines two duties for affluent individuals within his normative framework: 
(1) the duty to avoid further contributing to unjust structures, which he pre-
sents as achievable by promoting structural change, and (2) the duty to com-
pensate for harms caused by redistributing unjustly gained benefits. Affluent 
individuals should not think that by making charitable donations they are prac-
ticing praiseworthy beneficence when their wealth is a result of global distri-
butional injustice. The appropriate understanding of philanthropy under these 
circumstances is that it should serve the reparative aims of redressing the 
background wrongs of the unjust structures that produced the unfair distribu-
tion of resources in the first place. If a just global structure were in order, the 
well-off donors would have less income and wealth, and the intended benefi-
ciaries would have more.  

While Pogge (2017) sometimes frames promoting structural change as an 
optional strategy to fulfill the first duty, our approach views promoting struc-
tural change as an essential component of this duty. Specifically, we argue that 
the duty to stop the perpetuation of injustice is inseparable from the active 
commitment to structural reform, as passive non-participation is insufficient to 
meaningfully address the depth of existing injustices. In this paper, we there-
fore focus exclusively on the first duty, but interpret it in a stronger, forward-
looking sense which emphasizes an obligation to disrupt structural injustices 
rather than merely avoiding their reinforcement. 3 Our position goes beyond 
 
 

1 Singer has cautioned against longtermist views (2021). 
2 For our purposes, the unjust distributive structure refers not only to a kind of organiza-

tional structure like codified institutions, but also to norms and common practices. Pogge, in 
one of his latest publications, concurs with this understanding of such an expansive delimita-
tion (2023, 7). As an example of unjust distributive structure, the imposition of trade protec-
tionism is estimated to inflict an approximate annual detriment of $100 billion upon people 
from the poorest countries. Additionally, the outflow of illicit financial resources exacts an 
added annual toll of $25 billion (Pogge 2010, Kar 2011). 

3 Young argues that forward-looking political responsibility matters because it focuses on 
proactive change rather than assigning blame. Traditional, backward-looking models of re-
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Pogge’s by asserting that fulfilling one’s moral obligations in the face of glob-
al injustice requires a proactive stance on systemic reform rather than simply 
avoiding contributions to harm. This interpretation is more comprehensive be-
cause it expands moral responsibility to encompass not just avoiding harm but 
actively pursuing structural justice as a fundamental aspect of fulfilling the 
first duty. It emphasizes the importance of both individual actions and their 
cumulative collective impact, demonstrating that meaningful change requires 
ongoing structural engagement rather than isolated or one-time acts of avoid-
ance of harm. Additionally, it is dynamic in its approach, advocating for sus-
tained efforts to address structural injustices. This includes being adaptable 
and responsive to the evolving nature of these structures, rather than treating 
non-participation as a sufficient or final solution. 

By clarifying our stance in this way, we also aim to distinguish our argu-
ment from prior literature, which has extensively examined the backward-
looking duty of compensation, and instead center our analysis on the necessity 
of pursuing a forward-looking approach to justice. 4 While the second duty of 
compensation is significant, it is more achievable within existing frameworks 
and, in practice, aligns with many effective altruist efforts that focus on allevi-
ating symptoms of injustice rather than its structural sources. 

In contrast with the negative duty account, Singer’s positive duty-based ar-
guments are problematic in two interlinked ways. First, they contribute to the 
common-sense sentiment that donors can decide where their money goes, 
since ‘it is their money, after all.’ GiveWell, part of the EA movement that 
ranks charities’ cost-effectiveness, recommends for donors to “choose the top 
charity (or charities) you prefer” (Givewell n.d.). 5 But Pogge’s negative duty 
account suggests that what individual donors prefer should not matter. The 
wealth possessed by affluent individuals cannot be considered truly theirs 
since the current distribution of property across the world is widely regarded 
as unjust. 6 If I violate your property rights and have a debt to you that you 

 
 

sponsibility (liability models) often emphasize fault and punishment, looking at past actions to 
determine who should compensate or be sanctioned (2004, 378-80). 

4 See Corvino and Pirni (2021) and Yuan (forthcoming) for discussion on the second duty. 
5 Effective Altruism does not afford donors absolute autonomy regarding the allocation 

of their contributions; nonetheless, it enforces fewer constraints compared to Pogge’s nega-
tive duty. 

6 Various social distribution theories, including libertarianism, liberal-egalitarians, Kantian 
conceptions of property rights, suggest the existing pattern of property distribution is signifi-
cantly unjust (Cordelli 2016, 242-4). 
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rightfully deserve, I have a reparative duty to return what I owe you (Cordelli 
2016: 244-6). In such cases, the person who owes the debt has limited or no 
discretion in determining how to fulfill their obligation or who should be the 
recipient of the payment. As Gabriel puts it, “The idea of ‘doing good’ is itself 
problematic because it encourages people to believe that assistance is a matter 
of personal discretion rather than a moral responsibility, making collective ac-
tion less likely” (Gabriel 2017, 468). 7 

Second, EA has unjustifiably neglected issues related to structural change 
that could address the root causes of poverty. 8 People engaged in the EA 
movement have been said to “leave untouched the power structures that create 
and maintain systems of poverty” (Clough 2015). Instead, EA has focused its 
attention on encouraging individuals to direct resources to organizations that 
directly aid people living in poverty. But by “focusing only on how they can 
do the most good within existing political and economic institutions,” effec-
tive altruists have thereby “neglect[ed] the good that could be done by reform-
ing these institutions” (Dietz 2019, 106) and, as a result, are unlikely to “de-
velop an accurate understanding of systemic sources of poverty or to put pres-
sure on their governments to reform political institutions that exacerbate it” 
(Gabriel 2017, 468). Being concerned with shaping individual actions for the 
sake of maximizing ‘the lives one can save’ prevents effective altruists from 
seeing the bigger picture. While rescuing individuals may seem like the most 
effective solution, it can also lead to a short-sighted, piecemeal approach that 
jumps from one crisis to the next without addressing the root causes of the 
problems we face. To bring about significant and lasting progress, we need to 
look beyond individual actions and work towards institutional and structural 
change.  

 
 

7 The language of charity problematically perpetuates moral hierarchy between benefactors 
and beneficiaries, masking how the affluent gain from the unjust distributive structure that is 
harming the global poor while diminishing their agency (Darnton and Kirk 201, 90, Hattori 
2003, 229-47). Psychological research even indicates monetary giving can increase individual-
ism while weakening communal motivations, thus dampening altruistic dispositions (Vohs, 
Mead and Goode 2006, 1154-6). 

8 For an extensive discussion of this objection, see Berkely 2018, Broi 2019, Clough 2015, 
Dietz 2019, Gabriel 2017, Herzog 2016. 
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II. Effective Altruism’s Objections to the Structural Change Ap-
proach 

Structural change is a promising approach for promoting justice and equali-
ty, as it can generate long-lasting benefits and open up opportunities for fur-
ther structural change. 9 But EA defenders’ have two main objections against 
the structural change approach: the first is the undercommitment objection, 
which suggests that concentrating on structural injustice releases individuals 
from non-political duties; the second is the intangibility objection, which pos-
its that such a focus lacks tangible avenues for any given individual to fulfil 
these duties.  

In this section, we expand Zheng’s Role-Ideal Model (RIM) to clarify and 
reinforce the idea that individuals bear responsibility for promoting structural 
change through their social roles, which requires significant commitment. 
While Zheng’s model emphasizes the need for collective action to address 
systemic injustice, we argue that RIM also underscores the role of individual 
responsibility, even when one’s actions may seem isolated or small-scale. Our 
interpretation of RIM emphasizes that each person holds a duty to strive to-
ward the ideal version of their social roles in ways that resist perpetuating in-
justice and promote structural reform. This expanded view not only broadens 
the scope of RIM but also counters EA’s objections to structural approaches, 
by showing that individuals can meaningfully contribute to structural change, 
motivate others, and fulfill their responsibilities, even when large-scale reform 
seems intangible. By linking individual and collective responsibilities within 
RIM, we demonstrate that both modest and widespread efforts are essential for 
advancing justice. 

II.I. The Undercommitment Objection 

Effective altruists argue that directing attention to institutional and struc-
tural injustice is a way “not to worry too much that we might be acting wrong-
ly when we spend significant amounts of money pursuing projects and inter-
ests that we care about, at least so long as we engage in enough political activ-
 
 

9 Many discuss the importance of structural change. See Beck 2020, Berkey 2021, Corvino 
& Pirni 2021, Eckersley 2016, French and Wettstein 2014, Hayward 2017, Goodin & Barry 
2021, Gould 2009, Jenkins 2021, Lu 2011, 2017, 2018, McKeown 2021, Neuhäuser 2014, 
Nussbaum 2009, 2011, Powers & Faden 2019, Reiman 2012, Sangiovanni 2018, Sankaran 
2021, Schwenkenbecher 2021, Young 2009, 2011, Ypi 2017, and Zheng 2018, 2019. 
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ity in support of the necessary institutional change (e.g. voting for the right 
candidates, attending rallies, organizing, and perhaps even contributing some 
money to relevant political efforts)” (Berkey 2018, 168-9). This objection 
from effective altruists, however, significantly underestimates the level of 
commitment needed for individuals to pursue all the political activities. In 
fact, promoting structural change requires even more commitment than dis-
charging political responsibilities alone.  

To address this, Zheng’s RIM, unlike Iris Marion Young’s (2011) well-
known Social Connection Model (SCM), claims that individuals should also 
be held responsible for the actions they carry out in performing their social 
roles, in addition to their political responsibilities that contribute to unjust 
global institutions (Corvino and Pirni 2021, 140). RIM postulates that, since 
any well-off individual is complicit in and benefits from structural injustice, 
individuals are responsible for structural injustice. In particular, they can alle-
viate structural injustice through their social roles. They have a responsibility 
to perform their social roles in a way that does not contribute to the creation or 
maintenance of unjust structures, since “social structures are built up from mi-
cro-level interpersonal interactions which are continually negotiated, enacted, 
and reenacted” (Zheng 2018, 874). This means that individuals must be aware 
of the expectations associated with their roles and actively seek to fulfill them 
in a way that promotes justice. In Zheng’s words, “we are, each of us, individ-
ually responsible for structural injustice through and in virtue of our social 
roles…it is everyone’s job to fight injustice because it is already their job to 
perform their roles well. In other words, it is one’s job not just to be a teacher, 
but to be a good teacher” (ibid., 873-8). 

In this sense, RIM requires significantly stronger commitments on individu-
als than effective altruists suggest, namely, that directing attention to structural 
injustice is an excuse not to divert resources from their personal projects but 
only to engage in enough political activity. Instead, RIM suggests that focusing 
on structural injustice requires a more formidable and all-encompassing com-
mitment of one’s life than the one posited by effective altruists.  

II.II. The Intangibility Objection 

EA defenders rightly observe that many moral and political philosophers 
emphasize the importance of addressing structural injustice but often present 
“moderate accounts of what individuals are obligated to do in response to the 
overwhelming injustice and suffering that continues to plague our world” 
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(Berkey 2018, 171). A key difficulty in defining individual obligations in this 
context lies in the belief that it is nearly impossible to determine how a per-
son’s actions directly contribute to systemic harms. The main contention is 
that tracing how limited actions interact with entrenched structural injustices is 
epistemically challenging, making it difficult to ground specific moral respon-
sibilities and leaving ambiguity about what any individual should do. Howev-
er, we argue that such epistemic uncertainty does not relieve affluent individu-
als of their duty to oppose structural injustice. 

RIM offers an alternative by framing individual responsibility not in terms 
of specific causality or blame but rather as a commitment to fulfilling one’s 
social roles in alignment with justice, even when direct causal links are un-
clear. RIM suggests that individuals, despite the constraints of their roles, still 
bear a responsibility to act in ways that promote justice. This model allows 
multiple individuals to share responsibility for a given instance of structural 
injustice, even if no single individual can be solely attributed as its cause. To 
fulfill these duties, individuals can strive to embody the ideal version of their 
social roles, such as acting as conscious consumers, informed voters, and re-
sponsible employers. As McKeown (2021) notes, “[e]ach role has a set of ex-
pectations about what the person will do in that role and normative beliefs 
about how they should act and be” (9). Thus, RIM responds to the intangibil-
ity objection by addressing a core limitation of Young’s SCM, which has been 
criticized for failing to guide individuals on how to address structural injustice 
(Barry & Macdonald 2016; Hahn 2009; McKeown 2021). 

However, Zheng emphasizes that “structural transformation is made possi-
ble when all individuals throughout the entire system push the boundaries of 
their social roles” and that “pressure must be applied throughout the entire 
system” (2018, 877; emphasis added). This raises a crucial question: What 
happens if no one but me engages in pushing these boundaries? Would my in-
dividual efforts be rendered futile in such a scenario? While it could be argued 
that everyone has a responsibility to challenge their role-boundaries through 
their role-ideal, the practical reality suggests that a significant portion, if not 
the majority, are unlikely to take up this challenge. As such, the prospect of 
any single individual effecting meaningful change remains intangible. 

In light of this, we propose a refinement: even if only a few individuals (or 
even only one individual) were to exert such pressure, this still warrants a claim 
of structural change, albeit on a very modest scale. 10 Building on this modifica-
 
 

10 For a related argument that people should take a stand against structural injustice even if 
it is likely to prove futile, see Goodin & Barry 2021. 
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tion, our interpretation of RIM now emphasizes three interlinked claims. First, 
the fact that others may not fulfill their duties does not lessen my own respon-
sibility to act against structural injustice; each person bears an individual duty 
to avoid perpetuating injustice to the extent they can. Second, this duty to 
promote structural change includes joining and motivating others, as individu-
al actions are where collective effort starts. 11 As such, my responsibility to 
push the boundaries of my role-ideals might also include motivating and in-
spiring others to do so as well. This is the kind of responsibility that I am able 
to discharge on my own, and my effort can have a small but incremental effect 
on structural change. This collective dimension acknowledges that while iso-
lated actions may not create large-scale reform, individuals can inspire broad-
er participation.  

Third, even if one’s efforts result in only modest or small-scale changes, 
this still fulfills an essential moral duty, as any movement toward justice—
even incremental—is meaningful. The overwhelming difficulty to initiate any 
structural change by any individual could also come from the narrow concep-
tion which considers structural change as referring to significant changes to 
long-standing global policies, systems, and institutions that are deeply codified 
and entrenched in our various societies. But broadly defined, structural change 
refers to modifications made to the environment of a set of actors, which leads 
to a lasting impact on the distribution of power and opportunities among them. 
The nature of structural change can vary greatly, ranging from small-scale 
changes in a village to large-scale changes across the world, from social and 
cultural norms to legal regulations and institutional arrangements. 12 People 
mistakenly believe that only large and powerful groups, such as government 
officials, policymakers, and civil society leaders, can affect global structural 
changes. In light of our interdependence within the extensive global economic 
frameworks and the rapid progress of technological innovations that connect 
all of us, there are smaller-scale efforts any individual can do on their own to 
bring about structural change with global impact.  
 
 

11 Following Young, Zheng takes it to be a responsibility to join others in the collective ef-
fort of bringing about change. Zheng expressed this belief in personal correspondence with the 
authors. 

12 Given their respective definitions of structural injustice, Pogge (2023, 7) and Zheng 
(2018, 869-70) would agree structural change can be as small as parents choosing where 
to enroll their children. Zheng provides an example where one parent decides to enroll 
their child into a segregated school to combat racism and segregation because “even a 
handful of middle-class families made it less likely that a school would be neglected” 
(2018, 881). 
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To illustrate, consider a responsible employer who promotes structural 
change by trying her best to treat her employees fairly and transparently. 
While her actions may not overturn the inherent structural power asymme-
tries between employers and employees, she sets a role ideal and influence 
others in her sphere, contributing to gradual shifts in practices and norms. 
Such examples demonstrate that individuals can be held accountable for pro-
moting structural change through their social roles, even if the direct impact 
is limited. This expanded conception of RIM thus allows for both collective 
and individual accountability, emphasizing that individuals have a responsi-
bility to engage in structural reform at any scale, thereby countering EA’s in-
tangibility objection. In the following section, we will present practical ex-
amples of how individuals can engage in structural change efforts within their 
everyday roles. 

III. Moral Maturation and the Role-Ideal: Integrating Rawls 

III.I. The Rawlsian Framework to Develop into Role-Ideals 

Once we recognize RIM to be a useful way to think about individual re-
sponsibility for structural injustice, we need a framework for understanding 
how we can become the kind of citizens who act in accordance with our role-
ideals. We all occupy different social roles in our family, community, and so-
ciety, and we are participants of various institutions, practices, and social or-
ders. These roles have far-reaching global impacts—especially given our in-
terconnectedness through large economic systems and fast-moving technolog-
ical advances. How can people become individuals who feel responsible to 
strive for role ideals in order to promote structural justice on a global level and 
are motivated to act in ways that promote it? 

To provide a framework that addresses this question, we turn to John 
Rawls’s theory of moral development from A Theory of Justice, Part III. 13 
Our reasons for appealing to Rawls’ theory in particular are twofold. First, he 
draws heavily on the scientific-psychological work of Jean Piaget and Law-
rence Kohlberg. Piaget and Kohlberg are credited with introducing the topic of 
moral development into psychology and their account of moral development 

 
 

13 Rawls’s political philosophy largely influenced Pogge’s own work (Pogge studied under 
Rawls and has dedicated some of this work to Rawls’s theory). 
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remains the dominant paradigm in the field 14—even though, of course, it has 
been challenged and complemented by various other models. Second, Rawls’ 
three stages of moral development (as we will shortly see) center on one’s re-
lations to the progressively larger, or more encompassing, community that one 
shares and creates with others. It therefore suits RIM’s focus on acting jointly 
with others and on the roles we play in our communal life—social roles. 
Rawls shows how one can become the sort of person who sees and treats oth-
ers a moral equals. It is this egalitarian nature of his account that appeals to us. 
What Rawls claims in Part III of A Theory of Justice can help us see how the 
right kind of moral psychology can lead people to be motivated to promote 
structural change through their social roles. 15 

Rawls’s conception of justice presented in Theory assumes a conception of 
the person as someone possessing two “moral powers”: (1) the capacity to de-
velop and pursue a conception of the good or happiness, and (2) the capacity 
to acquire a sense of justice. In Part I, Rawls proceeds on the assumption that 
adult citizens in a well-ordered society 16 (WOS) already possess these two 
moral powers. But how do we come to have these powers? Are they some-
thing we are born with or something that we have to learn? Rawls claims that 
these two fundamental characteristics of persons begin as mere capacities 
which have to be developed or realized throughout one’s early life.   

According to what Rawls writes in Part III of Theory, one must go through 
certain stages of moral development if one is to become a good member of a 
WOS and contribute to the inherent stability of the conception of justice that 
 
 

14 As Blum (1994, 185) writes, “[One type of moral development theories] is concerned 
with the adult capacities in which morality can be grounded, their development, and the specif-
ic childhood capacities that are their developmental precursors. Some of the most prominent of 
these theories are of a neo-Kantian nature, such as those of Rawls (1971) and Kohlberg (1981, 
1984).” 

15 No global-level duties to help with the distribution of wealth in Rawls’s major work in 
international justice, The Law of Peoples. According to The Law of Peoples, we have many 
similar, but not exactly the same, principles of duties towards citizens of other countries vs. our 
own country. There, Rawls does not argue for a substantive principle of economic distribution, 
such as the Difference Principle known from his work on domestic justice (Wenar 2004). We 
address this issue in section 3.2. 

16 Rawls defines a well-ordered society as “a society in which (1) everyone accepts and 
knows that the others accept the same principles of justice [as fairness], and (2) the basic social 
institutions generally satisfy and are generally known to satisfy these principles.” (Rawls 
1971/1999a, 4) Not all liberal democratic states qualify as well-ordered, but they can be con-
sidered “decent societies,” which come close to WOS but do not satisfy all standards of Rawls’ 
theory of justice as fairness. (Rawls 1999b) 
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governs the WOS. 17 In what follows, we elaborate on these stages and explain 
how they can contribute to acting in accordance with RIM. 

For Rawls, the morality of authority is the first and most primitive phase of 
moral development, which a child born into a society should undergo. This 
stage is primarily characterized by the child’s following concrete rules or 
commands issued by another person —an older child or an adult—which from 
the child’s perspective are arbitrary and not connected with her own desires. 
In addition, Rawls explains the obedience of the child in the first stage by ap-
pealing to the emotional and affective bond between the child and the adult 
issuing rules or commands. 18 This authoritative person is someone whom the 
child trusts because of this person’s affective and caring attitude toward the 
child (Rawls 1999a, 408). Thus we receive two explanations of obedience in 
this stage: the desire for avoiding punishment and receiving rewards and the 
willingness to follow those whom one trusts and from whom one receives af-
fection. Importantly, a young child in this stage of moral development does 
not possess the notion of justice. Rawls characterizes the child in this phase as 
someone who “cannot comprehend the larger scheme of right and justice with-
in which the rules addressed to him are justified” (Rawls 1999a, 408). Conse-
quently, the child in this phase only possesses the moral characteristics of 
obedience, humility, and fidelity to authority (Rawls 1999a, 405-8).  

Assuming we want to act in accordance with our role-ideals, what can we 
do during the Rawlsian first stage of ideal moral development in order to fos-
 
 

17 Rawls’s theory of moral development is part of a larger project Rawls pursues in Part III 
of Theory—this project is to show that a society regulated by his conception of justice, justice 
as fairness, is inherently stable. For a society to be stable means for it to be in a condition of 
equilibrium and able to return to such an equilibrium if some disruption takes place. According 
to Weithman (2010, 55, 102), unlike the kind of (imposed) stability that Plato or Hobbes were 
concerned with, which relies on heteronomous incentives and a sovereign who enforces obedi-
ence, Rawls is interested in stability that arises inherently from the desires and motivations of 
the citizens—desires and motivations shaped by the institutional setting of a WOS. This stabil-
ity is the kind of stability in which—in Rawls’s own description of a WOS—“inevitable devia-
tions from justice are effectively corrected or held within tolerable bounds by forces within the 
system” (that is, within the citizens themselves) (Rawls 1971/1999a, 401). Among these forc-
es, Rawls adds, “the sense of justice shared by the members of the community has a fundamen-
tal role” (Rawls 1971/1999a, 401; see also Forrester’s (2019, 1-39) discussion on Rawls’s 
analogy of society’s stabilizing abilities to a game). 

18 Blum (1994, 196) characterizes the mechanism of this emotional and affective bond as 
“responsiveness” and emphasizes its importance for the subsequent developmental stages: “re-
sponsiveness in children is one developmental forerunner of the adult moral virtues of compas-
sion, kindness, helpfulness, sympathy, and the like, in that these altruistic virtues as well as 
responsiveness involve altruistic motivation and sentiment toward others.” 
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ter responsibility for promoting structural justice on a global level? Those of 
us whose social roles include ‘parent’ or ‘guardian’ of young children may 
strive to become ideal versions of this social role and guide the development 
of our children in a way that will promote structural justice in a variety of pos-
sible ways. 19 For example, we can tell our children that they already form a 
part of the global community and model globally ethical behaviors for them. 
We can choose to send our children to schools with greater diversity, encom-
passing broader international demographics. Such behaviors may include a 
genuine concern for global justice in the form of conversations about these 
topics or demonstrated donations to effective charities or to charities that have 
a tangible significance to the child. One instance of failing to fulfill one’s role-
ideal as a parent would be to teach children that they should distance them-
selves from children with a different skin color Hoffman (1976, 135). inquires 
about the emergence of children’s genuine empathy for each other once they 
can differentiate between their own sense of self and that of others. He re-
sponds by suggesting that they realize the commonalities they share with oth-
ers are more significant than the disparities. This perception of likeness forms 
the basis for a child’s capacity to empathize with others. Even disparities in 
skin color do not inherently create a divide between children, except in situa-
tions where the child has been taught (for instance by parents) that skin color 
implies varying worth or demands separation. 

The second stage of moral development, which Rawls calls the morality of 
association, consists in the gradual acquisition of skills required for social co-
operation and for choosing among several heteronomous rules which some-
times come into conflict. This stage involves learning to see things from other 
people’s perspectives and conducting oneself with reference to these perspec-
tives, which makes cooperation possible. It also involves navigating social sit-
uations and commitments within a larger group of people. In this stage, the in-
dividual develops and cultivates the desire for forming ties of friendship with 
other members of her associations, and comes to obey the rules of the associa-
tions out of these ties of friendship. Rawls also characterizes this phase as the 
one when the child acquires the skills necessary for (however crude) social 
cooperation and for feeling mutual respect. Acquiring the morality of associa-
 
 

19 Here, an objection could be raised: how can parents who were not raised in accordance 
with Rawls’ model act as ideal versions of the social role as parents? Even if they are not ca-
pable of fulfilling this ideal, they might strive to become the best versions of themselves as 
parents as much as they can. If this progresses in a linear way, every next generation will ap-
proximate their ideal roles as parents more and more. 
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tion thus consists in recognizing that different points of view or perspectives 
exist in the minds of different people. These, in turn, lead people to have dif-
ferent desires, plans, and motives. Morality of association involves moral obe-
dience for the sake of maintaining good social relations and receiving the ap-
proval of others in the association, as well as obeying any democratically ac-
cepted legal norms because they are socially useful (Rawls 1999a, 409-13). 

Looking at the second stage of ideal moral development through the lens of 
RIM, it presents us with an opportunity to expand what we conceive of as our 
immediate social circle and the community in which we are embedded. This 
stage overlaps with late childhood, teenage years, and perhaps even early 
adulthood, and thus with the years during which an individual receives differ-
ent levels of schooling. In order to fulfil one’s ideal social role of ‘student’ in 
a way that fosters responsibility for global injustices, one can actively seek out 
communities outside one’s own country. According to Blum, “[t]o be con-
cerned for a friend, or for a community with which one closely identifies and 
of which one is a member, is to reach out…to what shares a part of one’s own 
self and is implicated in one’s sense of one’s own identity” (1994, 195). This 
can be done by learning about other cultures (at school or on one’s own), by 
forming one’s identity as a global citizen who feels concerned about other 
members of the global community, and by exposing ourselves to people who 
differ from us. As Darwall writes, “it is impossible for individuals in racial-
ized groups to relate to one another as equals and be mutually accountable for 
doing so, unless they encounter one another in daily life—in their neighbor-
hoods and parks and other public spaces. The only way to abolish racial hier-
archy and eliminate ‘badges of slavery’ is to establish relational equality, and 
that will require the abolition of racially segregated spaces” (forthcoming, 
159-60). Hence, an ideal global citizen is someone who is aware that we all 
indirectly interact with many people around the world (through participating 
in economic activities, policy selection, media presence, and culture creation) 
and who engages in these activities in a way that treats these people in a just 
way. Some practical examples include traveling abroad or engaging in interna-
tional virtual communities and expanding one’s social ties to people from oth-
er countries. For instance, a college student in Europe can participate in the 
Erasmus exchange program, during which students live and study in another 
country for a semester or undertake an internship abroad. Other programs that 
promote global citizenship include international service learning trips, where 
students volunteer abroad and reflect on global inequities. Religious and secu-
lar organizations also sponsor international youth exchanges to build cross-
cultural understanding. Virtual platforms, social media networks, and online 
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discussion forums have democratized the process of forming global connec-
tions, enabling individuals to engage in meaningful dialogues with people 
from diverse backgrounds without the confines of geographical borders. These 
digital interfaces provide a medium for sharing experiences, perspectives, and 
concerns, fostering a collective sense of global citizenship transcending physi-
cal limitations. As individuals partake in these transformative experiences, 
they are poised to develop a heightened awareness of the shared challenges 
and aspirations that unite humanity, underscoring the significance of collabo-
rative efforts to address global issues collectively. 

The final stage of Rawls’s account of moral development, the morality of 
principles, is aspirational (regulative or ideal): adults may oscillate between 
the second and third stages for their entire life or approximate the third stage 
as they mature as adult citizens. This stage differs from the previous two: per-
sons in this phase of moral development understand why they ought to act in 
accordance with principles of morality or justice and choose to do so without 
the need of any external coercion or incentives—autonomously. Persons in 
this phase of moral development understand that acting in accordance with 
principles of morality or justice involves acquiring a sense of the self as a 
member of a harmonious community of people who regard one another as 
moral persons (Rawls 1999a, 414-9). 

The final stage of moral development presents an ideal model of how to 
look at others in this world no matter what one’s exact social role (as an em-
ployee, parent, citizen, etc.) is because it involves generalizing moral rules in-
to principles that can apply to every human being in the world, not just to peo-
ple one is directly associated or familiar with. Kohlberg (1981) expresses a 
similar sentiment that a moral principle is a procedure or method called “ideal 
role taking” for making moral decisions. For instance, in ideal role taking, an 
agent figures out the right course of action by envisioning themselves in the 
place of everyone impacted by their potential decision (Blum 1994, 206). One 
of the moral principles we can learn and adopt, therefore, is to care about peo-
ple globally and to help those who are in need regardless of where they live. In 
Moody-Adams’s (2022, 4) terms, we can develop “human regard—a combi-
nation of compassionate concern and robust respect” to other global citi-
zens. 20 As a citizen of a well-off country, one can perform such roles in a va-
riety of ways. To return to the earlier example of the businessman: for those 
 
 

20 Moody-Adams (2022, 4) argues in a similar vein that for progressive social movements 
to happen, comprehending individual moral growth is prerequisite to embedding compassion-
ate concern and robust regard for the disadvantaged within institutions and social practices. 
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who work at multinational corporations with operations in poor countries, 
their role as an ideal businessman ought to include considering if they are per-
forming it in a globally just way, not just maximizing corporate interests. An 
ideal consumer, in turn, will be aware of being part of a global consumer chain 
and will avoid purchasing items made in unjust ways, such as in sweat shops. 
For others, it may involve looking out for the interests of their fellow global 
citizens, not just their compatriots. Ordinarily citizens can do so by caring and 
being knowledgeable about foreign policy, voting for politicians who want to 
address the struggles of the global poor, raising awareness of global issues in 
one’s immediate community, or donating to the right charities. 

III.II. The Justification for Extending the Rawlsian Framework 
onto the Global Scale 

Before concluding this section, we want to address a number of objections 
to utilizing Rawls’s moral-psychological account in the way we do, including 
the worry that Rawls himself did not wish to extend the scope of his frame-
work of moral maturation onto global issues and the worry that his account of 
moral maturation might be inadequate to guide the development of liberal citi-
zens because it is “comprehensive”. We hope to show that even though Rawls 
himself did not believe that global justice requires of us any economic distrib-
utive principles such as the Difference Principle, his account of moral matura-
tion from Part III of A Theory of Justice may arguably provide us with the 
tools needed to build such a framework, and that his account of moral matura-
tion need not be seen as comprehensive in a way that precludes it from being 
used in a liberal society. 

To begin with, Rawls’s account of moral maturation might be seen as an 
inadequate framework to guide the development of liberal citizens because it 
is “comprehensive”, i.e., relies on certain metaphysical and normative com-
mitments that go beyond the scope of the “political” or of what public reason 
is supposed to determine. 21 Though Rawls never suggested this about moral 
maturation explicitly, 22 he did claim in his later work – in Political Liberalism 

 
 

21 Rawls distinguishes a comprehensive doctrines from a non-comprehensive political con-
ception of justice grounded in public reason in “The Idea of Public Reason Revisited” (1997), 
reprinted in Political Liberalism: Expanded Edition (Rawls 2005: 440-90). 

22 Even though in the Introduction to Political Liberalism Rawls claimed that his account of 
stability from Theory III was comprehensive, he did not mention his account of moral matura-
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– that certain elements of his earlier theory of justice from Theory were too 
reliant on Kant’s moral philosophy and hence comprehensive, and he sought 
to remedy this in his later work. 23 Since the account of moral maturation does 
not explicitly appear in this later work, it might seem that it was part of what 
Rawls abandoned due to an unacceptably comprehensive nature. However, in 
what follows we will show that this is not the case by providing two argu-
ments for viewing his account of moral maturation as non-comprehensive. 

First, just because Rawls’s account of moral maturation is Kantian, 24 it 
does not necessarily follow that it is comprehensive. A popular view in the 
Rawlsian literature is that by the time Political Liberalism was written, Rawls 
largely abandoned the Kantian components of his earlier view, as part of his 
attempt to present that view without relying on any particular comprehensive 
doctrine (Dreben 2002, Quong 2013, Rostbøll 2011, Wenar 1995). However, 
there is scholarly disagreement about whether various Kantian components 
were really abandoned and (relatedly) whether the presence of certain Kantian 
elements necessarily entails reliance on a particular comprehensive doctrine 
(Forst 2017, Taylor 2022). The latter is especially relevant to our argument. 
According to Rainer Forst (2017, 143), Political Liberalism “is best read as a 
Kantian view, that is, as one with conceptualizes a noncomprehensive, auton-
omous, moral grounded theory of political and social justice for a pluralistic 
society. It is noncomprehensive in that it neither rests on some metaphysical 
notion of human nature nor seeks to give guidance on questions of the good 
life.” So just because Rawls’s account of moral maturation is Kantian, it does 
not necessarily follow that it is comprehensive (especially since, and we will 
shortly show, Rawls endorsed this account in his later work). One reason for 
the view that Rawls’s mature work can be Kantian without being comprehen-
sive is that this work retains the Kantian notion of reasonability, both in con-
tinuing to describe citizens as “reasonable and rational” (2005, 450, 481, 487) 
 
 

tion in particular. What is more, he endorsed this account later on – in his Justice and Fair-
ness: A Restatement (Rawls 2001, 163). 

23 In “The Idea of Public Reason Revisited” (1997), reprinted in Political Liberalism: Ex-
panded Edition, Rawls writes: “the content of public reason is given by a family of political 
conceptions of justice, and not by a single one. There are many liberalisms and related views, 
and therefore many forms of public reason specified by a family of reasonable political con-
ceptions. Of these, justice as fairness, whatever its merits, is but one” (Rawls 2005, 450). In the 
Introduction to Political Liberalism, he also explicitly admits that Theory mistakenly relied on 
a comprehensive doctrine (Rawls 2005, xv). 

24  For an explanation of why Rawls’s account of moral maturation is Kantian, see 
Lenczewska (forthcoming). 
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and in claiming that a non-comprehensive (freestanding and independently 
grounded) political conception of justice has the power normatively to deter-
mine which of the comprehensive doctrines are reasonable (acceptable), and 
which are not (Forst 2017, 128). This latter notion of reasonability is Kantian 
because, as Forst explains (2017, 128), it follows Kant “in emphasizing that 
both the categorical imperative and the principle of right had to be grounded 
completely independently of any doctrine of value leading to the good life (or 
Glückseligkeit) in order to take priority over them.” And the former notion of 
reasonability (of citizens) is Kantian because it conceives of citizens as re-
quired to justify their reasons for organizing a basic structure in a particular 
way without appealing to their comprehensive doctrines, but on the basis of 
their common practical and public reason (Forst 2017, 129). Rawls’s late work 
is also Kantian in retaining the moral conception of “full autonomy” in rela-
tion to constructing, through practical reason, political norms that no reasona-
ble person could deny. This conception is not ethical in the sense of requiring 
metaphysical or value commitments that go beyond the scope of the political, 
but it is nonetheless moral because it is “connected to the grounds and norma-
tive quality of the political conception” (Forst 2017, 129).  

Since various Kantian elements of Rawls’s framework should not be seen 
as comprehensive just because they are in some ways Kantian, one might 
wonder if this is also the case with Rawls’s (Kantian) account of moral devel-
opment. We believe that this is indeed so. As we have seen in Section 3.1, de-
veloping one’s moral capacities to its fullest by reaching the third and final 
state of moral development means, for Rawls, the ability to see others as rea-
sonable and rational human beings who are free and equal. Crucially, one is 
able to extend this view of persons to all other citizens, not only to those with 
whom one has formed special ties of affection or association; this is what dis-
tinguishes this stage of moral development from the previous one. This ability 
to see others as reasonable and rational human beings who are free and equal, 
we believe, is compatible with the late-Rawlsian freestanding ideal of public 
reason, which encompasses a family of non-comprehensive, political concep-
tions of justice. This is because Rawls writes about these non-comprehensive, 
political conceptions that their “limiting feature (…) is the criterion of reci-
procity, viewed as applied between free and equal citizens, themselves seen as 
reasonable and rational” (Rawls 2005, 450, emphasis added). In so doing, 
Rawls postulates that the kind of people who would be able to exercise public 
reason and participate in the procedure of political constructivism in order to 
determine (non-comprehensive) norms of justice are people who are reasona-
ble and rational – and the very goal of moral maturation is to develop or real-
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ize a person’s two moral power: the capacity for a sense of justice (reasonabil-
ity) and the capacity for forming a conception of the good compatible with a 
sense of justice (rationality) (Lenczewska forthcoming, §2).  

The second reason why Rawls’s account of moral maturation should not be 
viewed as comprehensive is that Rawls himself endorses this account in his 
later, mature work, in which he disavows any comprehensive elements of his 
previous works. Specifically, in Justice as Fairness: A Restatement he writes 
that “essential to the role of the family is the arrangement in a reasonable and 
effective way of the raising and caring for children, ensuring their moral de-
velopment and education into the wider culture”, and appends a footnote that 
refers to “Theory, §§70-76”, i.e., to his account of moral maturation presented 
in Theory (2001, 162-3). In Section §59 of Justice as Fairness, titled “A Rea-
sonable Moral Psychology”, he also explicitly refers to and endorses his ac-
count of moral development from Theory III (2001, 196). By doing so on mul-
tiple occasions, he strongly suggests that his views on moral development of 
the citizens of WOS from his earlier work remain unchanged. And since he 
cares a great deal about the final form of his theory of justice to be political 
and non-comprehensive, he thereby also implies that his earlier account of 
moral maturation should not be seen as part of a comprehensive doctrine. 

We will now move to another objection against using Rawls’s account of 
moral maturation for our purposes in this paper, namely, to the claim that he 
himself does not wish to extend this account onto the global scale, but con-
fines it to matters within particular nation-states. Arguably, extending Rawls’s 
moral psychological account of moral maturation from Theory III onto a glob-
al scale goes against Rawls’s own views regarding global justice from The 
Law of Peoples. After all, Rawls suggested in The Law of Peoples that there 
should be no equal distribution of goods at an international level. However, 
according to Pogge (1994, 195-7), Rawls made a mistake in his attempt to ap-
ply his theory of justice to the international sphere, and this mistake is relevant 
to our response to the above objection. Pogge argues that Rawls’ theory 
should consider social and economic inequalities to be a criterion for global 
justice. Specifically, he could have adopted one of two following strategies: 
extending his two principles of justice to the international level, or starting 
with a “global original position,” whereby parties in this original position 
would not know their nationality (Scraffe 2016, 207). Though Rawls did not 
pursue either strategy, believing that the institutional inequalities that exist at 
the state level are not equivalent to those at the international level, we here 
wish to suggest (with Pogge) that a consistent application of his theory from 
his work on domestic justice would commit him—and Rawlsians more gener-
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ally—to extending the two principles of justice, and his theory of justice as 
fairness at large, to the international level. Ideally, citizens will grow up in a 
world that affirms the idea that we are so connected as one human community 
that we should pre-theoretically care about others even though they are far 
away and differ from us in profound ways. Nothing in Rawls’s moral-
psychological developmental framework precludes extending one’s morality 
of principles onto a global scale. 

Another objection to extending Rawls’ moral maturation account onto the 
global scale would be that citizens of WOS cannot hope to receive the same as 
what they give to the poor—something that Rawls would see as necessary for 
reciprocal, egalitarian relationships. However, given the economically asym-
metrical relationships between the affluent and the poor, we should not expect 
to receive from the poor what we give them. Citizens of well-off countries 
have more to share with those from poor countries, and more global means to 
do so, than is the case the other way around. Once the veil in a global original 
position is lifted, then, citizenship of more affluent nations would generate dif-
ferent (more stringent) global obligations than citizenship of poorer nations. 
Moreover, even if such reciprocal treatment is not received right away, the 
role of an extended Rawlsian global justice would be to gradually instill in 
these citizens an appropriate moral framework—especially once economic in-
justice is ameliorated. The moral treatment of individuals from far-away na-
tions should not be contested simply due to prima facie, or initial, lack of reci-
procity. 

This is even more salient given the current economic, technological, and 
geographical interconnectedness humans face on a global scale. Given the in-
creasingly global life citizens lead, Rawls’s framework applied today would 
require a citizens to care about people who live far away, beyond one’s na-
tional border. In the presence of the right kind of institutional (educational, 
familial, and socio-political) arrangements, one can grow up to see oneself as 
a member of a global, harmonious community of people who regard one an-
other as moral persons. These members of the global community should re-
spect one another’s moral personality by treating others in the way that justice 
requires. Given what we argued for, Rawls’s theory of moral maturation can 
and should be extended onto the global scale. 

Furthermore, Rawls’s account of moral maturation and, more specifically, 
his view on the ideal moral psychology of a developed citizen (who has at-
tained the final stage of moral maturation) is compatible with Zheng’s RIM in 
not guiding individuals as to what exactly they should do to fulfill their role-
ideals and to push the boundary of their roles in the right direction. This is be-
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cause, as we have argued above, the Rawlsian account does not adjudicate be-
tween various (reasonable) comprehensive doctrines, and hence it compatible 
with all of them. In so doing, it does not force individuals into particular role-
ideals or into specific ways of fulfilling these role-ideals based, say, on specif-
ic comprehensive ethical, religious, or metaphysical commitments. This is an 
advantage of Zheng’s framework and of Rawls’s account: the individual pur-
suit of structural justice should be allowed to take on many forms and to stem 
from many motivations, so long as the general commitment to justice is re-
tained – a commitment which is, of course, non-comprehensive in nature. 
While one might wonder whether the kind of role-ideals we have suggested in 
this paper inherently push individuals toward particular actions or whether 
they can accommodate diverse approaches to justice, we believe that the best 
approach is to allow them to do the latter – so long as these approaches are 
compatible with, and fall within, the broad Rawlsian framework (i.e., treat in-
dividuals as free, equal, reasonable, and rational in his sense of these terms). 
Role-ideals understood and defined this way will be able to accommodate the 
sort of pluralism that characterizes our world (although only of the reasonable 
kind). While this framework allows for potential disagreements arising among 
individuals about the best way to ideally fulfill their roles, we believe that in 
most cases there will simply be several ways of ideally fulfilling a particular 
role, not merely a single one. 

We acknowledge that, in our current world, the institutional arrangements 
necessary to foster a robust global community are still developing. In the ab-
sence of a just global order, it may seem unrealistic or implausible to see one-
self already as a member of an ideal global community. However, we believe 
that aspiring toward that ideal remains crucial. One can still strive to regard all 
persons, including globally distant strangers, as moral equals worthy of re-
spect and consideration, even if existing institutions do not always reinforce 
those attitudes. The limitations of present social conditions do not negate the 
ethical claims that all of humanity has upon us. We must let the moral demand 
like that of RIM and the Rawlsian framework of moral maturation shape our 
attitudes and actions as best as possible under non-ideal circumstances.  

Conclusion 

As Rawls reminds us, justice requires that we think beyond our own self-
interest and work toward a world where everyone has an equal opportunity to 
lead a fulfilling and dignified life. In this paper we have argued that common-
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sense philanthropy championed by Effective Altruism is not a sufficient re-
sponse to global poverty and, consequently, that well-off individuals should 
both recognize and be motivated to discharge their negative duty not to further 
contribute to the unjust distributive structure of our world. The Role-Ideal 
Model makes it evident that discharging this duty by promoting structural 
change is not as practically and epistemically difficult as it may seem. Though 
the model places more commitment on individual life other than political re-
sponsibilities, we have also shown how the Rawlsian framework for moral 
maturation can help us become ideal versions of the social roles we already 
occupy and identify with. 

Though the present global order may fall short of the ideal, with concerted 
effort we can progressively reshape our conceptions of the social roles we oc-
cupy and reimagine our institutions from generation to generation, in order 
better to approximate an ideal of shared global community. If each generation 
dedicates itself to this task, slowly but surely social roles and practices will be 
brought into greater alignment with our moral duties to all people. This path 
may not be linear or smooth, but over time our social arrangements can be re-
formed to foster the global perspective necessary for justice. Despite current 
limitations, we must remain hopeful that our ideals as global citizens can 
gradually become the reality through intergenerational commitment to moral 
progress. 
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Strawsonian Responsibility:  
Three Critiques from the Margins 

Michelle Ciurria* 

Abstract 
In a landmark philosophy paper (1963), P.F. Strawson argued that moral responsibility is a mat-
ter of being able to participate in a “moral community” structured by “reactive attitudes” such as 
resentment, gratitude, forgiveness, and hurt feelings. On this framework, many, but not all, peo-
ple are members of the moral community. Exceptions include “the insane,” “young children,” 
and, by extension, other-than-human animals. To be sure, these exceptions capture a com-
monsense way of thinking about responsibility, at least for the average Western, educated, in-
dustrialized, rich, and democratic (WEIRD) citizen. But “commonsese” reflects a particular cul-
tural situation, and for Strawson, this was the situation of a nondisabled, white, cisgender, male, 
tenured philosopher at Oxford University in the 1960s. As marginalized philosophers increasing-
ly migrate into the field of responsibility theory, they are calling into question Strawson’s exemp-
tions and proposing transformative changes. In this paper, I draw on emerging interdisciplinary 
and intercultural critiques to challenge Strawson’s exclusion of (1) neurodivergent disabled peo-
ple, (2) other-than-human-animals, and (3) young children from the moral community. By exten-
sion, these critiques problematize the “capacities criterion,” which states that responsibility is an 
exclusive or canonical property of neurotypical adult humans. The aim of this paper is to correct 
an epistemic injustice in the philosophical literature by elevating marginalized standpoints. 

Summary: Introduction. – I. Neurodivergent Disabilities. – II. Other-than-human Ani-
mals. – III. Young Children. – IV. Ameliorative Responsibility. – Works Cited. 

Introduction 

In 1963, P. F. Strawson published one of the 20th Century’s most influential 
philosophy papers on moral responsibility. This paper initiated a paradigm 
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shift in the way philosophers think about responsibility, redirecting the focus 
from metaphysics to social theory (Holroyd 2022). One of the reasons for the 
enduring popularity of Strawson’s essay is its resonance with prevailing social 
practices. Strawson both explained and justified the attribution (or denial) of 
responsibility in social institutions raging from the prison to the education sys-
tem to the family. Therefore, if Strawson’s framework is flawed, the conse-
quences are far-reaching.  

Strawson’s landmark essay maintains that holding someone morally re-
sponsible involves seeing the person as a proper target of the “reactive atti-
tudes,” such as gratitude, resentment, forgiveness, anger, and hurt feelings. 
While most people are susceptible to these attitudes, there are notable excep-
tions, including individuals with (in Strawson’s words) “compulsions,” “in-
sanity,” “less extreme forms of psychological disorder,” and “young children.” 
Extrapolating from these cases, we can infer that other-than-human animals, 1 
like dogs, cats, and horses, would likewise be exempt from the reactive atti-
tudes. The standard justification for these exemptions is that these three 
groups lack the capacity to participate in interpersonal relationships and there-
by contribute to the “moral community.” As Matthew Talbert explains in the 
Standard Encyclopaedia of Philosophy, 

For Strawson, the most important group of exempt agents includes those who 
are, at least for a time, significantly impaired for normal interpersonal relation-
ships. These agents may be children, or psychologically impaired like the “schizo-
phrenic”; they may exhibit “purely compulsive behaviour”, or their minds may 
have “been systematically perverted” (Talbert 2020, citing Strawson 1963). 

To be sure, Strawson’s exemptions capture a commonsense way of think-
ing about who is and is not responsible, at least for the average Western, edu-
cated, industrialized, rich, and democratic (WEIRD) citizen (Heinrich et al. 
2010). However, commonsense intuitions reflect a particular cultural stand-
point, and those of tenured professors like Strawson are no exception. As Rob-
in Dembroff has observed, the “pretheoretical concepts and terms” that prevail 
in academic philosophy are, in general, those of the “culturally powerful,” not 
“the commonsense of the racialized, poor, queer, transgender, or disabled,” 
which are “considered philosophically irrelevant ‘ideology,’ ‘activism,’ or 
 
 

1 I use the term “other-than-human” rather than “non-human” to emphasize that species 
other than humans should not be defined in relation to humans, but should be understood on 
their own terms.  
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‘delusion’” by comparison (2020: 403). As more diverse philosophers migrate 
into the field of moral responsibility – the historical dominion of privileged, 
able-bodied, white men – they are using their own commonsense to challenge 
the intuitive plausibility of Strawson’s exemptions.  

In this paper, I will draw on recent intercultural and interdisciplinary cri-
tiques of Strawsonian responsibility to challenge Strawson’s three exclusions 
from the moral community: those of (a) non-neurotypical people, (b) young 
children, and (c) other-than-human animals. Implicitly, these exemptions 
share a common foundation in the notion that moral responsibility requires 
capacities uniquely or canonically associated with neurotypical adult humans. 
Therefore, non-neurotypical, non-adult, and non-human beings are exempt 
from the domain of responsibility. Following Stephanie Jenkins, I will call this 
assumption “the capacities criterion” (2024: 378). The capacities criterion de-
fines “animals and people with disabilities (especially…. cognitive disabili-
ties)” as moral patients and dependents, giving rise to “an exclusionary ethic” 
that relies on binary distinctions and hierarchies (383). Strawson’s exclusions 
– which are widely accepted in moral philosophy – hang on this philosophical 
principle, which give us good reason to re-evaluate them jointly, albeit from 
the critical standpoints of those most affected by them. The purpose of this 
critical re-assessment is to enhance “epistemic justice” or fairness in the dis-
tribution of credibility, trust, and respect (Fricker 2011). This, in turn, will fos-
ter a more democratic arena of debate.  

A common theme amongst the emerging critiques of Strawson is that, ra-
ther than emphasizing the strongest points of Strawson’s work – such as his 
reappraisal of interpersonal relationships, which had previously been over-
shadowed by, in his words, the “panicky metaphysics” of analytic philoso-
phers – they address the worst parts of his work: namely, the idealization of 
liberal policies and the corresponding absence of critiques that would explain 
why our responsibility practices are structurally unjust. In other words, these 
critiques share an emphasis on what Charles Mills (2007) referred to as “non-
ideal theory,” a critical approach to asymmetries of power that allows us to 
analyse and address systemic harms. Whereas “ideal theory” searches for 
moral principles under ideal conditions, “non-ideal theory” addresses injustic-
es in the real world by attending to oppressed people’s testimony. This is not 
to say that we can learn nothing from Strawson, but we should not discount 
the epistemic value of critical perspectives.  

One question that Strawson’s critics try to answer is, how can we use moral 
responsibility as a source of resistance to dismantle “the master’s house,” the 
dominant frameworks, methodologies, and ideologies that maintain oppres-
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sion (Lorde 1984)? How can we collectively develop, to use Sally Haslanger’s 
term (2005), an “ameliorative” approach to responsibility – one that leverages 
the constitutive parts of the responsibility system (reactive attitudes, relation-
ships, norms) to alleviate rather than enforce oppression? This paper synthe-
sizes a variety of answers to this question, offering an intersectional analysis. 
Together, these critiques provide multiple challenges to the capacities criteri-
on, paving the way for a more inclusive, intercultural, and relational frame-
work. 

Before proceeding, I should clarify that this is not intended as a compre-
hensive critique of Strawson’s exemptions, much less of the capacities criteri-
on, which has a much broader scope. My aims are more modest: to survey 
some of the most recent critiques of Strawson, bringing attention to an emerg-
ing agreement that the Strawsonian paradigm is not as common-sensical or 
self-evident as some may believe, and showing that the hegemony of this par-
adigm has stifled constructive debate about what oppressed groups can con-
tribute to society.  

I. Neurodivergent Disabilities 

The first set of critiques challenges Strawson’s exclusion of neurodivergent 
people from the moral community. In critical disability theory, neurodiver-
gence is often understood as a form of disability because neurological differ-
ences attract ableist discrimination, making them disabilities on the social 
model (Tremain 2017, 2024). 2 However, not everyone agrees with this classi-
fication. For simplicity, I will restrict my focus to neurodivergent disabilities: 
neurological variations that make one susceptible to ableist discrimination, 
and thus qualify as (socially constructed) disabilities. This term encompasses 
neurological variations that would fall under Strawson’s labels of “insane” and 
“mentally disordered.” Philosophers working in the overlapping fields of criti-
cal disability theory, neurodiversity theory, and Mad studies have raised ob-
jections to Strawson’s exclusion of this category, which I will overview here.  

To begin, Jules Holroyd offers a helpful explanation of why Strawsonian 
“conventionalism” is ill-equipped to accommodate neurodivergent perspec-
tives (2024, 20). (Conventionalists, unlike some revisionists, agree with 
 
 

2 In brief, the social model of disability defines disability as a result of social barriers and 
discrimination, whereas the medical model defines disability as an individual impairment, limi-
tation, or pathology (Oliver 2013). 
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Strawson’s endorsement of the capacities criterion). When Strawson shifted 
the debate from metaphysics to social theory, he proposed that moral respon-
sibility should be understood as “practice-dependent,” meaning that its defini-
tion should depend on the internal practices of a given culture or community 
(2024: 1). Thus, in cultures that practice corporal punishment, sentencing 
someone to death for first-degree murder would be admirable by virtue of the 
culture’s general acceptance of that practice, regardless of what other cultures 
think of the death penalty. In Strawson’s exact words, the practice of respon-
sibility “neither calls for, not permits, an external ‘rational’ justification.”  
Expanding on this proposal, Victoria McGeer (2019) compares being respon-
sible to being fashionable. As Holroyd describes this analogy, 

There are facts, at any particular time or in any particular context, about what 
is fashionable. Something or someone can have the property of being fashionable. 
But these facts, or possession of the property, are wholly determined by the norms 
of fashion and by the practices involved in it. There is no independent, objective 
property that fashion-related practices track (Holroyd 2024, 13).  

What it means to be fashionable, in effect, is decided by “the teams of fash-
ionistas coordinating the Paris fashion week” (Holroyd 2024, 14). David 
Shoemaker echoes this view, affirming that “there simply is no question as to 
[the responsibility system’s] correctness or incorrectness from an external 
standpoint” (2017, 482). This reflects the conventional Strawsonian wisdom 
that the definition of responsibility, and thus its proper extension and imple-
mentation, is essentially a matter of cultural consensus. Cultural insiders de-
termine what it means to be responsible, and the standpoints of outsiders are 
deemed irrelevant. 

Having said this, Strawsonians acknowledge that we can be wrong about 
what it means to be responsible, but whether we’re wrong depends on whether 
our judgements track the cultural consensus. The practice-dependent view 
doesn’t seem to allow that a culture’s responsibility practices could be sys-
tematically erroneous or structurally unjust. On a related note, by discounting 
“external standpoints,” the practice-dependent view seems to restrict social 
change to incremental reform within the system – that is, piecemeal adjust-
ments consistent with the dominant liberal tradition in the Global North. In-
deed, McGeer, R. J. Wallace (1994), Michael McKenna (2012), and other 
“moderates” concur that revisions to the cultural definition of responsibility 
should be, in Manual Vargas’ terms, “conservative” (2004, 230) and “modest-
ly revisionary” (228), not radical or revolutionary. The appeal to incremental 
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change within the existing social order – which Mills describes as a “domina-
tion contract” wherein cultural elites rule over cultural subordinates (2017, 36) 
– aligns with the liberal contractarian tradition that Strawson favoured: one 
denounced by the likes of Mills, Carole Pateman (1988), and Stacy Simplican 
(2016) as structurally racist, sexist, ableist, and altogether counter-
revolutionary. This “liberal reformist” approach (Chapman 2024) clashes with 
the preferred political strategies of critical disability theorists, Indigenous fem-
inists, Marxists, and other revolutionaries who call for nothing short of a 
popular uprising against the ruling classes. As Martin Luther King Jr. said, 
“justice delayed is justice denied”: incremental reform with an unjust system 
merely prolongs injustice and is an injustice in itself. In contrast to the liberal 
contractarian tradition, marginalized cultures tend to endorse a more revolu-
tionary approach – one that aims to disrupt and reconstruct social arrange-
ments. 

Another issue with practice-dependent theories is that, even if they recog-
nise a need for modest and incremental “recalibrations” to the system, to use 
McGeer’s language (2019), they don’t explain how we are supposed to arbi-
trate between conflicting cultural practices. Should we see lakes and streams 
as responsible agents, as Indigenous environmental feminists do, or is this per-
spective too “external,” and therefore irrelevant, to the Western paradigm? 
How should we even approach this dispute? If we defer to the culture consen-
sus of the Imperial West (to which Strawson belonged), then Indigenous femi-
nisms are dismissed as, in Debroff’s terms, mere “ideology,” “activism,” or 
“delusion,” outside of the “space of reasons.” Holroyd argues that Strawsoni-
ans must bridge this epistemic gap by providing “tools for articulating and ad-
dressing… oppressive norms, structures, and institutions” in a culture’s re-
sponsibility system (2024, 20). The proposed revision includes a mandate to 
engage with marginalised cultures and address asymmetries of power between 
different communities and cultural frameworks, fostering epistemic justice 
and constructive friction. 

Since Strawson’s view does not include such a mandate – indeed, it seems to 
license epistemic injustice by discounting external standpoints – it can be seen 
as a form of ideal theory, a liberal contractarian approach that “abstracts away 
from actual injustices, and so lacks the resources to understand, much less ad-
dress or provide remedy for, real world injustices” (Holroyd 2024, 20). Ideal 
theorists, whether intentionally or not, reproduce structural injustices by failing 
to acknowledge their existence. In Mills’ terms, they misrepresent the “social 
ontology” as relatively fair, equitable, and governed by good-faith policymak-
ers, thereby making it impossible to confront structural injustices (2017, xiv). 
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When philosophers discount the “external standpoints” of neurodivergent 
disabled people, they risk reinforcing ableist assumptions and double-binds. 
Holroyd observes that disabled people tend to be reduced to one of two stereo-
types: “supercrips,” who are celebrated for heroically overcoming their im-
pairments, or “sadcrips,” who are pitied for tragically succumbing to them. 
The first stereotype evokes patronizing praise, while the second elicits conde-
scending pity. Either way, disabled people are denied the dignity of being seen 
as complex human beings whose lives cannot be reduced to “flat stories” of 
heroism or misery (Lackey 2024). Modest revisions to the responsibility sys-
tem are insufficient to dismantle these “double-binds,” which Marylin Frye 
(1983) defines as situations in which all available choices lead to oppression. 
Double-binds are a structural feature of the responsibility system, not a bug. 
As such, incremental reform within the system will not eliminate them. A 
more radical paradigm shift – toward a politics of liberation – is needed.  

While Strawson is silent on ableist oppression, he writes extensively about 
neurodivergent disability, which he treats as an impairment and limit on moral 
agency. Accordingly, Shelley Tremain notes that, “in Strawson…, the parame-
ters of the moral domain are delineated and secured through the exclusion of 
disabled people” (2014, 5). Strawson’s stance on neurodivergent disability, in 
fact, replicates the de facto exclusion of disabled people from status-
conferring institutions ranging from the family to the workforce to the educa-
tion system. Disabled people, for instance, are “much less likely to be em-
ployed than those with no disability” (Bureau of Labor Statistic 2020), but 
much more likely to be incarcerated and involuntarily hospitalised (Prison 
Policy Initiative 2022), and thus removed from their communities. Autistic 
people are a representative example, with an estimated 25-30% facing unem-
ployment, and about 12% being institutionalized (Farley et al. 2019). This is 
despite the fact that disabled people have a legal right to live in their commu-
nities with appropriate support, and research shows that at-home care costs 
less than institutionalization. Nonetheless, disabled people continue to be 
“medically kidnapped” due to “institutional bias” in favor of expensive modes 
of disabled segregation (Mizner et al. 2021, writing for the ACLU). Thus, neu-
rodivergent disabled people are not, as Strawson imagined, exempt from their 
communities, but are instead forcibly exempted by ableist attitudes and poli-
cies. Strawson’s analysis misconstrues these forms of ableist exclusion as nat-
ural, apolitical phenomena rather than structural injustices. 

Strawson’s embrace of the medical model has practical implications. In 
particular, it supports his contention that “insane” and “mentally disordered” 
people are proper objects of “treatment,” “management,” “training,” and “so-



  

Filosofia e Questioni Pubbliche - Philosophy and Public Issues 2/2024 466 
ISSN 1591-0660 | EISSN 2240-7987 

cial policy,” as well as risks to be “avoided” and “taken precautionary account 
of,” as opposed to inclusive members of the moral community. In other words, 
neurodivergent disabled people ought to be excluded from the moral commu-
nity due to their tragic impairments. Their lives, furthermore, ought to be dic-
tated by a social contract designed by neurotypical/nondisabled cultural insid-
ers – that is, fully responsible and rational adults – and this contract should 
provide some form of medical or legal intervention, not political solidarity or 
disability justice. This reductive medical perspective on neurodivergent disa-
bility matches the de facto cultural consensus that disability is an impairment 
that prevents people from being productive members of society.  

The medical model of disability was especially prevalent in Strawson’s 
time, when lobotomies, forced sterilisation, ice baths, and other forms of tor-
ture were considered humane treatments for “lunatics” and “neurotics,” who 
were seen as contributing nothing of value to society. The “social policies” of 
the 1960s that Strawson recommended were, in hindsight, eugenic policies 
that most modern readers would find appallingly ableist. These policies, fur-
thermore, intersected with cultural notions of Blackness, queerness, and pov-
erty as “disabling conditions,” making these other groups susceptible to the 
same kinds of eugenic violence as “the insane” (e.g., overincarceration, insti-
tutionalization, unemployment). Indeed, it is impossible to disentangle ableist 
eugenics from other intersections of oppression, since ableism is and has al-
ways been weaponized against other marginalized populations to control, dis-
cipline, and exploit them. By uncritically recommending the social policies of 
the time, Strawson lent credibility to eugenic practices that entrenched multi-
ple injustices. 

August Gorman agrees that Strawsonian conventionalism perpetuates neu-
ronormative/ableist stereotypes by failing to engage with the neurodiversity 
model, which rejects the medicalization and individualization of neurodiver-
gent disability. Gorman specifically critiques the Strawsonian assumption that 
non-neurotypical people are proper objects of sympathy and pity: “This de-
humanizing pity is on full display in P.F. Strawson’s view, which is arguably 
the most widely adopted framework for thinking about the nature of moral re-
sponsibility” (Gorman 2024, 11). While Strawson does not say that all neuro-
divergent people are mere moral patients, his focus on the tragic and “hope-
less” cases of impaired agency reinforces the stigma around neurodivergent 
disability. At the same time, the tragedy narrative frames “high-functioning” 
neurodivergent disabilities as exceptions or “superpowers” possessed by an 
elite few. Consistent with this trope, some people cite Elon Musk as proof that 
“some autistic people have extraordinary strengths and talents and can some-
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times outperform non-autistic people on certain tasks,” especially in the fields 
of “science and tech” (Shah et al. 2022). This framing creates a dichotomy 
between the extraordinary, profitable forms of autism on the one hand, and 
the ordinary, tragic cases on the other. While this dualism may benefit cultur-
al elites like Musk, it oppresses the millions of neurodivergent disabled peo-
ple whose neurological variations are not culturally valued or celebrated. This 
is another example of how Strawson’s focus on the specter of “disabled mis-
ery” perpetuates the dualism between praiseworthy “supercrips” and pitiable 
“sadcrips.”  

Gorman adds that while neurotypical/nondisabled people may have good 
intentions, the unsolicited sympathy that they extend to neurodivergent disa-
bled people is often received as patronizing and paternalistic. Most neurodi-
vergent disabled people do not, in fact, want neurotypical/nondisabled sav-
iours to pity, train, and manage them. Indeed, one of the problems with the 
kind of “progressive liberalism” that we find in Strawson is that it offers a ver-
sion of compassionate allyship that merely intensifies oppression. It does so 
by positioning neurotypical/nondisabled allies as responsible “saviors” who 
bear the “burden” of healing tragic “cripples,” harkening back to the colonial 
narrative of the “white man’s burden” to “civilize the savages.” The history of 
the disability justice movement shows that neurodivergent disabled people are, 
in fact, capable of liberating ourselves, with or without nondisabled heroes. 
While political solidarity is appreciated, unsolicited offers of help and healing 
have a sanctimonious tone, invoking familiar images of messiah figures (St. 
Pierre 2024). 

Virgil Murthy makes a similar point with respect to addiction (2024). 
Murthy, an addict philosopher, argues that Frankfurtian accounts of responsi-
bility perpetuate patronizing and objectifying stereotypes of addiction by treat-
ing addicts as theoretical case studies and objects of intellectual curiosity for 
non-addicts. Frankfurtians tend to speculate about whether addicts are volun-
tary delinquents or victims of uncontrollable impulses. Are they mad or bad? 
Do they deserve punishment or treatment? These armchair speculations, at 
best, ignore the structural injustices that addicts face on a daily basis, and at 
worst, lend credibility to oppressive practices like addict overincarceration and 
sterilization, which are part of a system of eugenic violence. Along the same 
lines, we can accuse conventional Strawsonians of promoting paternalistic and 
objectifying stereotypes of neurodivergent disability by using diagnostic cate-
gories as fodder for thought experiments and abstract cases studies, thereby 
overwriting neurodivergent people’s testimony. Instead of continuing to riff 
on Strawson’s armchair speculations about “schizophrenics” and “compul-
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sives,” why not ask us about our agency? Are we hopeless or hopeful? Are we 
impaired or oppressed? Surely, we know best. 

In a forthcoming book on misknowing and flat stories, Jennifer Lackey, 
who educates and advocates for incarcerated people, explains how second-
hand, theoretical accounts of prisoners reduce their inner lives to “flat stories” 
or stereotypes. Similarly, theoretical representations of neurodivergent people 
flatten our stories and misrepresent our agency. As Gorman attests, conven-
tional Strawsonians “have flattened the way we perceive a complex landscape 
for theoretical purposes, but in real life the messy complexity of agential di-
versity exists nonetheless and our responsibility norms are simply not flexible 
enough to account for it” (2024: 6). The solution to this ontological flattening 
is, as both Lackey and Gorman affirm, granting neurodivergent people the 
right to speak for themselves. In other words, philosophers need to respect the 
principle of “nothing about us without us,” which aims to give neurodivergent 
disabled people some level of control over how they are publicly represented.  

Incorporating these round stories of disability into philosophy is crucial to 
correcting an epistemic injustice caused by the dominance of abstract theoreti-
cal accounts of neurodivergent disability, detached from neurodivergent peo-
ple’s real-world experiences.  

II. Other-than-human Animals 

In his work on decolonial philosophy, Shyam Ranganathan contends that 
Western accounts of responsibility, including Strawson’s, are part of a coloni-
al tradition of exclusion and epistemic injustice (2024). While Strawson is not 
solely to blame, it is notable that Strawsonians rarely engage with non-
Western perspectives, including Ranganathan’s specialisation of South Asian 
philosophy. This omission perpetuates the myth that moral philosophy is a 
Western invention, to which South Asian thinkers can contribute nothing of 
value. This, in turn, negates a rich source of anti-colonial moral philosophy, 
including critiques of Western imperialism that hold the West responsible for 
systemic violence toward subjugated groups, including racialised humans, 
non-human animals, and living ecosystems.  

Another upshot of the Western bias in moral philosophy is that it creates an 
illusion of consensus, making tendentious claims seem intuitive and self-
evident. One example of this false consensus is the “commonsense” assump-
tion that responsibility is a property of human beings exclusively. This Straw-
sonian exemption, however, is not widely held outside of the contemporary 
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West. Many South Asian philosophers, including Ranganathan, believe that 
moral responsibility is shared by humans, non-human animals, and intercon-
nected ecosystems like prairies, marshes, and rivers. They argue that the ex-
clusion of non-human species from the responsibility system is a form of hu-
man supremacy rooted in colonialism – a system of domination that regards 
oppressed others, whether human or not, as “uncivilized,” lesser, and morally 
impaired. This exclusionary ethic justifies the use of “impaired agents” as 
slaves, commodities, and resources. But it is made to appear uncontroversial 
by an epistemology of domination that silences “external standpoints.” 

Shelbi Meissner and Andrew Smith affirm this critique, arguing that West-
ern philosophy marginalises Indigenous standpoints that espouse a more in-
clusive and less anthropocentric definition of responsibility (2024). According 
to Indigenous environmental feminisms, responsibility is a property of “ex-
tended more-than-human kinship relationships,” which encompass humans as 
well as “other-than-human beings, spiritual and abiotic entities, and land-
scapes” (2024, 14-19). Moral responsibility, as such, is a relational property 
distributed across networks of relationships that include, but extend far be-
yond, the human community – a community that is a minority population in 
the moral domain. Despite this minority status, human beings do by far the 
most damage to the moral ecology, undermining the ontological basis of re-
sponsibility itself, i.e., the kinship relationships of respect and reciprocity that 
make responsibility, and life itself, possible. Colonialism, then, is one of the 
greatest existential threats to responsibility, insofar as it constructs asymmet-
rical relationships through systemic violence, producing vast ecological de-
struction. How easy is it to be responsible when your house is on fire? This is 
the “moral community” built by centuries of colonization. 

From a settler colonial standpoint, it might be difficult to grasp how other-
than-human animals, let alone lakes and streams, could be amenable to the re-
active attitudes. After all, we have been taught from an early age to see non-
human species as oppositional others. However, other-than-human animals 
have more in common with us than we tend to think.  

Dorna Behdadi offers a revisionary interpretation of Strawson, explaining 
how canines participate in complex, norm-governed social interactions that 
involve the exchange of the reactive attitudes. This behaviour makes them in-
clusive members of the moral community: 

Canid play behavior is an area that is well studied and might prove to be a sur-
prisingly good example of an interaction that involves social norms, as well as ex-
pectations, censure, and sanctions that naturally follow interaction that involves 
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such norms. Domestic dogs, as well as wolves, coyotes, and other canids, play 
with one another. During play, canids need to continually assess each other’s be-
havior and intentions and to follow certain play-specific rules (2021, 231). 

During play, canids display forms of the reactive attitudes, such as “‘trust’ 
or praise” when meeting familiars, regret and remorse after violating a rule, 
and “surprise” or disapprobation in response to norm violations (2021, 232). 
Canids also “display appeasement behaviors” that suggest they are “trying to 
make up, apologize, and/or show remorse,” as well as demonstrating “recon-
ciliatory behaviors” that function as “an explanation, acknowledgement, or 
excuse” (2021: 233) Even if we accept a capacity-based interpretation of 
Strawson, we should grant, in light of behavioral science, that many other-
than-human animals share our capacity to participate in the moral community 
and respond to the reactive attitudes.  

This recognition of nonhuman personhood, which runs afoul of the West’s 
instrumental treatment of animals – who are commodified and exploited 
through factory farming, animal experimentation, and other exploitative indus-
tries – is normative in many Indigenous communities, including the Xeni 
Gwet’in First Nations people of British Columbia, who have lived with do-
mesticated horses since before European colonization. The Xeni Gwet’in peo-
ple describe horses, both domesticated and wild, as “family members,” 
“neighbours,” and members of the community (Bhattacharya & Slocombe 
2017: 8). Horses are a central part of the tribe’s cultural identity and customs. 
Their kinship with the local horses grounds both positive and negative reactive 
attitudes. The Xeni Gwet’in people value, praise, and take pride in local hors-
es for their “toughness, endurance, and speed” (2017: 7). They admire horses 
who are “sure-footed” and “wildlife savvy,” “know the local terrain,” and 
“think for themselves” (ibid). These qualities elicit praise, approbation, trust, 
and other forms of positive regard. By the same token, horses who lack these 
qualities may be seen in a negative light. If they are unreliable, difficult, or 
short-tempered, the horse may elicit disapproval, disappointment, or hurt feel-
ings from a steward who has raised the horse well, in accordance with their 
stewardship responsibilities. Kinship relationships ground a reciprocal expec-
tation of cooperation, generosity, and respect, and whether this expectation is 
fulfilled or disappointed decides what reactive attitudes are appropriate be-
tween horse and human.  

Notably, the basis for these attitudes in kincentric tribes is not capacity 
(e.g., language, moral reasoning), but rather kinship, which is a relational 
property distributed across the web of life. Hence, not merely horses and 
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wolves, but also rivers and streams are fellow persons, amenable to the reac-
tive attitudes. Kyle Whyte explains how many Indigenous communities have 
an “emotional-laden relationship” to “features of the land (like rivers or moun-
tains)” along with “natural interdependent collectives,” and this relationship is 
grounded in reciprocal responsibilities (2014: 602). For example, “a commu-
nity may have a responsibility to care for salmon habitat; salmon, in turn, may 
provide food and support for other species” (Whye 2014: 603). If the commu-
nity fulfils its responsibilities toward the salmon, they are entitled to expect 
support in return. They may be grateful if this expectation is surpassed, or dis-
appointed if it is frustrated. In this way, the reactive attitudes play a role in 
structuring and regulating relationships of reciprocal responsibilities between 
humans and nonhuman persons. Humans, fish, rivers, and other interdepend-
ent collectives form a moral network shaped by reciprocal responsibilities, 
which ground positive and negative reactive attitudes. 

White explains further how Anishnaabe people have moral expectations of 
lakes and streams: 

Many Anishinaabe people value water greatly, which arises from the An-
ishinaabe creation story in which water is considered to play the role of a source and 
supporter of life. In this role, water mediates interactions among many living beings 
on the earth. Consequently, water is a considered a relative that has responsibilities 
to give and support life… Humans, in turn, have responsibilities to care for and re-
spect water; they must especially do things that encourage water’s life-giving force. 
Ceremonies are structured to remind people of their connections to water, and bod-
ies of water are considered to have their own unique personalities (2014, 605). 

If humans fulfil their responsibilities to the water, they are entitled to ex-
pect reciprocal benefits. Depending on whether this expectation is fulfilled, 
positive or negative regard is in order.  

Many Indigenous communities also have emotionally-laden, norm-
governed relationships with plants. This includes Wabanaki cultures, in which 
“the responsibilities surrounding berry plants have intrinsic value because they 
are integral to customs and rituals and establish part of the cultural status of 
Wabanaki women… Thus, an entire system of responsibilities is embedded in 
and permeates everything about the berry plants” (Whyte 2014, 603). Wa-
banki people expect berry plants to fulfil their expectations if they have ful-
filled their own duties of care, stewardship, and respect toward the plants. 
Whether and to what extent these duties are fulfilled decides what types of re-
active emotions are fitting. 
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Whyte emphasizes that colonialism has disrupted these reciprocal relation-
ships, making it increasingly difficult for persons to fulfil their responsibilities 
to each other. For the Wabanki people, “climate change may affect the range, 
quality, and quantity of species like berries, making it more difficult or even 
impossible for tribal members to assume the responsibilities they perceive 
themselves to have toward those species” (ibid). As colonial systems continue 
to encroach on every ecosystem on the planet, especially those cultivated and 
cared for by oppressed groups, it becomes harder for anyone to fulfil their re-
sponsibilities to others. This reinforces that climate injustice remains amongst 
the greatest threats to responsibility – a threat that is neglected in settler theo-
ries of responsibility that focus on individual human capacities. Individuals 
exist within networks of interdependence and vulnerability that ground reac-
tive emotions, justifying moral attitudes not only between humans but across 
the web of life.  

III. Young Children 

The philosophical literature on children’s responsibility is, to my 
knowledge, relatively scarce. However, this does not mean that critiques of 
adult supremacy are any less valuable than critiques of human and neurotypi-
cal supremacy. On the contrary, these critiques are a crucial part of the con-
certed effort against exclusionary moral philosophies, which tend to view neu-
rotypical human capacities as the sole basis for moral responsibility. Fortu-
nately, critiques of colonialism and ableism contain tacit critiques of adult su-
premacy.  

Indigenous environmental feminisms, for example, seem to imply, even if 
they do not explicitly state, that young children are moral agents. This follows 
from the claim that extended human and more-than-human kinship networks 
confer moral agency, and these networks include young children. Thus, young 
children are moral persons with rights and responsibilities. It is reasonable to 
express gratitude, approval, disapprobation, disappointment, and other moral 
emotions to young children, and to be amenable to the same attitudes in re-
turn. 

The neurodiversity model supports the same conclusion for similar reasons. 
It rejects the notion that adult neurotypical capacities are required for respon-
sibility, and, by extension, that neurotypical adults are the sole proprietors or 
exemplars of responsible agency. If neurotypicality is not required for respon-
sibility, then children can be responsible agents, too.  
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Like Indigenous feminists, critical disability theorists tend to reject the ca-
pacities view in favor of a relational model. Eva Fedder Kittay, for example, 
views interdependence, vulnerability, and emotional ties as the basis of moral 
personhood. Since we all depend on interpersonal relationships, we are all 
persons, with inviolable rights and responsibilities. Kittay rejects neoliberal 
(individualistic) models that define personhood as a property of autonomous, 
self-sufficient individuals, describing these models as “morally repugnant,” 
and comparable to “earlier exclusions based on sex, race, and physical ability” 
(2005: 100). Licia Carlson similarly argues that treating intellectual disability 
as a limiting or “marginal case” of personhood is an offensive form of “cogni-
tive ableism” (2021, 74), and this argument can be extended to neurodivergent 
disability. The relational definition of personhood is meant to incorporate 
cognitively disabled people into the definition of personhood, but it can also 
be used to validate the personhood of children, who are a vulnerable and de-
pendent social group. 

Stephanie Jenkins notes that the philosophical literature on responsibility 
tends to regard “animals and people with disabilities” as mere “moral pa-
tients” or “non-contributing dependents” (2024, 378). This exclusionary defi-
nition of personhood – which resembles Strawson’s understanding – is useful 
to authoritarians: “For example…, Nazi ideology encouraged a constriction of 
the moral community. A derealization of the other impeded the affective mor-
al responses of German citizens” (Jenkins 2024, 379). The constriction of the 
moral community, in other words, is not just morally significant but also polit-
ically expedient: it helps cultural elites control and exploit oppressed popula-
tions – those excluded from the dominant culture. As a bulwark against au-
thoritarianism, Jenkins proposes a “precautionary principle of moral status,” 
which “begins with the assumption that animate life, whether human or non-
human, abled or disabled, deserves moral concern” (2024, 384). This principle 
should help us avoid sliding further into the authoritarian political regime 
from which canonical Western philosophy emerged. 3 Expanding the moral 
community beyond what Strawson envisioned could, in other words, contrib-
ute to epistemic and political justice.  

The precautionary principle is meant to incorporate neurodiver-
gent/disabled and nonhuman beings into the scope of personhood, but it also 
encompasses young children, who are equally subject to oppression, though 
 
 

3 I am thinking here of canonic moral philosophers like Kant, who defended white suprem-
acy, Locke, who defended the colonization of “savage, primitive societies,” and Heidegger, a 
card-carrying Nazi.  
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this is less widely recognized. Yet legal minors are highly susceptible to vio-
lence and abuse due to their situation of political disenfranchisement. Accord-
ing to the U.S. Department of Justice, American children experience and wit-
ness more violence than adults (2020). Nonetheless, the U.S. refuses to sign 
the United Convention on the Rights of the Child, which would protect chil-
dren from “physical or mental violence, injury or abuse, neglect or negligent 
treatment, maltreatment or exploitation, at school or by a parent or legal 
guardian” (Congressional Research Service 2015). The U.S. reserves the right 
of adults to batter children, marry children, rape children in the context of 
marriage, and perpetuate other types of abuse that would be illegal if done to 
an adult. If children are mere moral patients, they can do nothing to address 
their circumstances of ageist oppression. Instead, they must wait for adults to 
act on their behalf – a highly unlikely scenario. If adults are the main perpetra-
tors of violence against children, how can they be expected to protect them? 
As Frederick Douglass said, “power concedes nothing [willingly]” (1857). 

Defining children as moral patients, devoid of moral agency or autonomy, 
is at odds with the mission of the Youths Rights Movement, which holds that 
young people are denied basic, inviolable rights due to ageist discrimination; 
“These rights include the right to be full participants in our representative de-
mocracy through voting, the right to privacy, the right to be free from physical 
punishment, the right to make decisions about our own lives, the right to be 
outdoors, the right to prove ourselves, and the right to receive the same 
amount of respect as anyone else” (National Youth Rights Association 2024). 
Ageism against youths “is a form of discrimination,” but “unlike discrimina-
tion based on race, gender, religion, sexual orientation, ability, or age (at least 
for older people), ageism against the young (sometimes called adultism) is 
both legal and common” (ibid). Denying that children are moral agents with 
rights and responsibilities conflicts with the Youth Rights Movement’s mis-
sion to empower and enfranchise young people.  

It is also at odds with the historical record of youth activism, which shows 
that youths have always exercised political agency by participating in causes 
that are often thought of as “mature” and “adult.” In 1963, almost 1,000 chil-
dren were jailed after skipping school to participate in the Birmingham Free-
dom Movement to desegregate public schools” (Vole 2024). Young people at-
tended meetings of the NAACP Youth Council, participated in sit-ins, and at-
tended rallies throughout the 20th Century (Library of Congress). Today, many 
young people skip class to protest climate change (Fridays for Future), school 
shootings (The National School Walkout), and other adult-caused injustices 
that disproportionally affect children. The U.S. Institute of Peace affirms that 

https://www.youthrights.org/about/what-are-youth-rights/
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“recent history is replete with examples [of youth activism] — mass move-
ments in Iran, Hong Kong, Sudan, Lebanon, Algeria and others have all drawn 
strength from major swells of determined youth mobilization” (Cebul 2023). 
Yet while “young people help nonviolent campaigns succeed…, youth, [espe-
cially girls], do not share equally in the spoils of victory” (ibid). Young people 
constantly exercise their moral agency, but rarely receive the moral respect 
and recognition they deserve.  

This does not mean that children do not deserve special protections. Like 
any oppressed group, youths are entitled to constitutional, legal, and social 
protections based on their situation of oppression. This is compatible with rec-
ognizing their rights and responsibilities. 4  

IV. Ameliorative Responsibility 

In this paper, I outlined and expanded on some recent interdisciplinary cri-
tiques of Strawson’s “commonsense” exclusion of non-neurotypical people, 
other-than-human animals, and young children from the moral community. 
These critiques, if nothing else, challenge the intuitiveness and self-evidence 
of the capacities criterion, which is grounded in the pretheoretical intuitions of 
a specific standpoint – for Strawson, that of a privileged, white, cisgender, 
male professor at Oxford university in the mid-to-late 20th century. To a mod-
ern audience, Strawson’s confident pronouncements about how we should 
treat “the insane” are likely to rankle. Marginalised philosophers are casting 
doubt on these intuitions, leveraging their own standpoints to defend a more 
inclusive and intersectional model of responsibility. These critiques help us to 
not only understand the world of responsibility, but also, and more important-
ly, to change it.  

The goal of changing the world is facilitated by non-ideal theory, which fo-
cuses our attention on structural injustices and the testimony of those most af-
fected by them. Rather than imagining theoretical ideals of responsibility from 
our philosophical armchairs, non-ideal theory instructs us to identify and re-
spond to real-world injustices. This raises practical questions: How should we 
respond? What should the future look like? These questions are best answered 
by those with expertise in navigating and surviving oppression: oppressed 
 
 

4 This qualification is important because I do not want readers to think that youth suffrage 
entails repealing laws protecting children from child labor, sexual exploitation, and other adult-
ist crimes that should remain illegal. 
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people, whose narratives and cultural traditions can provide guidance on how 
to address crises like climate injustice, overincarceration, forced sterilization, 
and segregation.  

The attempt to use responsibility as a tool of social justice aligns with what 
Sally Haslanger refers to as an “ameliorative” methodology, which seeks to 
identify structural injustices and resolve them. Ameliorative conceptual engi-
neering goes hand-in-hand with non-ideal theory’s focus on structural injus-
tices that can be addressed. Haslanger believes that when we attempt to define 
a concept, whether it be race, gender, autonomy, or responsibility, we should 
not rely solely on intuitions or conventions, but should “develop [a] concept 
that would help us achieve [our] ends.” (2005, 11). If our aim is to mitigate 
ableism, address colonial violence, liberate nonhuman animals, and address 
other intersections of oppression, then we should select a concept of responsi-
bility tailored to these purposes – a concept that is not merely revisionary but 
revolutionary; not merely social but political; not merely descriptive but dis-
ruptive. Neurodiversity theory, Indigenous feminisms, and youth liberation ac-
tivism support an ameliorative approach to responsibility that transforms the 
system from the ground up. 

It is notable that many (but not all) of the arguments presented in support 
of an ameliorative approach view responsibility as a function of relationships 
rather than capacities. While much more could be said about the relational 
model – and has been said elsewhere (e.g., Young 2011, Walker 1998, Held 
2006, Ziegler 2016) – my present aim is not to vindicate the relational view, 
but merely to introduce original critiques of Strawson from a variety of cultur-
al and disciplinary standpoints, thereby challenging the illusion of consensus 
around the philosophical understanding of responsibility. My goal, in other 
words, is to problematize – or, to use Judith Butler’s term, “trouble” (2002) – 
the philosophical notion of responsibility, encouraging broader intersectional 
debate about its social role. New critical perspectives on Strawson enhance ep-
istemic justice and diversity, offering a more nuanced understanding of what 
responsibility is and could be. 5  

When using an ameliorative lens, we should consider diverse historical, 
cultural, and disciplinary perspectives, keeping in mind what we want respon-
sibility to do for us, both now and in the future. What kind of world do we 
 
 

5 In What Love Is: And What It Could Be (2017), Carrie Jenkins proposes an ameliorative 
theory of love, which critically examines its past and present functions, and asks us to reflect 
on what we want love to do for us now and in the future, in light of its history. This is the 
method that I am proposing for moral responsibility.  
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want to live in: one that sees disabled people as “hopeless,” helpless, “risks to 
be avoided,” or one that recognizes disabled people as full members of the 
moral community? A world that sees other species as objects and commodi-
ties, or one that sees them as kin and neighbours? A world that gives adults 
full control over their children’s lives, or one that recognizes young people’s 
rights and responsibilities? Anti-oppressive discourses provide a counterpoint 
to the conventional wisdom, guiding us toward a more inclusive, intercultural, 
and reciprocal future.  
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