
Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
http://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=resw20

Download by: [24.128.164.184] Date: 23 February 2017, At: 18:10

Ethics and Social Welfare

ISSN: 1749-6535 (Print) 1749-6543 (Online) Journal homepage: http://www.tandfonline.com/loi/resw20

Epistemic injustice and epistemic redlining

Michael D. Doan

To cite this article: Michael D. Doan (2017): Epistemic injustice and epistemic redlining, Ethics and
Social Welfare, DOI: 10.1080/17496535.2017.1293120

To link to this article:  http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/17496535.2017.1293120

Published online: 22 Feb 2017.

Submit your article to this journal 

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

brought to you by COREView metadata, citation and similar papers at core.ac.uk

provided by PhilPapers

https://core.ac.uk/display/131211525?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=banner&utm_campaign=pdf-decoration-v1
http://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=resw20
http://www.tandfonline.com/loi/resw20
http://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/17496535.2017.1293120
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/17496535.2017.1293120
http://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=resw20&show=instructions
http://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=resw20&show=instructions
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/17496535.2017.1293120
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/17496535.2017.1293120
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/17496535.2017.1293120&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2017-02-22
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/17496535.2017.1293120&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2017-02-22


Epistemic injustice and epistemic redlining
Michael D. Doan

History & Philosophy Department, Eastern Michigan University, Ypsilanti, MI, USA

ABSTRACT
The practice of Emergency Management in Michigan raises anew
the question of whose knowledge matters to whom and for what
reasons, against the background of what projects, challenges, and
systemic imperatives. In this paper, I offer a historical overview of
state intervention laws across the United States, focusing
specifically on Michigan’s Emergency Manager laws. I draw on
recent analyses of these laws to develop an account of a
phenomenon that I call epistemic redlining, which, I suggest, is a
form of group-based credibility discounting not readily
countenanced by existing, ‘culprit-based’ accounts of epistemic
injustice. I argue that epistemic redlining plays a crucial role in
ongoing projects of racialized subordination and dispossession in
Michigan, and that such discounting tends to have structural
causes that can be difficult to identify and uproot. Contrary to the
general thrust of recent work on the topic, I argue that epistemic
redlining ought to be understood as a form of epistemic injustice.
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Introduction

Since 2013, I have been working with grassroots coalitions in Detroit to challenge legis-
lation allowing the Governor of Michigan to appoint an Emergency Manager (EM) in
cities facing fiscal distress. As Michigan residents have suspected for years, and as is
becoming increasingly clear to the public at large, EMs have played pivotal roles in creat-
ing and sustaining water crises in Detroit and Flint (Cramer 2015; Hammer 2016; Howell,
Doan, and Harbin 2016; WTPCRC 2016). It is through my involvement in collective
efforts to resist Emergency Management that I have learned about state-level takeovers
of cities, the curtailment of citizenship rights they entail, the publicly unaccountable
decision-making they institutionalize, and the devastating outcomes of specific decisions.
Decisions made by EMs have resulted in unprecedented rates of water shutoffs still
ongoing in Detroit, and in mass lead poisoning and other forms of contamination
linked to shifts in Flint’s water supply. The public health and safety consequences have
been severe. Working-class communities of color – particularly elders, children, people
with disabilities, and those without documents – continue to bear the heaviest burdens.

In his recent testimony to the Michigan Civil Rights Commission (MCRC) Hearings on the
Flint Water Crisis, law professor Peter Hammer emphasizes that,
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As it relates to Emergency Management, Flint is a story about whose knowledge matters; how
the information and beliefs of particular groups can pre-determine policy; and how resistant
established knowledge-&-power matrices are to change, especially when challenged from
below by groups historically marginalized in terms of race, ethnicity and national origin.
(2016, 3)

As Hammer goes on to add: ‘Flint residents had knowledge of the water crisis almost
immediately upon the switch to the Flint River’ (35). Why, then, was their ‘real and visceral’
knowledge not taken up for months on end? Why have Flint residents not been taken
seriously as knowers? Why has their knowledge not mattered to EMs, the Department
of Treasury, the Department of Environmental Quality, or the Governor, whose inaction
has prolonged and worsened the ongoing water crisis? And why have low-income,
mostly African-American Detroiters been subjected to similar treatment while struggling
to pay unaffordable water bills and facing shutoffs numbering in the tens of thousands?
Why have the ‘knowledge-&-power matrices’ of state officials been so resistant to
change when ‘challenged from below’?

As a social epistemologist involved in resisting Emergency Management, I have grown
increasingly concerned with the patterns of unjust credibility discounting I have been wit-
nessing throughout the State of Michigan. I have observed local elected officials – and,
indeed, entire electorates in Flint, Detroit, and other predominantly black cities – continu-
ally subjected to cognitive undermining, particularly when addressing state officials and
the media. In this paper, I argue that this pattern of credibility discounting is rooted in
Michigan’s legal structure. I claim that Emergency Management is an inherently violent
practice insofar as it inflicts epistemic violence on entire populations, the consequences
of which are predictably disastrous.

I begin by offering a historical overview of state intervention laws across the United
States, focusing specifically on Michigan’s EM laws. I draw on recent analyses of these
laws to develop an account of a phenomenon that I call epistemic redlining, which, I
suggest, is a form of unjust credibility discounting not readily countenanced by existing
models of epistemic injustice. Finally, I consider how ongoing conversation concerning
epistemic injustice might be broadened to accommodate the phenomenon of epistemic
redlining. Contrary to the general thrust of recent work on the topic, I argue that epistemic
redlining ought to be understood as a form of epistemic injustice in spite of the fact that it
cannot be traced to prejudice and cannot be remedied through the cultivation of individ-
ual virtue. Because Michigan’s legislature instituted an epistemic redlining policy when it
passed the EM laws, the laws in question are inherently unjust.

Historical overview of Emergency Management in Michigan

How did EM laws come into being?

In the context of the United States, periods of economic crisis have repeatedly renewed
interest in the questions of whether and under what circumstances state governments
can intervene in the financial affairs of local governments. Federal courts started enabling
state intervention during the Long Depression of 1873–79 when private creditors brought
complaints about municipalities who had defaulted on debts used to finance the construc-
tion of railroad facilities (ACIR 1973, 9–11; Dimock 1935, 41–43, 1940, 193–194). The US
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Supreme Court ultimately upheld the constitutionality of municipal receivership in Meri-
wether v. Garrett (1880), making it possible for states and local elected officials to jointly
appoint an individual or board to serve as financial receiver for a fiscally troubled munici-
pality. The State of New Hampshire was the first to establish a ‘Financial Control Board’
when it took over the operations of the City of Manchester in 1921, setting the stage
for the Great Depression of the 1930s, when several states started taking control of munici-
pal financial affairs by temporarily placing cities in receivership (Berman 1995, 57; Dimock
1940, 194; Hren, Morelli, and Briggs 1997, 736).

A second generation of state intervention legislation was crafted during the recession of
the early 1970s when larger cities such as New York and Philadelphia were confronting per-
sistent financial problems. In the years preceding the 1970s, states tended to respond to
municipal fiscal distress on an ad hoc basis, typically by offering bailouts to local govern-
ments in exchange for their consent to enter into regulative arrangements ranging from
state oversight, on the one hand, to more or less complete control of municipal financial
affairs, on the other, in which case a state-appointed board would ‘dictate specific policy
steps’ (Berman 1995, 61). Yet over the course of the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s, more than a
dozen states started taking a ‘multijurisdictional policy approach’ to preventing and
dealing with municipal fiscal distress (Cahill and James 1992, 90–91; Cahill et al. 1994,
254–255). Rather than focusing on the financial problems of local governments on a
case-by-case basis, these states adopted statutes that apply to several categories of local
government all at once (i.e. cities, townships, and school districts in general). States utilizing
such general legislation to this day include Florida, Illinois, Indiana, Michigan, New Jersey,
Ohio, North Carolina, Pennsylvania, and Rhode Island (Scorsone 2014, 12–13).

The State of Michigan has recently adopted a number of statutes for preventing and
dealing with municipal fiscal distress. In 1986, when the City of Ecorse was facing a $6
million budget shortfall, the Wayne County Circuit Court placed the city in receivership
(HJCDF 2012, 1). In response to the Ecorse decision, the state legislature passed Public
Act (PA) 101, which officially created the ‘financial emergency’ status and the ‘Emergency
Financial Manager’ (EFM) position and outlined a process through which the Treasury
could appoint an EFM to take control of a municipality’s finances. PA 101 was signed
into law by Governor James Blanchard of the Democratic Party in 1988. In 1990 it was
amended and strengthened as PA 72, the ‘Local Government Fiscal Responsibility Act’,
which broadened the powers of an EFM to cover all municipal financial affairs and
included public school districts under the same legal framework. PA 72 was amended
further under Governors John Engler and Jennifer Granholm, first by PA 265 of 1992,
then by PA 408 of 2002, PA 282 of 2003, and PA 181 of 2009.

Governor Rick Snyder of the Republican Party took office in January 2011. In March
2011, the Republican-controlled state legislature passed PA 4, the ‘Local Government
and School District Fiscal Accountability Act’, which shortened the title of ‘Emergency
Financial Manager’ (EFM) to the simpler ‘Emergency Manager’ (EM) and significantly
extended the scope of the EM’s powers. As sociologists L. Owen Kirkpatrick and Nate
Breznau (2016) point out, ‘This seemingly innocuous change in nomenclature signals a
pivotal shift’, for ‘the EM’s authority was expanded well beyond the boundaries of the
fiscal and financial, so as to include the political, the administrative, and the curricular’.
PA 4 not only allows an EM to assume the responsibilities of all local elected officials,
but as economist and local government finance specialist Eric Scorsone notes, it also
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gives an EM several ‘quasi-judicial powers related to breaking contracts’ (2014, 39). Specifi-
cally, the law grants an EM the power to modify or terminate existing collective bargaining
agreements and to negotiate or ban entry into new ones; to contract out public services to
private companies and sell off public assets, including buildings and infrastructure; and to
dismiss public officials, set aside minimum staffing requirements, and consolidate or dis-
solve local departments.

These developments are significant. Public law scholar Michele Wilde Anderson argues
that the passing of PA 4 marks the beginning of a third generation of state intervention
legislation, for the law ‘significantly and controversially amplified the power given to emer-
gency managers’ and ‘permitted state intervention at earlier stages of financial deterio-
ration and in a wider range of circumstances’ (2011, 587). Without providing financial
aid to struggling municipalities or so much as soliciting the consent of the governed,
PA 4 enables the suspension of a city’s charter and strips all elected officials of their
powers, ‘imposing the authority of the state through an appointee of the governor’
who is accountable to no one else, and effectively stripping city residents of local citizen-
ship rights (581). The unelected EM is charged with issuing a financial and operating plan
that provides for payment in full of debt service on bonds, notes, securities, and so forth,
and must present their plan to the public at an informational hearing. However, no local
officials need be consulted during the process of devising said plan, and no public
approval need be sought. For these reasons, Anderson describes PA 4 as bringing
about a condition of ‘democratic dissolution’, by which she means ‘changes that
suspend local democracy, even though the city remains a legal entity’ (581).

In the wake of numerous demonstrations and high-profile lawsuits, a citizen-led peti-
tion drive succeeded in getting PA 4 on a referendum ballot. The law was overturned in
November 2012 when 53 percent of Michigan’s citizens voted it down. Nevertheless, in
December the state legislature passed PA 436, the ‘Local Financial Stability and Choice
Act’, which functions similarly to its widely unpopular predecessor. Unlike PA 4,
however, appropriations were written into the new law that effectively shield it from
future public challenges. Simply put, the EM law currently on the books was designed
to be referendum-proof.

Beginning in 2002, public school districts in Benton Harbor, Detroit, Highland Park,
Inkster, Muskegon Heights, and Pontiac have been placed under the control of either
an EFM, an EM, or both at different times. Since the onset of the global economic crisis
in 2007 and 2008, nine municipalities in Michigan have been placed under the control
of either an EFM, an EM, or both, including Benton Harbor, Detroit, Ecorse, Flint, Ham-
tramck, Highland Park, Lincoln Park, Pontiac, and River Rouge. Of the municipalities and
school districts listed here, residents of the vast majority have been governed by more
than one state-appointed administrator over periods of as many as 9 and 13 years (in
the cases of Pontiac and Flint, respectively).

Who is affected by EM laws?

Emergency Management has disproportionately impacted Michigan’s African-American
residents. According to the most recent census data, the population of Benton Harbor is
approximately 89.2 percent African-American, Detroit is 82.7 percent, Ecorse is 46.4
percent, Flint is 56.6 percent, and Pontiac is 52.1 percent (US Census Bureau 2010). As
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Kirkpatrick and Breznau (2016) have shown, between the years 2007 and 2013, ‘51.7% of
black Michigan residents had been subjected to emergency intervention, while only 2.7%
of their white counterparts were similarly affected’. When Kevyn Orr was appointed as
Detroit’s EM in 2013, a total of more than 720,000 black Michiganders, or roughly 57
percent of the state’s African-American population, were living without political represen-
tation in either their municipality or public school district.

Here, the question of epistemic injustice comes to the fore. As a number of legal scho-
lars and economists have argued, state emergency intervention statutes both reflect and
codify into law various theories, or causal stories, which are meant to explain why local
governments wind up in a state of fiscal distress (Anderson 2011; Sapotichne et al.
2015; Scorsone 2014). Certain theories place greater emphasis on ‘internal’ causes of
budget shortfalls, such as the misguided decision-making, incompetence, untrustworthi-
ness, or corruption of local elected officials, and the dominance of special interest
groups, such as public-sector unions, in local politics (Glaeser 2010, 2011a, 2011b, 2013;
Malanga 2009, 2010, 2013; Steyn 2013). Other theories emphasize the relative importance
of ‘external’ causes, such as shifts in federal and state revenue-sharing policies since the
late 1970s; declining property values and property tax revenues in cities linked to federally
subsidized suburbanization and white and middle-class flight begun decades prior; declin-
ing income tax revenues as a result of regional unemployment and underemployment
linked to processes of industrial automation and the outsourcing and offshoring of
labor and followed by capital abandonment, deindustrialization, and the emergence of
service-oriented economies; ‘innovative’ and risky financial products with stiff penalties,
marketed to cash-strapped city governments and residents by banks and financial insti-
tutions; and racial discrimination in education, employment, housing, health care, insur-
ance, and so forth (Boggs 1963; Bluestone and Harrison 1982; Darden et al. 1987; Desan
and Steinmetz 2015; Farley, Danziger, and Holzer 2000; Jackson 1985; Sapotichne et al.
2015; Scorsone and Bateson 2011; Sugrue 2005; Tabb 2015a, 2015b; Turbeville 2013).
The stories a state legislature elects to tell itself and others about what factors do and
do not contribute to producing fiscal distress clearly play a significant role in shaping
the economic metrics and legal frameworks it ends up creating for enabling state
interventions.

It is worth pausing to consider what types of stories state legislatures have been codify-
ing into law across the United States. According to Scorsone, the ‘operating theory, gen-
eralizing across the states, is that the internal side of the table is the source of the
problems’ (2014, 41). Yet very few laws even ‘acknowledge the importance of institutional
structure’, because ‘the idea behind these laws is that a local government has been unable
to adapt to its circumstances and has fallen into a crisis that external actors must manage’
(42). Reflecting on Michigan’s EM laws in particular, Anderson emphasizes that by ‘reme-
diating the crisis only by replacing local government with state-appointed experts, the
laws reflect theories of fiscal crisis that assume that local management – or more to the
point, mismanagement – is solely to blame for fiscal meltdown’, which, she argues,
amounts to ‘a gross oversimplification of the causes of fiscal decline’ (2011, 610, 582;
see also Desan and Steinmetz 2015, 18–20; Peck 2015, 159–162). Anderson’s argument
concerning the extent to which the state legislature both misdiagnoses and prescribes
inadequate remedies for local financial problems is echoed in a more recent report by a
team of scholars at Michigan State University, who point out that, ‘if takeover is the
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solution, the problem is mismanagement’ (Sapotichne et al. 2015, 19). ‘Michigan codifies
this causal story in a way that is less adulterated than in any other state we have surveyed’,
they continue, adding that ‘the state has adopted and codified a vastly oversimplified story’
(19, my emphasis; cf. Tabb 2015b, 64–67). Hammer summarizes the situation in Flint as
follows: ‘The primary, non-structural reason Flint was in financial distress was the direct
result of state revenue sharing policy. This fact does not get the public attention it deserves.
The State of Michigan created the very financial distress in Flint and other cities that it
then used to supposedly justify the need for Emergency Managers’ (2016, 8, emphasis in
original).

In summary, Michigan’s EM laws, and the widely unpopular state takeovers they enable,
are premised on the unargued assumption that the principal sources of municipal fiscal
distress must lie within municipalities themselves. Whereas a great deal of ink has
already been spilled on how these laws have been used to deprive residents of predomi-
nantly black cities of local democracy, there has been comparatively little reflection on the
epistemic assumptions undergirding them, or on the effects of their public authorization
and installation. Yet the idea that fiscal distress must stem from the incompetence and
untrustworthiness of local elected officials – and of an entire electorate – is worth
pausing to explore at some length. I am particularly interested in the extent to which
this idea functions as an implicit justification for the practice of imposing EMs on majority
black cities, while also helping to shield this practice and its consequences from contesta-
tion. I will now develop an account of a phenomenon that I call epistemic redlining, which, I
suggest, is a structural form of unjust credibility discounting that is integral to Emergency
Management.

What is epistemic redlining?

I borrow the name from a term coined by sociologist and community activist John
McKnight in the late 1960s. ‘Redlining’ refers to the practice of denying financial services
(e.g. mortgages, home repair loans) to residents of specific neighborhoods, generally
because they are people of color and/or poor, and not because of their actual credit
ratings or creditworthiness (Bartelt 2010; Ladd 1998). The practice is called ‘redlining’
because it literally involves drawing red lines on maps to delineate areas where banks
will refuse to invest; meanwhile, green, yellow, and orange lines are drawn around neigh-
borhoods whose residents are deemed to be of higher economic value. In the 1930s, the
Home Owners’ Loan Corporation (HOLC) instituted a redlining policy when it developed
color-coded maps of cities across the United States, which were then widely adopted
by private banks and insurers to guide the allocation of mortgages and home repair
loans. These maps were also used by the Federal Housing Administration (FHA) to
guide the construction of new housing to be purchased with federally insured mortgages
(Jackson 1985, 195–218; Satter 2009, 41–47). Neighborhoods regarded as actual and
potential minority enclaves were subjected to systematic disinvestment and underdeve-
lopment when residents were deemed ‘undesirable’ owing to the racist and classist per-
ceptions of realtors, public officials, and bankers (Jackson 1985, 198–201). At the same
time, federal funds were allocated for the construction of new houses in the suburbs,
which were promptly bought up by relatively affluent, predominantly white borrowers.
Thus were suburban wealth and urban ghettoes created together.
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Again, in the case of redlining proper the denial of credit to residents of certain neigh-
borhoods is not based on residents’ actual credit ratings or creditworthiness, for lending
practices are systematically distorted by false, identity-based prejudices. The phenomenon
I am calling epistemic redlining involves an inversion in the order of reasoning character-
istic of redlining proper (which, incidentally, takes many of the material consequences of
redlining in housing as its point of departure). Epistemic redlining is the practice of denying
conferrals of credibility to residents of specific municipalities, generally because those
municipalities are deemed to be in a state of ‘financial emergency’. In the Michigan
context, I want to suggest that an epistemic redlining policy was instituted by the state
legislature when it created the ‘financial emergency’ status and empowered the Governor
to appoint EFMs (and later, EMs).

What Michigan’s EM law says, in effect, is that being in a state of financial emergency is a
mark of a local population’s inability to govern themselves. Since competent epistemic
agents are generally capable of self-governance, being in a state of financial emergency
has also become an indirect indicator of being less than fully competent, and so not
worthy of credibility, on matters of public policy. As Hammer puts it,

Emergency Managers do not have to listen to residents, because they are not popularly
(re)elected. They report to Treasury and to the Governor. Treasury officials are unlikely to
be predisposed to grant the complaints of people in cities like Flint much credibility. The
whole premise of Emergency Management is that people like the residents of Flint cannot
govern themselves. (2016, 36)

Of course, advocates of the law insist that because the ‘financial emergency’ status is a
politically neutral, essentially technical measure, the law is fair in the sense of being non-
discriminatory or non-prejudicial. The fact that its implementation just happens to have
disproportionately impacted the state’s African-American residents is simply due to the
fact that African-Americans happen to live in fiscally distressed cities. But matters are
not nearly so simple. For one thing, a study conducted by Kirkpatrick and Breznau
(2016) has shown that, next to fiscal conditions, ‘the percentage of black population in a
local unit is also an independently significant predictor’ of where an EM will be appointed
in Michigan, which suggests that race has, in fact, played a role in the distribution of
EMs. Moreover, from the point of view of the state, the act of appointing an EM to
govern over the residents of a municipality entails a structural commitment to refusing
to recognize them – and the officials they either have elected or might elect from
amongst themselves – as competent epistemic agents, and hence to denying them con-
ferrals of credibility.

Indeed, the act of signing PA 436 into law can be understood as an operation of discur-
sive power whereby the state – and capitalist interests that deploy state violence to secure
their positions – sanctioned and legitimized the misrecognition of certain geographically
defined populations. Although the law’s adoption does not literally involve drawing red
lines on a state map, it is an act of spatial demarcation all the same insofar as it legitimizes
the use of ‘fiscal responsibility’ as a proxy for the credibility of entire populations. Therein
lies the cunning of epistemic redlining: without naming ‘blacks’, ‘people of color’, and ‘the
poor’ as incapable of self-governance and hence incompetent, PA 436 enacts certain pol-
itical distinctions on the basis of standardized measures of ‘fiscal health’, effectively exclud-
ing these groups from testifying and being heard on matters of public policy, not to
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mention from asking relevant questions, contesting claims and standards of evidence, and
otherwise participating in informing the policies that most immediately shape their indi-
vidual and collective lives.

Of course, epistemic redlining is only contingently related to the EM laws that have
emerged in recent decades. There are likely to be other legal and extra-legal means of
implementing practices of this sort, many of which have yet to be envisioned. The
extent to which systems of settler colonialism and chattel slavery have relied upon epis-
temic redlining, or other, comparable practices, to buttress their explicitly and implicitly
racist justifications for prevailing power relations has also yet to be explored. At any
rate, part of what I have been suggesting is that the practice of epistemic redlining
seems tailor-made for contemporary, officially colorblind contexts in which explicit refer-
ences to race and class are generally frowned upon (especially when it comes to matters
legal and legislative), which forces longstanding projects of racialized subordination and
dispossession to adapt accordingly.

Epistemic injustice and epistemic redlining

Given that the practice of epistemic redlining has been gaining considerable traction in
officially colorblind, ‘post-racial’ contexts, this raises the further question of whether epis-
temic redlining ought to be understood as a form of epistemic injustice. In this final section
I explain why I have found recent philosophical work on epistemic injustice both insightful
and constraining, and then consider how conversation concerning epistemic injustice
might be broadened with a view to accommodating the phenomenon of epistemic
redlining.

In her widely influential book, Epistemic Injustice, Miranda Fricker proposes to investi-
gate ‘injustice specifically in the sphere of epistemic activity’ (2007, viii). She argues that
epistemic injustice occurs whenever someone is ‘wronged specifically in her capacity as a
knower’ (20, emphasis in original) and focuses on two forms that injustice of this sort
may take. The first is testimonial, where a speaker’s credibility is unduly discounted, and
their testimony is not believed, owing to a negative, identity-based prejudice in their audi-
ence. Fricker offers the example of Tom Robinson from Harper Lee’s novel, To Kill a Mock-
ingbird. Robinson, a black man, has been charged with raping Mayella Ewell, a white
woman, and must testify before an all-white jury. While it is obvious that Robinson is inno-
cent of the crime and speaks truthfully in court, his testimony is not believed by the jury,
whose credibility judgments are systematically distorted by anti-black prejudice. Robinson
is not taken seriously in his capacity as a knower and is thereby damaged in his standing as
a human being. Meanwhile, having written off their only reliable informant, the jury issues
an under- and misinformed verdict and ends up imprisoning Robinson for a crime he did
not commit. To prevent such injustices from occurring and to promote more successful
testimonial exchanges, Fricker recommends cultivating the virtue of testimonial justice.
Inculcating this virtue involves undergoing a profound shift in sensibility, through which
the virtuous hearer effectively ‘neutralizes the impact of prejudice in her credibility judge-
ments’ (emphasis in original), rendering her perceptions of her fellow speakers ‘unpreju-
diced’ (92, 93, emphasis in original).

The second form of epistemic injustice is hermeneutical, where a speaker is rendered
incapable of making sense of her own social experiences, and of having them understood
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by others, owing to a persistent gap in epistemic resources rooted in group-based herme-
neutical marginalization. Fricker offers the example of Carmita Wood, who struggles to
articulate her experiences of dealing with her employer’s unwanted sexual advances
during a period when acts of this type had not yet been named ‘sexual harassment’.
When asked why she had sought transfers and eventually quit her job, Wood reflects on
her employer’s actions, struggles to find the words to describe them, and ultimately
replies that her reasons for leaving were ‘personal’. Wood is promptly refused unemploy-
ment insurance and suffers a number of associated hardships. Meanwhile, her employer
insists that the way he would ‘accidentally’ brush his hand against her breasts when reach-
ing across the table was nothing more than a bit of harmless ‘flirting’. As Fricker explains,
such readily available misinterpretations are made possible by the unequal hermeneutical
participation ofmen andwomen in apatriarchal society. Feminist consciousness-raising col-
lectives eventually created the more accurate term, ‘sexual harassment’, filling a significant
hermeneutical gap. As Fricker puts it, ‘Hermeneutical lacunas are like holes in the ozone – it’s
the people who live under them that get burned’ (161). To reduce associated harms, Fricker
recommends cultivating the virtue of hermeneutical justice, through which a hearer
becomes ‘reflexively aware of how the relation between his social identity and that of the
speaker is impacting on the intelligibility to him of what she is saying and how she is
saying it’ (169). The virtuous hearer strives constantly to counteract the ‘prejudicial
impact’ that a speaker’s hermeneuticalmarginalization is likely to have hadon the epistemic
resources available to her, ‘listening as much to what is not said as to what is said’ (168, 172,
emphasis in original).

Contrary to some of the more provocative claims advanced by her commentators, I
agree with Fricker that efforts to reveal additional forms of epistemic injustice are gener-
ally consistent with the broader project laid out in her 2007 book, given that she has
‘always intended the idea of epistemic injustice as an umbrella category, open to
further elaboration’ (2010, 174; see also Dotson 2012, 41–42). Ever since the book’s pub-
lication, the vast majority of writing on the subject has been devoted to identifying
hitherto unrecognized forms of epistemic injustice (e.g. trust injustice and willful herme-
neutical ignorance), most of which fit readily into the ‘culprit-based’ mold that Fricker is
most widely known for developing (Kwong 2015, 228), and that has been the near exclu-
sive focus of philosophers building upon her work (e.g. Hookway 2010; Kwong 2015; Marsh
2011; Origgi 2012; Pohlhaus 2012; Riggs 2012).

Part of what I have found constraining about recent conversation concerning epistemic
injustice is precisely this focus on individual perpetrators, which, I fear, is a non-accidental
by-product of the way the concept has taken shape. Since the publication of Epistemic
Injustice, most philosophers working on the topic have accepted the following two
tenets: first, credibility discounting must ultimately be traced to prejudice in order to be
unjust; and second, there must be an individual remedy, in the form of a specific corrective
virtue, for each and every variety of unjust discrediting. Allow me to unpack each tenet in
turn.

Recall that, on Fricker’s view, the denial or withholding of credibility is not necessarily
unjust, and only becomes so when a speaker’s credibility is unduly discounted because of
an identity-based prejudice in their audience. The basic idea here is that the ‘ethical poison
of testimonial injustice must derive from some ethical poison in the judgement of the
hearer’, and that identity prejudice, with its ‘ethically bad affective investment’ and
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stubborn resistance to counter-evidence, is an appropriately poisonous source (Fricker
2007, 22, 36). Prejudice is more than a cause of epistemic injustice, for Fricker – it is a sub-
stantive criterion, or that which qualifies an instance of credibility discounting as an injus-
tice (May 2012, 8). If this first tenet is accepted, then the second is likely to seem plausible
as well; after all, if prejudice is an individual problem, it can probably be addressed by way
of an individual remedy.

Now, recall that epistemic redlining is the practice of denying conferrals of credibility to
entire populations and, as we have seen, it is sometimes backed by the authority and force
of the state. Since it tends to be rooted in legal frameworks, ‘fiscal impact scores’, and the
like, it is a form of credibility discounting that cannot easily be traced to the prejudices of
individual officials – its sustaining causes are structural rather than psychological in char-
acter. So, if we accept the first tenet noted above it will be difficult to understand how epis-
temic redlining could qualify as an instance of epistemic injustice rather than, say, an
unfortunate yet innocent error. Even if it did so qualify, it is difficult to understand how
encouraging the cultivation of epistemic virtue could possibly serve as an adequate
remedy for a manifestation of structural, group-based oppression. Evidently, then, episte-
mic redlining is not readily countenanced by existing models of epistemic injustice.

To be sure, recent years have seen growing interest in the topics of collective, insti-
tutional, and structural epistemic injustice (Anderson 2012; Fricker 2012, 2013). The few
brief discussions that have emerged point to institutional culture, and to the combination
of various psychological heuristics with segregation in housing, education, and the like, as
additional (though still largely psychological) causes of unjust credibility discounting, along-
side individual prejudice. There have also been some preliminary efforts to rough out a defi-
nition of structural epistemic injustice: Elizabeth Anderson suggests that epistemic injustice
‘becomes structural when institutions are set up to exclude people without anyone having
to decide to do so’ (2012, 166). Anderson explicitly challenges the first tenet noted above,
according to which credibility discounting must ultimately be traced to prejudice in order
for it to be unjust. ‘Why not count any mistaken credibility discounting of the speaker’s tes-
timony as a wrongful injury to the speaker as a knower?’ she asks (166).

Yet Anderson’s challenge raises anew the question of what it is that makes any given
instance of mistaken credibility discounting unjust. Here it will not be enough to point
out, as some have, that there are many factors other than prejudice that lead to bias in
our credibility judgments (Faulkner 2012; Origgi 2012). Absent an argument to the
effect that all instances of credibility discounting are unjust (an argument not likely to
be forthcoming), it is difficult to understand how any proposed broadenings of Fricker’s
account might succeed (although see Maitra 2010). Moreover, Anderson’s definition of
structural epistemic injustice risks peremptorily excluding cases of epistemic exclusion
that are structural and also the products of decisions made by one or more individuals.
While it is true that institutional rules and procedures often guide our behavior in direc-
tions that run contrary to decisions we would reflectively endorse, and that resisting
such rules and procedures sometimes proves costly, particularly for lone resisters, it is
also the case that rules and procedures are typically the products of decisions made indi-
vidually and collectively, whether through an open, democratic process or through a small
group of officials opting to govern by fiat. Thus, deliberately constructed forms of structural
epistemic exclusion ought to be counted as instances of epistemic injustice.
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In closing, then, I want to propose a way of circumnavigating both challenges. On the
alternative account I am proposing, epistemic redlining is a structural variety of credibility
discounting that ought to be understood as a form of epistemic injustice. It ought to be
understood as such because Fricker’s first tenet is needlessly reductionist and should
not be accepted for the sake of simplicity alone. While prejudice is surely one ‘ethical
poison’ from which epistemic injustice can be derived, it is certainly not the only or
most important one. It is not even the case that all relevant poisons must be located ‘in
the judgement of the hearer’ (and in any event, individual prejudices are dialectically
related to their structural conditions, and both co-influence one another). In the case of
epistemic redlining surveyed above the proximate structural causes of the blanket discre-
diting of populations seem to be embedded not in the judgments of individual hearers
but, rather, in a series of laws adopted and enforced by the State of Michigan. In these
laws, the state legislature has codified a patently false story concerning the sources of
municipal fiscal distress – a story that likely originates in, and also takes advantage of,
the sheer ubiquity of anti-black racism and hatred for the poor in the state and country.
Through these laws, based as they are in such manifest ignorance, hundreds of thousands
of Michigan residents have been unjustly excluded from testifying and being heard on
matters of public policy, and from making various other epistemic contributions required
for participating in the formation of the policies that most immediately shape their lives.

The structural causes of this pattern of epistemic exclusion do not lie in any single indi-
vidual’s judgments pertaining to the credibility of affected populations, nor are they
obviously or straightforwardly the products of the judgments of any particular individual
or group. Nevertheless, they have been woven into broader structural processes that con-
tinue to shape ‘business as usual’ in the state and that continue to result in the systematic
epistemic exclusion of working-class communities of color – an outcome that is doubtless
reinforced by, but does not result solely from, widespread prejudice of the sort of interest
to Fricker. Given that the structural causes of such group-based exclusion would not be in
place but for the epistemically dysfunctional theories of state officials and other, closely
associated ideologues (views which may well be psychologically, economically, and politi-
cally functional for them and some of their supporters – see Sullivan and Tuana 2007), it
stands to reason that they have not come about through mere ‘innocent error’. For not
only have these theories been adopted and maintained without proper regard for avail-
able evidence, but their bearers also seem to have been resisting manifest counter-evi-
dence for years, including (but not limited to) the repeated failure of (in some cases,
multiple) EFMs and EMs to ‘solve’ the fiscal problems of financially struggling municipali-
ties. The theories in question are expressions of what Kristie Dotson calls ‘pernicious ignor-
ance’, which is ‘any reliable ignorance that, in a given context, harms another person (or
set of persons)’ (2011, 238). According to Dotson, ignorance of this sort is the root cause of
epistemic violence, which includes various forms of silencing of the sort suffered in Flint
and other communities facing water crises. Epistemic redlining ought to be regarded as
a form of epistemic violence; and Emergency Management, an inherently violent practice.

Conclusion

The practice of Emergency Management raises anew the question of whose knowledge
matters to whom and for what reasons, in light of what projects, challenges, and systemic
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imperatives. In this paper, I have argued that group-based credibility discounting remains
a significant feature of ongoing projects of racialized subordination and dispossession, and
that such discounting tends to have structural causes that can be difficult to identify and
uproot. In officially colorblind, ‘post-racial’ contexts such as present-day Michigan, efforts
to shore up racial hierarchies and continue extracting wealth in the midst of economic
crises are increasingly employing the language of finance to justify state-level takeovers
of predominantly African-American cities, and to stifle effective dissent and contestation.
The language of finance plays a crucial role in the practice of epistemic redlining, which is a
structural form of credibility discounting that involves denying conferrals of credibility to
residents of municipalities deemed to be in a state of ‘financial emergency’. Contrary to the
general thrust of recent work on the topic, I have argued that epistemic redlining ought to
be understood as a form of epistemic injustice in spite of the fact that it cannot be traced
to prejudice and cannot be remedied through the cultivation of individual virtue.

As details of the ongoing water crises in Flint and Detroit continue to emerge, and with
so much attention being devoted to identifying individual wrongdoers on whom to fix all
the blame, I hope the foregoing will help to broaden conversations concerning what is to
be done. Searching exclusively for a select group of blameworthy individuals is an
approach very much in keeping with ‘culprit-based’ analyses of epistemic injustice. Yet
not only do such analyses unhelpfully constrain our lines of vision, shaping which dimen-
sions of problems are seen and understood, and which are not, they also limit our ability to
address ourselves collectively to the structural aspects of the problems confronting us,
which are part of fuller, more accurate pictures.
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