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Epistemic Injustice and Trans Lives

Trans people suffer injustices in all aspects of our lives. One category of such injustices is the
epistemic injustices: injustices to do with knowledge and our capacities as knowers. For instance,
trans people often suffer a form of epistemic injustice that Miranda Fricker has called testimonial
injustice, when attempting to tell others who we are. Testimonial injustice is the failure to give a
speaker the appropriate level of credibility on the basis of some identity based prejudice: that the
speaker is not believed when they ought to be believed, doubted when they should not be doubted.
Trans people are the authorities on our own genders - we’re the experts! Experts, moreover,
should (in their area of expertise) be granted a high level of credibility; people should generally
believe what they say. Yet trans people are often not afforded the high level of credibility we
deserve when we assert our identities - our self-identifications are disbelieved, and we are
misgendered. This effect is heightened given, as Talia Mae Bettcher has pointed out, trans people
and especially trans women are often stereotyped as evil deceivers, hiding their ‘true’ sex, or
‘make-believers’, deluding themselves about their gender. These “controlling images”, to use
Patricia Hill Collins’ terminology, unjustly imply that trans people are not trustworthy. Of course,
this injustice is just one manifestation of transphobia and must be fought like all others.

Another form of epistemic injustice faced by trans people is hermeneutical injustice. To quote
Fricker, hermeneutical injustice involves having a “one’s social experience obscured from
collective understanding” due to prejudice in society creating a ‘gap’ in our conceptual resources
(155). For a young non-binary person, growing up in a a binary gender system, and isolated from
alternative ways of understanding gender, hermeneutical injustice manifests itself by preventing
that person from accessing the concepts or labels by which they might understand their experience.
Of course, through education, and hermeneutic innovation, whereby we, as trans people, develop
new concepts to help us describe and share our experiences moving through our gendered lives,
this kind of injustice can be overcome.
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