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INTRODUCTION: PRAGMATISM, SUBALTERN KNOWLEDGES, 
AND CRITIQUE 

Justo Serrano Zamora 
]ǳōƻƳƝǊ 5ǳƴŀƧ 

 
 

In the last decades there has been a rising awareness of 

the political limits of traditional epistemology. Feminist, 

race-theorists, and postcolonial approaches have point-

ed that a male-centered and Eurocentric understanding 

of knowledge has contributed to invalidate many forms 

of valuable knowledge, contributing to global epistemi-

cide (Sousa Santos 2014) and oppression. They have also 

aimed at developing alternative epistemologies ς i.e., 

alternative understandings of valuable knowledge and of 

the practices leading to it ς that can be put at the service 

of the struggles of the oppressed. The role of pragma-

tism in the pursue of alternative epistemologies has 

been only partially explored. Certainly, there exists a 

large literature on pragmatist feminist epistemologies.
1
 

Apart from putting in dialogue feminist and pragmatist 

developments, pragmatist feminists also revindicate the 

value of figures like Jane Addams or Mary Parker Follet, 

pointing to another genealogy of pragmatism that re-

lates more directly to struggles of the oppressed. Re-

garding postcolonial epistemologies, and more concrete-

ly, the Epistemologies of the South, the connections 

between those projects and pragmatism haven been less 

well-studied, though they are not less obvious.
2
  

The aim of this special issue is to continue establish-

ing connections, continuities, but also to identify ten-

sions between pragmatism, feminism, and non-Eurocen-

tric Epistemologies. Hence, none of the three represent 

monolithic epistemological traditions but are internally 

diverse. To this extent, the issue also contributes to 

exploring the potential of different versions of epistemo-

logical pragmatism for projects of social emancipation.  

We have divided the present special issue in two parts. 

In the first part, we include papers inquiring about how a 

                                                 
1 See, for example Seigfried 1996, Whipps 2019, Sullivan 2001, 
McKenna 2001, and Fischer 2021.  
2 hƴŜ ŜȄŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ Wƻńƻ !ǊǊƛǎŎŀŘƻ bǳƴŜǎΦ .ƻŀǾŜƴǘǳǊŀ Řŀ {ƻǳǎŀ 
Santos and Paulo Freire have also pointed to pragmatism as an 
inspiration for their own epistemological projects (see Arriscado 
bǳƴŜǎΩ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎǎǳŜύΦ  

pragmatist epistemology can contribute to and enter in 

dialogue with the literature on the epistemologies of the 

oppressed. Emmanuel Renaults text aims at showing the 

ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ƻŦ 5ŜǿŜȅΩǎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǘƻ ƛƴǉǳƛǊȅ ǘƻ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ŦƻǊ 

the epistemic activities of oppressed groups. He argues 

that we can offer a Deweyan view on the epistemic em-

powerment of the oppressed, by which they reach better 

ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ƘŀǾŜΦ Lƴ Ƙƛǎ ǇŀǇŜǊΣ Wƻńƻ 

Arriscado Nunes provides a general discussion about the 

convergence between the literature on the Epistemologies 

of the South and the so-ŎŀƭƭŜŘ άƛƴǎǳǊǊŜŎǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǘǳǊƴέ ƛƴ 

Pragmatism. He argues that this convergence can be 

ǘǊŀŎƪŜŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ tŀǳƭƻ CǊŜƛǊŜΩǎ ǿƻǊƪΣ 

particularly his Pedagogy of the Oppressed. Nuria Sara 

Miras Boronat departs from the traditional male-domi-

nated genealogy of pragmatism and draws on the figure of 

WŀƴŜ !ŘŘŀƳǎΦ {ƘŜ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜǎ Ƙƻǿ !ŘŘŀƳǎΩ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ŀǘ 

the Hull House was epistemically productive, giving rise to 

new practices and methods of knowledge production that 

are particularly interesting for the project of a pragmatist 

epistemology of the oppressed. Finally, Filipe Campelo 

makes a contribution to the debate about the epistemolo-

gies of the oppressed, focusing the question about what it 

means for critical theorists to share the experiences of 

injustice of the oppressed. He argues, in a move that 

comes close to pragmatism, that affects need to play a 

stronger role in the relation between the narratives of the 

oppressed and the theories of critical thinkers. 

The texts of the second part of this issue are less fo-

cused on the epistemologies of the oppressed but pro-

vide original views on pragmatism, exploring the poten-

tials to decentralize its Western origin. In his paper, 

Alexander Kremer dwells into the defense of Shuster-

ƳŀƴΩǎ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ƻŦ ǎƻƳŀŜǎǘƘŜǘƛŎǎΦ IŜ ŀǊƎǳŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǇǊŀƎƳa-

tism in general, and somaesthetics in particular, can 

contribute to a better understanding of human emanci-

Ǉŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ Ƙŀǎ ƳŜƭƛƻǊƛǎƳ ŀǘ ƛǘǎ ŎƻǊŜΦ CƛƴŀƭƭȅΣ {ǙŀƘŜƭ 

ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜǎ WǳǊŀƧ YǳőƝǊŜƪΩǎ ŀƴŘ LǾŀƴ 5ǳōƴƛőƪŀΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ƻƴ 

ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ ǇǊŀƎƳŀǘƛǎƳΦ {ǙŀƘŜƭ ǎƘƻǿǎ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ ŀu-

thors have provided valuable contributions to environ-

mentalist debates focusing on a critique of the principle 

of biocentric egalitarianism and the emphasis on demo-
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cratic and human rights aspects of environmental devas-

tation.  

²Ŝ ŀǊŜ ŀƭǎƻ ƘŀǇǇȅ ǘƻ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ ƻƴŜ ǘŜȄǘ ōȅ !ƭŜǑ tǊłȊƴȇ 

ƻƴ 5ŜǿŜȅΩǎ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ ƻŦ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ŘƛŀƭƻƎǳŜ ǿƛǘƘ IŀƴƴŀƘ 

Arendt and Richard Rorty, as well as two reviews, one on 

¢ǳƭƭƛƻ ±ƛƻƭŀΩǎ ǊŜcent book on Pierce and the Uses of History 

ōȅ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƻǊ ±ƛƴŎŜƴǘ /ƻƭŀǇƛŜǘǊƻΣ ŀƴŘ ƻƴŜ ƻƴ YǊƛǎƛƴŀ wŜƴȊƛΩǎ 

An Ethic of Innocence: Pragmatism, Modernity, and Wom-

ŜƴΩǎ /ƘƻƛŎŜ ƴƻǘ ǘƻ Yƴƻǿ by Justo Serrano Zamora.  
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EPISTEMOLOGY OF SOCIAL CRITIQUE AND THE KNOWLEDGE 

EXPERIENCE: A DEWEYAN ACCOUNT 

Emmanuel Renault 
Paris Nanterre University 
e.renault@parisnanterre.fr 

 

ABSTRACT: In the current literature on alternative epis-
temologies, one can question two problematic assump-
tions: firstly, oppressed groups generally have at disposal 
the knowledge that is needed for their practices of social 
critique; and secondly, the epistemic problems they need 
to confront are not properly cognitional, they concern 
rather the task of making sense of their own problematic 
experience. Now, for many struggles, the epistemic chal-
lenge is to produce better knowledge about the nature 
and causes of problematic situations as well as the means 
to resolve them. In this paper, I argue that a Deweyan 
account of knowledge can contribute to a better under-
standing of this challenge. Firstly, I explore Dewey's ap-
proach to the "knowledge experience" and analyze the 
various roles it can play in social critique. Secondly, I 
argue that oppressed groups sometimes need better 
knowledge than what they already have, and this re-
quires specific type of epistemic empowerment. 
 
Keywords: Alternative epistemologies, John Dewey, social 
critique, knowledge experience, epistemic empowerment.  
 

 
Feminist theories and critical race studies, as well as 

ƻǘƘŜǊ ǎǘǊŀƴŘǎ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǘŜǊƳŜŘ άŀƭǘŜǊƴŀǘƛǾŜ ŜǇƛǎǘŜ-

ƳƻƭƻƎƛŜǎέ όŦƻǊ ƛƴǎǘŀƴŎŜ ǇƻǎǘŎƻƭƻƴƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŘŜŎƻlonial theo-

ries), have provided groundbreaking insights on the 

cognitive conditions and effects of domination and injus-

tice, as well as on the cognitive conditions and effects of 

the struggles against structural domination and injustice. 

In the methodological framework of a social epistemolo-

gy, M. Fricker (2007) and J. Medina (2013), among oth-

ers, have tried to systematize the epistemological 

implications, as well as the implication for the theory of 

justice and democracy of these epistemologies. The 

motivation of these theoretical projects is clearly to 

politicize epistemology from the point of view of social 

critique. But social critique as such has not yet been 

subjected to a systematic scrutiny. What are the cogni-

tive activities at play in social critique and what are their 

specific epistemic functions? The purpose of this article 

is to address these issues from a Deweyan perspective.  

Since Dewey has indeed not intended to elaborate an 

epistemology of social critique, a preliminary clarifycation 

is required about what I mean here by Deweyan perspec-

tive. I assume that this perspective is specified by its 

processual orientation, its analysis of epistemological 

issues in terms of activities, its instrumentalism, and its 

focus on issues related to the experience of knowledge. 

The first assumption is not controversial at all since Dew-

ey, as well as Pierce, is usually considered as a process 

philosopher (Debrock, 2003). According to his account of 

άǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǊŜŦƻǊƳέ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Lectures in China, for instance, 

social critique is motivated by experiences of injustices or 

domination, and the dynamics of social criticism that 

derive from them must be analyzed in sequential terms 

(Dewey, 1973, 72-81). One trademark of the Deweyan 

approach to social movements is probably to highlight 

ǘƘŀǘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘǎ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ƛƭƭǳǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ άŎǊŜŀǘƛv-

ƛǘȅ ƻŦ ŀŎǘƛƻƴέ όWƻŀǎΣ мффсύ ŀƴŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ άǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƎƴi-

ǘƛǾŜ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛǾƛǘȅέ ƻŦ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳŀǘƛŎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ 

(Renault, 2018). Such creativity or productivity is clearly 

processual. The second assumption is not more contro-

ǾŜǊǎƛŀƭΦ ¢ƘŜ ŦŀŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ 5ŜǿŜȅΩǎ ŜǇƛǎǘŜƳƻƭƻƎȅ ŦƻŎǳǎŜǎ ƻƴ 

what ƛǎ ƴƻǿ ǘŜǊƳŜŘ άŎƻƎƴƛǘƛǾŜ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎέΣ ŀƴŘ ƘŜƴŎŜ 

ŀƴǘƛŎƛǇŀǘŜǎ ǎƻƳŜ ǾŜǊǎƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅ άǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ 

ǘǳǊƴέ ƛƴ ŜǇƛǎǘŜƳƻƭƻƎȅ ό/ƘŀƴƎΣ нлмпύΣ ƛǎ ƘŀǊŘƭȅ ŘƛǎǇǳǘŀōƭŜΦ 

5ŜǿŜȅ ŘŜŦƛƴŜǎ άǘƘƻǳƎƘǘέ ŀǎ ƛƴǉǳƛǊȅΣ ŀƴŘ ƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜƛǾŜǎ ƻŦ 

logical theory as an analysis of the various activities in-

volved in the process leading from a problematic situa-

tion to a warranted assertion. Another distinctive charac-

teristic of his epistemology is indeed its instrumentalism. 

All this has implication for his account of social critique 

foǊ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ άǇǳōƭƛŎέΣ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Public and its Problems, 

ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ άǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƛƴǉǳƛǊȅέΣ ƛƴ Logic. A Theory of 

Inquiry, provide processual accounts of the series of 

cognitive activities involved social critique conceived as 

an instrument for solving social problems. The last as-

ǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘƛǾŜ ǘǊŀƛǘ ƻŦ 5ŜǿŜȅΩǎ 

epistemology that has been less often analyzed (Renault, 

нлмрύΥ ƛǘ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴǎ ǘƘŜ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ άƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ŜȄǇŜǊi-

ŜƴŎŜέΦ LƴǎǘŜŀŘ ƻŦ ŎƻƴŎŜƛǾƛƴƎ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ 

activity of pooling information (as in cognitive sciences 

and some strands of social epistemology
1
), or as the 

                                                 
1 άhǳǊ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƛǎ ŎŀǇǘǳǊŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
good informant, because (as the State of Nature story shows) 
essentially what it is to be a knower is to participate in the shar-
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distinctive propriety of representations or beliefs that are 

true and justified (as in contemporary analytical episte-

mology and in some strands of feminist epistemology
2
), 

Dewey analyses knowledge as a particular type of experi-

ence produced by a doubt that results in a process 

termed inquiry. In other words, he gives an experiential 

and processual meaning to the concept of knowledge.  

Such a Deweyan epistemology of social critique can 

overcome two of the main shortcomings of the contem-

porary approaches to social critique. Contemporary 

political philosophy implicitly reduces the cognitive activi-

ties at play in social critique either to descriptive activities 

όǿƘŜƴ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŎǊƛǘƛǉǳŜ ƛǎ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ƻŦ ŀǎ άŘƛǎŎƭƻǎƛƴƎ ŎǊƛǘƛǉǳŜέύ 

(Honneth, 2000 ; Kompridis, 2006) , or to interpretative 

ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ όǿƘŜƴ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŎǊƛǘƛǉǳŜ ƛǎ ŎƻƴŎŜƛǾŜŘ ƻŦ ŀǎ άƘŜǊƳe-

ƴŜǳǘƛŎ ŎǊƛǘƛǉǳŜέ ƻǊ άǊŜŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛǾŜ ŎǊƛǘƛǉǳŜέύ ό²ŀƭȊŜǊΣ 

1993; Honneth, 2018), or to justificatory activities (in 

constructivist and deliberative model of social critique) 

όCƻǊǎǘΣ нлммύΦ 5ŜǿŜȅΩǎ ǇƘƛƭƻǎƻǇƘȅ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǎ ŀ ŎƻǊǊŜŎǘƛǾŜ 

since the very idea of inquiry encompass and intercon-

nects a wider range of cognitive activities. Since I have 

dealt with this issue elsewhere (Renault, 2021), I will 

focus on a second shortcoming that relates to a too re-

stricted view of the epistemic problems that can be met 

in the process of social critique, and of the epistemic 

functions of the cognitive activities that are intended to 

find solution to these problems. In alternative epistemol-

ogies, there is a tendency to consider that oppressed 

ƎǊƻǳǇǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ŀǎ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳŀt-

ic, although it is socially disqualified. As a result, the need 

to produce a better knowledge is not seriously taken into 

account in their accounts of the process of social critique. 

These epistemologies focus mainly on the attempts made 

by the oppressed in order to find appropriate ways of 

making sense of what is wrong in the problematic experi-

ence they are enduring, as well as on their attempts to 

                                                                       
ing of informŀǘƛƻƴέ όCǊƛŎƪŜǊΣ нллтΣ ǇΦ мпрύΦ ¢ƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ 
ά{ǘŀǘŜ ƻŦ bŀǘǳǊŜέ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ƘŜǊŜ ǘƻ /ǊŀƛƎ όмффлύΦ 
2 See for instance Haslanger (1999) who analyses the implica-
tion of feminist epistemology for this type of definition of truth 
and who suggest that this discussion concerns more broadly the 
implication of other alternative epistemologies. 

struggle against the delegitimization of their knowledge 

and claims. To find solution to these problems, what 

would be at stake for the oppressed would not be to 

produce better knowledge but to struggle against the 

delegitimization of their own knowledge, as well as to 

produce models of interpretation of the specific wrongs 

of their problematic experience, and new models of 

articulation and justification of their claim (Medina, 2013; 

Serrano Zamora, 2019). Indeed, the significance of these 

problems and of the attempts to overcome them is not 

disputable, but it is simply a fact that in many social 

movements, the knowledge available is experienced as a 

problem, and that attempts are made in order to produce 

ƭŜǎǎ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳŀǘƛŎ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜΦ Lƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǿƻǊŘǎΣ ǘƘŜ άƪƴƻǿƭ-

ŜŘƎŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜέ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ Ǉƭŀȅǎ ŀ ŎǊǳŎƛŀƭ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

practices of social critique. 

To put it provocatively, from a Deweyan point of 

view, it seems that in their account of social critique, al-

terƴŀǘƛǾŜ ŜǇƛǎǘŜƳƻƭƻƎƛŜǎ ƘŀǾŜƴΩǘ ǘŀƪŜƴ ǎŜǊƛƻǳǎƭȅ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ 

the epistemological problem par excellence, namely the 

problem of knowledge. In order to suggest that there is a 

distinctive Deweyan way of taking it seriously, I will first 

ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ 5ŜǿŜȅΩǎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ 

and analyze the various roles it can play in social cri-

tique. In a second step, I will criticize the assumptions 

that lead alternative epistemologies and contemporary 

epistemologies inspired by them to understate the sig-

nificance of this experience.  

 

Knowledge experience and epistemic empowerment 

 

According to Dewey, the notion of knowledge denotes in 

the first place a specific experience: the experience of a 

doubt produced by a problematic situation that results 

in an inquiry about the nature of the problematic situa-

tion, about its causes and the best means at disposal to 

solve the problem. When the inquiry is successful, that is 

when the best solution is put in practice in such a way 

that our experience ceases to be problematic, the doubt 

is settled and something is known. The knowledge expe-

rience has come to its end.  
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This theory of the knowledge experience is elaborated 

in the Studies in Logical Theory and deepened in a series 

of articles publish in the years 1905-1906
3
, where Dewey 

distinguishes three types of experiences: the non-

cognitive experience, the cognitive experience, and the 

cognitional experience. In most of our ordinary interac-

tions with the environment, our experience remains pre-

cognitive. Interactions are regulated by habits, that is by 

embodied know-hows that operate at the level of tacit 

knowledge, beyond the threshold of conscious experi-

ence. When our habits are no longer able to regulate 

these interactions, that is when experience becomes 

problematic, it crosses this threshold: sensations emerge 

in our field of consciousness that indicate that a problem 

Ƴǳǎǘ ōŜ ǎƻƭǾŜŘΦ 9ȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ōŜŎƻƳŜǎ άŎƻƎƴƛǘƛǾŜέ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ 

a difficulty occurs that can no longer be solved by our tacit 

knowledge, but only by a conscious scrutiny of the prob-

lem. The solution can be found directly: a simple attention 

to the problem is often enough to understand the nature 

of the practical obstacle indicated by a sensation, and to 

find a solution. No inquiry into the nature of the problem-

atic situation, the causes of the problem and the means at 

disposal is then required. The experience has become 

άŎƻƎƴƛǘƛǾŜέ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ŀƭǎƻ ōŜŎƻƳŜ άŎƻƎƴƛǘƛƻƴŀƭέΦ Lƴ 

other cases, attention to the problematic situation results 

in a doubt that cannot be settled but by such an inquiry. 

¢ƘŜ άŎƻƎƴƛǘƛǾŜέ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ōŜŎƻƳŜǎ άŎƻƎƴƛǘƛƻƴŀƭέΤ ƛǘ ǘŀƪŜǎ 

ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ ŀ άƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜέΦ  

A clarifying illustration of such a transformation of 

the non-cognitive experience into a cognitive experience 

that does not result in a cognitional experience is pro-

vided in chapter four of Reconstruction in Philosophy. 

Analyzing the experience of writing with a pencil, Dewey 

Ǉƻƛƴǘǎ ƻǳǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ǳǎǳŀƭƭȅ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ŎǊƻǎǎ ǘƘŜ ǘƘǊŜǎƘƻƭŘ ƻŦ 

ŎƻƴǎŎƛƻǳǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΥ ά¢ƘŜ Ǉerson who is taking notes 

                                                 
3 ά¢ƘŜ 9ȄǇŜǊƛƳŜƴǘŀƭ ¢ƘŜƻǊȅ ƻŦ YƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜέ όa² оΥ млт-127), 
ά¢ƘŜ tƻǎǘǳƭŀǘŜ ƻŦ LƳƳŜŘƛŀǘŜ 9ƳǇƛǊƛŎƛǎƳέ όa² оΥ мру-167), 
άLƳƳŜŘƛŀǘŜ 9ƳǇƛǊƛŎƛǎƳέ όa² оΥ мсу-мтлύΣ ά¢ƘŜ YƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ 
ExperiencŜ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ wŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎέ όa² оΥ мтм-мттύΣ ά¢ƘŜ 
YƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ 9ȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ !Ǝŀƛƴέ όa² оΥ мту-183). For an analysis 
ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŀǊǘƛŎƭŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ 5ŜǿŜȅΩǎ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ ƻŦ 
the knowledge experience, see Renault (2015). 

has no sensations of the pressure of his pencil on the 

ǇŀǇŜǊ ƻǊ ƻƴ Ƙƛǎ ƘŀƴŘ ŀǎ ƭƻƴƎ ŀǎ ƛǘ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴǎ ǇǊƻǇŜǊƭȅ ώΧϐΦ 

If the pencil-point gets broken or too blunt and the habit 

of writing does not operate smoothly, there is a con-

scious shock: the felling of something the matter, some-

thing gone wrong. The emotional change operates as a 

ǎǘƛƳǳƭǳǎ ǘƻ ŀ ƴŜŜŘŜŘ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ƛƴ ƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴέ όa² мнΥ мол-

131). Then, the solution is immediately found; no inquiry 

ƛǎ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜŘΥ άhƴŜ ƭƻƻƪǎ ŀǘ Ƙƛǎ ǇŜƴŎƛƭΣ ǎƘarpens it or take 

ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ǇŜƴŎƛƭ ŦƻǊƳ Ƙƛǎ ǇƻŎƪŜǘέ όa² мнΥ момύΦ ¢ƘŜ 

experience has become cognitive, but the cognitive 

ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƘŀǎƴΩǘ ƭŜŘ ǘƻ ŀ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ƛǘ 

soon takes again its non-cognitive form.  

Indeed, other cognitive experiences lead to inquiries, 

that is to cognitional experiences, or knowledge experi-

ences, and therefore it is tempting to think of the main 

elements of the cognitive experiences, namely sensa-

tions, as the true elements and the true basis of knowl-

edge, as in the sensualist school. But such a conception 

is wrong because sensation and knowledge belong to 

ǘǿƻ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǇƘŀǎŜǎΥ ά{Ŝƴǎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǊŜ ƴƻ ǇŀǊǘǎ ƻŦ any 

knowledge, good or bad, superior or inferior, imperfect 

or complete. They are rather provocations, incitements, 

challenges to an act of inquiry with is to terminate in 

ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ώΧϐ ŀǊŜ ƴƻ ǿŀȅ ƻŦ ƪƴƻǿƛƴƎ ŀǘ ŀƭƭΦ ώΧϐ 

Sensation is thus, as the sensationalist claimed, the 

beginning of knowledge, but only in the sense that the 

experienced shock of change is the necessary stimulus to 

the investigation and comparing which eventually pro-

ŘǳŎŜ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜέ όa² мнΥ момύΦ  

5ŜǿŜȅΩǎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ƻŦ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƛǎ ōƻǘƘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴǘƛŀƭΣ 

processual, instrumental and fallibilist. It is experiential 

since it claims that the notion of knowledge should be 

used only to denote the situation when knowledge be-

comes a problem to solve, that is, when we experience 

that we do not know what is going on so that we must 

become inquirers in order to produce the knowledge of 

what is going on. It notably means that it is as just illegiti-

ƳŀǘŜ ǘƻ ǎǇŜŀƪ ƻŦ άƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜέ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜ-cognitive level 

όŦƻǊ ƛƴǎǘŀƴŎŜ ǿƘŜƴ ƻƴŜ ǎǇŜŀƪǎ ƻŦ άǘŀŎƛǘ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜέ ƻǊ ƻŦ 
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άƪƴƻǿ-Ƙƻǿέ
4
), as to speak of the components of the 

cognitive but not cognitional experience (for instance 

sensaǘƛƻƴǎύ ŀǎ ǎŜƴǎǳƻǳǎ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜΦ 5ŜǿŜȅΩǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ 

of knowledge is also processual since the very notion of 

ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ŘŜƴƻǘŜ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊo-

cess of inquiry, or the experience of knowing, and its 

possible successful result, namely the experience that 

something is known όƻǊ άŎƻƎƴƛȊŜŘέύΦ IŜƴŎŜΣ ǘƘŜ ŎǊƛǘƛŎƛǎƳ 

of the traditional conception of knowledge as a represen-

tation, or a belief, or a proposition, having its truth in 

itself, independently of the inquiries that have produced 

the belief in their truth. As Dewey point out in Logic. A 

Theory of InquiryΥ ά¢Ƙŀǘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎŀǘƛǎŦŀŎǘƻǊƛƭȅ ǘŜǊƳƛƴŀǘŜǎ 

inquiry is, by definition, knowledge; it is knowledge be-

cause it is ǘƘŜ ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜ ŎƭƻǎŜ ƻŦ ƛƴǉǳƛǊȅέΦ ¢ƘŜ ƻǇǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜ 

view is wrong, according to which knowƭŜŘƎŜ ƛǎ άǎǳǇǇƻǎŜŘ 

to have a meaning of its own apart from connection with 

ŀƴŘ ǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ǘƻ ƛƴǉǳƛǊȅέ ό[² мнΥ мр-мсύΦ 5ŜǿŜȅΩǎ ŎƻƴŎŜp-

tion of knowledge is also instrumental since what counts 

at knowlŜŘƎŜΣ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƻŦ ƪƴƻǿƛƴƎ άǎŀǘƛǎŦŀŎǘƻǊƛƭȅ 

terminatŜǎέΣ ƛǎ ŀ ƳŜŀƴǎ ŦƻǊ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŀƭ ǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŀ ǇǊƻb-

ƭŜƳŀǘƛŎ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴΦ CƛƴŀƭƭȅΣ ǘƘŜ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ 

denote any permanent value of some beliefs, but only the 

fact that particular beliefs have been successfully fixed in 

particular inquiry processes. Now, further problematic 

experiences and further inquiries can cast doubts of these 

beliefs, depriving them of the distinctive characteristic of 

knowledge in its Deweyan sense, namely the fact that 

they have settled a doubt.  

Such a Deweyan conception of knowledge has a two-

fold interest for an epistemology of social critique. The 

                                                 
4 The chapter 7 of Logic. A theory of inquiry contends that there is 
no other knowledge than propositional knowledge, and in Human 
Nature and Conduct, Dewey points out that the practical skills 
ŜƳōƻŘƛŜŘ ƛƴ Ƙŀōƛǘǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ōŜ ŘŜƴƻǘŜŘ Ƙŀǎ άƪƴƻǿ-Ƙƻǿǎέ ōŜ-
ŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ŀǘ ŀƭƭΥ ά²e may, indeed, be said to 
know how by means of our habits. And a sensible intimation of 
the practical function of knowledge has led men to identify all 
acquired practical skill, or even the instinct of animals, with 
knowledge. We walk and read aloud, we get off and on street 
cars, we dress and undress, and do a thousand useful acts without 
thinking of them. We know something, namely, how to do them. 
ώΧϐ .ǳǘ ŀŦǘŜǊ ŀƭƭΣ ǘƘƛǎ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŀƭ ǿƻǊƪ ŘƻƴŜ ōȅ Ƙŀōƛǘ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǎǘƛƴŎǘ ƛƴ 
securing prompt and exact adjustment to the environment is not 
ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜΣ ŜȄŎŜǇǘ ōȅ ŎƻǳǊǘŜǎȅέ όa² мпΥ мнпύΦ  

first one is that it provides a convincing argument to 

support the claim that the concept of knowledge can 

denote something else than the claim to epistemic au-

thority that is assocƛŀǘŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǎŜƴǘŜƴŎŜǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ άL ƪƴƻǿέΣ 

or than the power relations that create a hierarchy 

between the epistemic value of the body of the beliefs 

of the privileged groups (beliefs socially recognized as 

knowledge) by contrast with the beliefs to the oppressed 

groups. It is simply a fact that the social relations of 

domination result in inequalities in the distribution of 

ŜǇƛǎǘŜƳƛŎ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ŜǇƛǎǘŜƳƛŎ ǾŀƭǳŜΣ ƻǊ ƛƴ άŜǇƛǎǘŜƳƛŎ 

ƛƴƧǳǎǘƛŎŜέΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ƘŀǊŘƭȅ ŘƛǎǇǳǘŀōƭŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǳŎƘ ƛƴŜǉǳŀƭƛǘƛŜǎ 

must be subjected to social critique, and that what is at 

stake for the oppressed groups is notably to be recog-

nized, inside as well as outside of group, as knowers 

having epistemic authority and whose beliefs are knowl-

edges. These dimensions of the epistemology of social 

critiǉǳŜ Ŏŀƴ ƴƻǘŀōƭȅ ōŜ ŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǘŜŘ ōȅ CƻǳŎŀǳƭǘΩǎ Ŏƻn-

ŎŜǇǘǎ ƻŦ άǇƻǿŜǊ-ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜέ ŀƴŘ ƻŦ άƛƴǎǳǊǊŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 

ǎǳōƧǳƎŀǘŜŘ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜǎέ ŀǎ ŦƻǊ ƛƴǎǘŀƴŎŜ ƛƴ aŎ ²ƻǊǘƘŜǊΩǎ 

analysis of racism and sexual oppression (2009). But 

practices of social criticism are confronted to other types 

ƻŦ ŜǇƛǎǘŜƳƛŎ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ άŎƻƎƴƛǘƛƻƴŀƭέ ǇǊƻb-

ƭŜƳǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƭŜŀŘ ǘƻ άƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎέΦ  

¢ƘŜ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ƻŦ 5ŜǿŜȅΩǎ ŜǇƛǎǘŜƳƻƭƻƎȅ ƛǎ ǇǊe-

cisely that it offers appropriate means to analyze the 

effects produced by these cognitional problems on the 

practices of social criticism, as well as to study the role 

that the cognitive activities intended to solve these 

problems can play in such practices. This epistemology 

makes it possible to draw attention to various types of 

experiences where knowledge becomes a problem to 

solve within the process of social critique. It is notewor-

thy that three types of cognitional problems can make 

obstacle to the cognitive dynamics that can lead from 

problematic social experience to articulation of social 

critique. I will now distinguish them and provide illustra-

tions with reference to the cognitional difficulties that 

had to be overcome before that the criticism of suffering 

at work had become a workable form of social critique 

(Renault, 2017a; 2020a). Firstly, the problematic experi-
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ence can appear too particular and not universal 

enough, or not significant enough, to belong to the 

realm of social critique. For instance, suffering at work 

had to be proved widespread enough, and serious 

enough, to become a subject matter of social critique. 

Secondly, the nature of the causes of the problematic 

situation can be so unclear that it is impossible to decide 

whether this problematic situation has social causes that 

could be transformed. Now, the social critique of a prob-

lematic situation loses its function if it is not grounded 

on a belief in the possibility of a transformation of the 

causes of this problematic situation. For instance, suffer-

ing at work cannot become a subject matter of social 

critique has long has it seems that its causes are psycho-

logical rather than social, or that this suffering is a side-

effect of the best economical organization, it social 

causes having thus some kind of necessity. Thirdly, even 

if the doubt concerning such transformation is settled, 

the social critique of this situation will also lose its func-

tion if it remains doubtful that some means at disposal 

are able to modify the social factors of the problematic 

situation in such a way that it could become less prob-

lematic and more satisfactory. For instance, the critique 

of suffering at work will seem pointless if it the levers for 

the transformation of the work conditions are lacking, so 

that the only option is adaptation to this suffering.  

The first cognitional problem concerns the nature of 

the problematic situation, the second its causes, and the 

third the means at disposal. They correspond to each of 

the three types of problematic situations that can lead to 

ŀƴ ƛƴǉǳƛǊȅ ŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊ ŘŜǾƻǘŜŘ ǘƻ ά¢ƘŜ !ƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ 

of a Complete Act of TƘƻǳƎƘǘέ ƛƴ How we think? (MW 6: 

234-236). Each of these problems can lead to specific 

inquiries, which can be successful or not. Now, they need 

to be somehow successful for a problematic social expe-

rience to result in social critique. An indeed, individuals 

and groups experiencing problematic social experiences 

and confronted to these cognitional problems are not 

necessarily able to find appropriate solution. In other 

words, the cognitional problems can become cognitional 

obstacle to social critique. Such cognitional obstacles play 

a crucial role in The Public and its Problems when Dewey 

ŀƴŀƭȅǎŜǎ ǘƘŜ άŜŎƭƛǇǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎέ όDŀǳǘƛŜǊΣ нлмрύΦ IŜ 

points out that a public necessarily remains inchoative if 

it is constituted only by the collection of those who expe-

rience a social situation as problematic. He underlines 

that a public has to identify the nature and causes of the 

ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ƛǘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƛƴ ƻǊŘŜǊ ǘƻ άƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅ ƛǘǎŜƭŦέΦ bƻǿΣ 

ǘƘŜ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ άƎǊŜŀǘ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅέ ƳŀƪŜǎ ƛǘ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘ ǘƻ 

get a knowledge of the generality of the problems expe-

rienced and of their causes: in such a society, there is no 

direct experience of the causes of the structural problems 

and no direct communication between all those who are 

affected by these problems. Unable to elaborate by 

themselves fruitful inquiries about the nature and the 

causes of the problematic situation they experience, the 

individuals and groups concerned are not able to unite 

ƛƴǘƻ ŀ άǇǳōƭƛŎέΣ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ƛƴǘƻ ŀ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ 

critique. In the context of the great society, the only 

solution would be provided by the social sciences, just as 

critical psychology and sociology of work has helped 

workers to become aware of the widespread nature of 

suffering at work, of its seriousness, and of the possibility 

of a transformation of its social factors. This is the reason 

why Dewey also explains that the disorientation of the 

contemporary publics is due to a lack of development 

ŀƴŘ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǊƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǎŎƛŜƴŎŜǎΦ IŜ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ 

suggest indeed that oppressed groups always depend on 

social sciences for their emancipation. He only takes 

seriously the empirical evidence that individuals and 

groups are not always skilled enough to find by them-

selves solutions to the cognitional problems they are 

confronted to in their practical and cognitive efforts to 

make the world better. When they are not cognitively 

skilled enough, social sciences can provide useful intellec-

ǘǳŀƭ ǘƻƻƭǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜ ƻŦ 5ŜǿŜȅΩǎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǇƘƛƭƻǎƻǇƘȅ ƛǎ 

precisely to supplement social sciences in the production 

of such intellectual tools (Renault, 2017b).  

These arguments elaborated in The Public and its 

Problems imply notably that it is necessary to distinguish 

between two types of knowledge experience: in the first 

one, the cognitional problem can be solved because in-
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quirers have the required cognitive tools at their dispos-

al; in the second case, what is required is the appropria-

tion of new cognitive tools: the process of knowing be-

comes a process of epistemic empowerment.  

 

Do oppressed groups need better knowledge?  

 

5ŜǿŜȅΩǎ ǘŜǊƳƛƴƻƭƻƎȅ ƛǎ ǘƻƻ ƛŘƛƻǎȅƴŎǊŀǘƛŎ ǘƻ ōŜ ƻŦ ƛƳƳe-

diate use in social epistemological contemporary de-

bates. In these debates, the notion of knowledge often 

denotes the beliefs that are available in order describe, 

analyze and explain internal and external phenomena. It 

is in sense that different types of bodies of knowledge 

can be attributed to various social groups, and that 

hierarchies of epistemic value can be described that are 

rooted in social relations of domination between these 

groups. As already noted, it is in this sense that Foucault 

ŎƻƛƴŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ άǇƻǿŜǊ-ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜέ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜƭŀǘŜǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 

concept of knowledge in the descriptive sense of bodies 

of beliefs having social validity rather than in the norma-

tive sense of body of true and justified knowledges
5
. 

Since these sets of beliefs can operate at the precogni-

tive level (as embodied in habits), or at the cognitive 

level (when it suffices to focus on a problem to find a 

solution), Dewey would refuse to denote them by the 

ǘŜǊƳ άƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜέΣ ŜǾŜƴ ƛŦ Ƴƻǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƳ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ 

fixation of belief that occurred at the cognitional level in 

Ǉŀǎǘ ƛƴǉǳƛǊƛŜǎΦ .ǳǘ 5ŜǿŜȅΩǎ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ƛǎ ŀ ǎǳōǎǘŀƴǘƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǘ 

simply terminological, and since he himself pointed out 

ǘƘŀǘ άƴƻ ƻƴŜ Ƙŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǘƻ ƛǎǎǳŜ ŀƴ ǳƪŀǎŜέ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ 

ƭŜƎƛǘƛƳŀǘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ άƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜέ όa² мпΥ мнпύΣ ƛǘ 

makes sense to try and articulate his substantial point in 

the less idiosyncratic terminology that enables to speak 

ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōƻŘƛŜǎ ƻŦ ōŜƭƛŜŦǎ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǾŀƭƛŘƛǘȅ ŀǎ άƪƴƻǿƭ-

ŜŘƎŜέΦ Lƴ ǘƘƛǎ ƭŜǎǎ ƛŘƛƻǎȅƴŎǊŀǘƛŎ ǘŜǊƳƛƴƻƭƻƎȅΣ 5ŜǿŜȅΩǎ 

point can be stated as follows: the knowledge experi-

                                                 
5 These clarifications are required notably because in English, 
the notion of knowledge is more ambiguous than in French an 
other Latin languages, where a distinction is made between 
άƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜέ ŀǎ άǎŀǾƻƛǊέ όƻǊ ŀǎ ǎŜǘ ƻŦ ōŜƭƛŜŦǎ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǾŀƭƛŘi-
ǘȅύ ŀƴŘ άŎƻƴƴŀƛǎǎŀƴŎŜέ όǘƘŀǘ ŎƻǊǊŜǎǇƻƴŘǎ ǘƻ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 
ƴƻǊƳŀǘƛǾŜ ǎŜƴǎŜύΦ CƻǳŎŀǳƭǘ ǎǇŜŀƪǎ ƻŦ άǎŀǾƻƛǊ-ǇƻǳǾƻƛǊέ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǘ 
ƻŦ άŎƻƴƴŀƛǎǎŀƴŎŜ-ǇƻǳǾƻƛǊέ 

ence is an experience of the need for better knowledge 

of the nature and causes of a problematic situation, and 

of the means available for transforming this situation 

into a more satisfactory one. I have already mentioned 

that Dewey seemed to consider that the knowledge 

experience plays a decisive role in some practices of 

social critique, and with the example of the controver-

sies concerning suffering at work, I provided contempo-

rary illustration of this role. But in contemporary social 

epistemological discussions about epistemic injustice 

and epistemic resistance, such an experience is usually 

not considered. Is it because it never plays a role in the 

practices of social critique of the oppressed (Dewey 

would be wrong or this point)? Or is the knowledge ex-

perience rather a blind spot of these discussions (and 

Dewey would help shedding light on it)?  

Contemporary alternative epistemologies, as well as 

social epistemologies drawing on them, seem to share 

the two following assumptions: firstly, oppressed groups 

always have at disposal the knowledge that is needed for 

their practices of social critique; secondly, the epistemic 

problems they are confronted with are not of a cogni-

tional type but rather relate to the necessity of finding 

ōŜǘǘŜǊ ǿŀȅǎ ƻŦ άƳŀƪƛƴƎ ǎŜƴǎŜέ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƴŜƎŀǘƛǾŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ 

experience, and of struggling against the lack of legiti-

macy of their knowledge and claims. The Deweyan epis-

temology of social critique that have been sketched in 

the previous section suggests that there might be some-

thing problematic in these two assumptions. In order to 

decide whether it is the case or not, a critical examina-

tion of both of these assumptions is required.  

The first one has both empirical et critical justifica-

tion. The empirical reason why it seems legitimate to 

ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƻǇǇǊŜǎǎŜŘ ƎǊƻǳǇǎ ŘƻƴΩǘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ 

need for a better knowledge in their practices of social 

critique is that it seems that they have a better knowl-

edge of the domination and injustice they experience 

than any other social group. The superiority of this 

knowledge results from the fact that their past experi-

ences of domination and injustice have led them to 

enquiries that have produced a stock of knowledge of 
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the specificities of the domination and injustice they 

suffer. What is at stake is to become confident in this 

knowledge, and to share it among the group and the 

participants in practices of social critique, rather than to 

produce better knowledge. Conversely, those who are 

benefiting from injustice and domination, and whose 

knowledge is socially recognized as more legitimate, are 

actually suffering from a type of ignorance resulting from 

a belief in the universality of their condition and a denial 

of the damaging consequences of their privileges; hence 

ǘƘŜ άǿƘƛǘŜ ƛƎƴƻǊŀƴŎŜέΣ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ǎƻƳŜ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ άǊǳƭƛƴƎ 

Ŏƭŀǎǎ ƛƎƴƻǊŀƴŎŜέ ŀƴŘ άƳŀǎŎǳƭƛƴŜ ƛƎƴƻǊŀƴŎŜέ όaƛƭƭǎΣ мффтΤ 

Sullivan, 2006; Bernasconi, 2007; Medina, 2013, 103-

109). Therefore, what is at stake is to help the oppressed 

becoming aware that their socially delegitimized knowl-

edge is a better knowledge than the legitimate knowl-

ŜŘƎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƛǾƛƭŜƎŜŘ ƎǊƻǳǇΣ ŀǎ ƛƴ CƻǳŎŀǳƭǘΩǎ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ƻŦ 

ŀƴ άƛƴǎǳǊǊŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǳōƧǳƎŀǘŜŘ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜέΦ IŜƴŎŜ 

the critical justification of the refusal to focus on the 

cognitive limitation of the oppressed. To highlight this 

point would run the risk to giving confirmation to the 

prejudice that their knowledge is suffering from episte-

mological deficits by comparison with more legitimate 

ōƻŘƛŜǎ ƻŦ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜΦ IŜƴŎŜ aŜŘƛƴŀΩǎ ŎǊƛǘƛǉǳŜ ƻŦ CǊƛŎk-

ŜǊΩǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŜǇƛǎǘŜƳƛŎ ƛƴƧǳǎǘƛŎŜǎ ŀǎ ǳƴŘŜǊƳƛƴƛƴƎ 

the cognitive capacities of the oppressed. Drawing on Du 

.ƻƛǎΩǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ άŘƻǳōƭŜ ŎƻƴǎŎƛƻǳǎƴŜǎǎέΣ ƘŜ ŎƭŀƛƳǎ ǘƘŀǘΥ 

άǘƘŜ ǎǳōƧŜcts who become most epistemically harmed 

and hermeneutically disadvantaged in their ability to 

make sense of their social experiences of racialization 

were in fact those who benefit the most from herme-

ƴŜǳǘƛŎŀƭ ƻōǎǘŀŎƭŜǎέ όнлмоΣ млпύΦ IŜƴŎŜΣ ǘƘŜ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǘŀsk is 

to highlight the epistemological deficits of the legitimate 

bodies of knowledge and to highlight the specific legiti-

macy of the knowledge of the oppressed. As noted by 

Santos (2008, L; 2016, 196), in order to work toward 

these goals, a pragmatist contextualist argument can be 

used: the validity of knowledge is always dependent on 

the context where it help finding solutions to problemat-

ic experiences, and it is mere ideological illusion when 

the ruling class, or other socially privileged groups, claim 

that their knowledge apply to type of the social experi-

ences that organize the life of the oppressed groups.  

There is nothing problematic with these arguments, 

but there are not enough to conclude that the oppressed 

cannot experience the need for a better knowledge in 

their practices of social critique, or that the knowledge 

experience can play a too crucial role in these practices 

to be simply ignored. The knowledge experience, as con-

ceived of by Dewey, is a very common and ordinary 

experience. Any members of any social groups often 

experience that the knowledge available is not enough 

to solve the problems she is confronted to. Hence the 

use of sources of supplementary information: books, 

maps, internet search, discussions with others, etc. It 

goes without saying that such experiences are also prev-

alent among oppressed groups, and it is hardly disputa-

ble that in the social practices associated with social 

critique ς practices that are less structured by social 

regularities and therefore less regulated by habits than 

other social practices ς such experience will be all the 

more demanding.  

It is probably true that in some cases, the knowledge 

of the oppressed is enough to cope with the daily expe-

rience of injustice and domination, as well as with the 

other practical problems that structure their ordinary 

social experience, including their ordinary practices of 

social critique of injustice and domination. There is no 

doubt that in some ordinary practices of social critique, 

such as the practices denotes by tƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ άƘƛŘŘŜƴ 

ǘǊŀƴǎŎǊƛǇǘέ ŎƻƛƴŜŘ ōȅ {Ŏƻǘǘ όмффлύΣ ǘƘŜ ƻǇǇǊŜǎǎŜŘ ŀǊŜ 

confronted to cognitional problems they are perfectly 

able to solve. When these cognitional problems occur, 

the knowledge experience only implies readjustment, 

instead of deep transformations of the knowledge al-

ready available. The process of knowing that is then 

going on is not accompanied by the feeling that the 

knowledge available is not enough. This knowledge 

experience implies no objection, but rather a confirma-

tion of the assumption according to which oppressed 

groups possess the knowledge that is needed for their 

practices of social critique. 
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But there is no reason to think that the knowledge 

available is always enough when the practice of social 

critique are less routinized and when what is at stake is to 

find the best means to struggle against injustice and dom-

ination, or when political adversaries argue that it is wrong 

to claim that a social problem is caused by a set of non-

necessary social factors, so that a social transformation is 

possible that would lead to a more satisfactory situation 

rather to worsen difficulties. On the contrary, the history 

of the development of the worker movement or of femi-

nism provides numerous examples where overcoming 

cognitional obstacle is experienced as a challenge hard to 

tackle. Hence the need for theory and critical social sci-

ence that has been a distinctive feature of the historical 

development of these two movements. Another illustra-

tion of such cognitional challenges is provided by the fact 

that social movements often call critical social sciences for 

help, in order to produce counter-expertise and make 

their claim more legitimate in deliberative arena where 

legitimate knowledge is used as a weapon against them. In 

these various cases, the cognitional problems cannot be 

solved solely by the body of knowledge already at disposal 

in the oppressed group. What is required is a contextual 

and instrumental appropriation of other types of cognitive 

tools in order to adjust the cognitive skills to the cogni-

tional problem to be solved. The experience of knowledge 

is not only that of an adaptation of the body of knowledge 

already at disposal to the problematic situation, but that 

of an epistemic empowerment. 

It is also the case that some oppressed groups, such 

as the those who suffer from great poverty in situation 

of social marginalization, do not always have at their 

disposal the body of knowledges that enable them to 

cope efficiently with the arduousness of their daily social 

life. They have indeed a knowledge of the situations of 

extreme poverty, and the epistemic value of their knowl-

edge is generally not recognized as it should, while it is 

often more relevant than the administrative knowledge 

that is used by social workers and institutions to rule 

their lives. It remains that the members of these groups 

also experience their own incapacity to find long term 

solutions to the social problems they are stuck in, as well 

as their incapacity to find satisfactorily solutions to their 

conflictual interactions with social workers and institu-

tions. They sometime experience these incapacities as 

lack of knowledge of the causes of their problems and of 

the means to make things better. The knowledge experi-

ence then takes the form of a need for knowledge, and 

ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŎƻƴǾƛƴŎŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŎŀƴΩǘ ǎŀǘƛǎŦȅ ǘƘƛǎ ƴŜŜŘ 

by themselves because of their poor educational back-

ground and long-term exposition to denial of recognition 

of their capacities as knowers. When not repressed, this 

need takes then the form of a need for epistemic em-

powerment, namely, for some kind of contextual and 

instrumental appropriation, that is also translation (San-

tos, 2014: 212-235), of empirical information and theo-

retical tools that could provide answer to the question 

that emerge from their problematic social experience 

but that they fail to answer by themselves. These points 

have been made notably in the book published by the 

Fourth World-University Research Group (2007): The 

Merging of Knowledge.  

These remarks suffice to cast doubt on the second as-

sumption: the types of epistemic problems to which the 

oppressed are confronted relate mainly to the necessity of 

ŦƛƴŘƛƴƎ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ǿŀȅǎ ƻŦ άƳŀƪƛƴƎ ǎŜƴǎŜέ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƴŜƎŀǘƛǾŜ 

social experience, and of struggling against the lack of 

legitimacy of their knowledge and of their claims. These 

two types of problems correspond to what M. Fricker 

ǘŜǊƳŜŘ άƘŜǊƳŜƴŜǳǘƛŎŀƭ ƛƴƧǳǎǘƛŎŜέ ŀƴŘ άǘŜǎǘƛƳƻƴƛŀƭ ƛƴƧǳs-

ǘƛŎŜǎέΦ LƴǘŜǊŜǎǘƛƴƎƭȅΣ WΦ aŜŘƛƴŀ Ƙŀǎ ŎǊƛǘƛŎƛȊŜŘ ƘŜǊ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ 

άǘŜǎǘƛƳƻƴƛŀƭ ƛƴƧǳǎǘƛŎŜέ ŦƻǊ ǊŜŘǳŎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ issue of the lack of 

ŎǊŜŘƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ άproducers ƻŦ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜέΣ ƻǊ ƛƴǉǳƛǊŜǊǎΣ ǘƻ 

ǘƘŀǘ ƻŦ άgivers ƻŦ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜέΣ ƻǊ άƛƴŦƻǊƳŀƴǘǎέΥ  

According to Fricker, a speaker is epistemically 
ƻōƧŜŎǘƛŦƛŜŘ ǿƘŜƴ ǎƘŜ ƛǎ ǳƴŘŜǊƳƛƴŜŘ ƛƴ άƘŜǊ Ŏa-
pacity as givers ƻŦ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜέ όǇ. 133; my em-
phasis). But a speaker can also be undermined in 
her capacity as producer of knowledge, that is, 
not as informant who report to an inquirer, but 
as an inquirer herself, as an investigating subject 
who asks questions and issues interpretations 
and evaluations of knowledge and opinions. As-
suming that all silencing and all objectifying will 
be avoided when speakers are treated by in-
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formants is wrong, for their voices can still be 
constrained and minimized and their capacities 
as knowers can still be undermined. The epis-
temic agency of an informant qua informant is 
limited and subordinated to that of the inquirers 
(Medina, 2013, 92). 
 

²ƘƛƭŜ CǊƛŎƪŜǊ ƛǎ ŎƭŀƛƳƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ άǘƘŜ ŎƻǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ 

ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜέ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ άŎƻ-operative practice of pooling 

knowlŜŘƎŜέ όнллсΣ мрпύΣ aŜŘƛƴŀ Ǉƻƛƴǘǎ ƻǳǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƪƴƻǿƭ-

edge should rather be defined in Deweyan terms, as 

inquiry. He convincingly adds that the lack of credibility 

from which the member of oppressed groups suffer 

should be considered as an epistemic injustice because it 

delegitimizes and undermines not so much their capacity 

as providers of information than rather their capacity as 

inquirers. But the definition of inquiry he assumes puts 

again the knowledge experience into bracket. When he 

defines inquiry as a prƻŎŜǎǎ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƻƴŜ άŀǎƪǎ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ 

and issues interpretations and evaluations of knowledge 

ŀƴŘ ƻǇƛƴƛƻƴǎέΣ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƎƴƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 

nature and causes of the problematic situation, and the 

best practical means at disposal, are far from coming to 

the fore. It could indeed be argued that when J. Medina 

ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘǎ ǘƘŜ ǊƻƭŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ άǎǘǊǳƎƎƭŜǎ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ǎŜƴǎŜέ 

(2013, 92) in the epistemic resistances of the oppressed, 

he refers to inquiries that consist precisely in attempts to 

produce better knowledge of the situation. As a matter 

ƻŦ ŦŀŎǘΣ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜŀ ƻŦ άƳŀƪƛƴƎ ǎŜƴǎŜέ ƛǎ ƭƻƻǎŜ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ ǘƻ ōŜ 

specified in various sense. In the context of the epistem-

ƛŎ ǊŜǎƛǎǘŀƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƻǇǇǊŜǎǎŜŘΣ ǘƻ άǎǘǊǳƎƎƭŜ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ 

ǎŜƴǎŜέ Ŏŀƴ ƳŜŀƴ ŜƛǘƘŜǊ ǘǊȅƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƛǎǎǳŜ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘa-

tion of what is wrong in problematic social experiences, 

or trying to articulate better description of what is wrong 

in these experience, or trying to elaborate better analy-

sis and explanation of these experiences. In contempo-

rary alternative epistemologies and social epistemolo-

gies, the first two meaning come to the fore. 

CǊƛŎƪŜǊΩǎ άƘŜǊƳŜƴŜǳǘƛŎŀƭ ƛƴƧǳǎǘƛŎŜέ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎǘ 

that oppressed groups can experience difficulties in mak-

ing sense of the injustice and domination they suffer, and 

that these difficulties can hinder their capacity to subject 

domination and injustice to social critique. She also points 

out that these groups can successfully struggle to make 

sense of their problematic social experience, as shown by 

the collective elaboration of the notioƴ ƻŦ άǎŜȄǳŀƭ ƘŀǊŀǎs-

ƳŜƴǘέ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ŦŜƳƛƴƛǎǘ ƎǊƻǳǇǎ όнллсΣ мпт-152). This exam-

ple is telling because it makes a big difference, from a 

normative point of view, and the related possibilities of 

social critique, to denote an interaction as a form of flirt-

ing or ŀǎ ŀ άǎŜȄǳŀƭ ƘŀǊŀǎǎƳŜƴǘέΦ .ǳǘ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŎŀǎŜΣ ǘƘŜ ƴŜǿ 

category only provides an answer to the question: how 

the problematic dimensions of this interaction should be 

denoted in order to appear as incompatible with shared 

normative expectations. The problem is neither to find the 

best way to describe these problematic dimensions, nor to 

settle a doubt concerning the nature of this interaction or 

its causes. The problem is simply to find the best ways to 

denounce the interaction, given that the very notion of 

άŦƭƛǊǘέ ƛǎ ǎƻƳŜƘƻǿ ƭŜƎƛǘƛƳƛȊƛƴƎ ƛǘΦ Lƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǿƻǊŘǎΣ ǘƘŜ 

function of the interpretation is normative and not cogni-

ǘƛƻƴŀƭΦ IŜǊŜΣ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ǎŜƴǎŜ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƳŜŀƴ ǇǊƻŘǳŎƛƴƎ ōŜǘǘŜǊ 

knowledge but better normative evaluation.  

In other cases, indeed, making sense means produc-

ing better descriptions of the problematic dimension of a 

social situation. What is at stake is then to elaborate 

accurate description of some problematic dimensions of 

the social experience that remain socially invisible or 

that seem difficult to capture in the framework of the 

bodies of knowledge at disposal. Hence the use of nov-

els, and other means of expression, in order to produce 

άǎŜƭŦ-ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴέ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƻǇǇǊŜǎǎŜŘΣ ŀǎ 

highlighted by P. Hill Collins (1999: 97-122). Hence also 

thŜ ŜƭŀōƻǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ άŎƭŀǎǎ ŘƻƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴέ 

άǇŀǘǊƛŀǊŎƘȅέ ƻǊ άǿƘƛǘŜ ǎǳǇǊŜƳŀŎȅέ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ƛƴǘŜƴŘŜŘ ǘƻ 

provide a better description of the problematic situa-

tions experience by the working class, by women and by 

racialized people, as noted notably by C. Mills (2005). 

When the oppressed struggle to make sense in these 

ways, that is in searching for better descriptions of the 

problematic dimensions of their social experience, they 

are not mainly motivated by a doubt concerning the 

nature of the situation or by a will to produce a better 

knowledge of the nature of the situation. They are rather 
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motivated by the will to share their experience and to 

find appropriate ways to articulate what is at stake in 

these experiences, so that they could be subjected to 

social critique.  

But in other cases, the struggles to make sense are 

indeed consisting in attempts to produce better knowl-

edge of the nature and the cause of the problematic 

situation. When the worker movement elaborated the 

concept of exploitation, what was at stake was not only 

to produce a better description of what was going wrong 

in the capitalist wage system. The concept of exploita-

tion was also intended to disclose the structural causes 

of the dominations and injustices suffered by the prole-

tariat, and to orient its political struggles toward the 

relevant targets. The elaboration of the concept of ex-

ploitation was the result of a desperate struggle of the 

emerging proletariat to make sense of the new working 

conditions, with the help of some Saint-Simonian intel-

lectuals. It provided a better knowledge of the nature 

and the causes of the working-class condition, it helped 

analyze more precisely the nature of the problem, the 

social transformation required, and it led to renewed 

reflection about the means at disposal in order to strug-

gle against the social domination and injustices suffered 

by the proletariat (Bourdeau, 2018). It participated in a 

process of epistemic emancipation that played a decisive 

role in the history of social critique.  

 

I have tried to show that the production of knowledge is 

one the main forms of the epistemic empowerment that 

can be achieved when the oppressed try to make sense of 

the dominations and injustices they suffer. Such epistemic 

ŜƳǇƻǿŜǊƳŜƴǘ ǎƘƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ōŜ ǊŜŘǳŎŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜir attempts at 

elaborating new (self-)descriptions and at issuing new 

normative interpretations. It also concern the production 

of better knowledge of the nature and causes of the prob-

lematic situations, as well as of the means at disposal to 

make the world better. According to P. Hill Collins, one of 

ǘƘŜ ǘŀǎƪǎ ƻŦ ŀƭǘŜǊƴŀǘƛǾŜ ŜǇƛǎǘŜƳƻƭƻƎƛŜǎ ƛǎ άǘƻ ŜƴǊƛŎƘ ƻǳǊ 

understanding of how subordinate groups create knowl-

edge that fosters both their empowerment and social 

ƧǳǎǘƛŎŜέ όмфффΣ нсфύΦ L ƘŀǾŜ ǘǊƛŜŘ ǘƻ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘ ǘƘŀǘ 5ŜǿŜȅΩǎ 

theory of the knowledge experience offers interesting 

tools to work toward this goal. It offers a means for focus-

ing on the specificities of the cognitional problems that 

can be met in ordinary interactions and in practices of 

social critique, as well as on the activities intended to 

solve these problems. It offers a means for investigating 

into some epistemological dimensions of the practice of 

social critique that other epistemological paradigms fail to 

ŀƴŀƭȅȊŜ ŎƻƴǾƛƴŎƛƴƎƭȅΦ 5ŜǿŜȅΩǎ ƳŜǘƘƻŘƻƭogical framework 

provides a useful corrective for the lack of reflection
6
, in 

contemporary political philosophy and social epistemolo-

gy, on the need for knowledge that is associated with 

social critique (a need that expresses itself notably in the 

pathological form of conspiration theories) as well as on 

the critical effects of knowledge. 

There is indeed a temptation to get rid of the very 

concept of knowledge because the claim to know and 

the social recognition of a belief as a knowledge are 

always embedded in social relations of domination. But 

to get rid of the notion of knowledge, or to reduce it to 

its descriptive sense, would be politically dangerous. Just 

as the notion of objectivity, the normative sense of the 

notion of knowledge expresses the politiŎŀƭ ƴŜŎŜǎǎƛǘȅ άǘƻ 

think about the gap should exist between how any indi-

ǾƛŘǳŀƭ ƻǊ ƎǊƻǳǇ ǿŀƴǘǎ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘ ōŜ ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ƛƴ ŦŀŎǘ ƛǘέ 

(Harding, 1992, 461). What is required is then to com-

plement the notion of knowledge as power-knowledge 

with an another notion of knowledge that could capture 

the critical and emancipatory effects of some knowing 

ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎΦ 5ŜǿŜȅΩǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ŜȄǇŜǊi-

ence can help working toward this goal. 

  

                                                 
6 I criticized this lack elsewhere (Renault, 2020b) 
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ABSTRACT: Recent debates within pragmatist philosophy 
are creating new openings for encounters and dialogues 
with alternative epistemologies and approaches to 
themes at the core of classical pragmatism. This article 
addresses some of the questions raised by what has 
ōŜŜƴ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ άƛƴǎǳǊǊŜŎǘƛƻƴƛǎǘέ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜ ǘƻ 
pragmatism, exploring their convergence with the re-
search program of Epistemologies of the South which 
grew out of the work of the Portuguese sociologist 
.ƻŀǾŜƴǘǳǊŀ ŘŜ {ƻǳǎŀ {ŀƴǘƻǎΦ {ŀƴǘƻǎΩǎ ǇǊƻǇƻǎŀƭ ƻŦ ŀ 
postabyssal philosophy draws, among other sources and 
influences, on an appropriation of contributions of 
pragmatist philosophy for a radical critique of Eurocen-
tric conceptions of epistemology. This paper offers a 
discussion of selected topics of import to an ongoing 
exploration of the affinities, resonances and differences 
between the postabyssal conception of knowledges born 
out of struggle that underpins the project of Epistemolo-
ƎƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ {ƻǳǘƘΣ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƻƴŜ ƘŀƴŘΣ ŀƴŘ ŜƳŜǊƎƛƴƎ άƛƴǎǳr-
ǊŜŎǘƛƻƴƛǎǘέ ǾŜǊǎƛƻƴǎ ƻǊ ǇǊŀƎƳŀǘƛǎƳΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŜȄǘŜƴŘ ŀƴŘ 
radicalize classical pragmatism, on the other, as well as 
possible paths to future dialogues. 
 
Keywords: Epistemologies of the South; insurgent prag-
matism; postabyssal thinking; Paulo Freire 
 

Introduction 

 

Recent debates within pragmatism are creating new 

openings for encounters and dialogues with alternative 

epistemologies and approaches to themes at the core of 

classical pragmatism. The field broadly and commonly 

described as postcolonial studies offers a fertile ground 

for the exploration of those themes, including expe-

rience, knowledge and ignorance, community, democra-

cy or justice. The actual and potential contributions of 

philosophical pragmatism to these debates, however, 

                                                 
1 This paper grew out of reflections that matured over nearly 
three decades of work at the Center for Social Studies of the 
University of Coimbra. I am grateful in particular to Boaventura 
de Sousa Santos and to the colleagues of the Coordination of 
the Research Program in Epistemologies of the South for creat-
ing and sustaining an unique and challenging intellectual envi-
ronment and an ongoing connection to the experiences of 
struggle and of knolwedges born out of struggle. Special thanks 
are due tƻ tŀǘǊƝŎƛŀ CŜǊǊŜƛǊŀΣ ǿƘƻ ǊŜŀŘ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘŜŘ ƻƴ ŀ 
previous draft of this paper. I am solely responsible, though, for 
the arguments advanced in the paper, as well as for any remain-
ing shortcomings of flaws. 

are often ignored, trivialized, or even assigned a pejora-

tive trait associated with a reading of pragmatism as a 

peculiarly (North) American brand of instrumentalism or 

opportunism, or as part of a broader, post-analytic con-

stellation of positions. This article proposes a different 

approach, which addresses some of the questions raised 

ōȅ ǿƘŀǘ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ άƛƴǎǳǊǊŜŎǘƛƻƴƛǎǘέ 

challenge to pragmatism, exploring their convergence 

with the research program of Epistemologies of the 

South which grew out of the work of the Portuguese 

ǎƻŎƛƻƭƻƎƛǎǘ .ƻŀǾŜƴǘǳǊŀ ŘŜ {ƻǳǎŀ {ŀƴǘƻǎΦ {ŀƴǘƻǎΩǎ ǇǊo-

posal of a postabyssal philosophy ς ŀƴ άŀƭǘŜǊƴŀǘƛǾŜ ǘƘƛƴk-

ƛƴƎ ƻŦ ŀƭǘŜǊƴŀǘƛǾŜǎέ ό{ŀƴǘƻǎΣ нллтŀύ - draws, among other 

sources and influences, on an appropriation of contribu-

tions of pragmatist philosophy for a radical critique of 

Eurocentric conceptions of epistemology (Santos, 2007a, 

2014; Nunes, 2009). It would be an impossible task to 

address the broad range of questions of relevance to 

that dialogue within the limits of this article. The aim is, 

more modestly, to provide a discussion of selected top-

ics of import to an ongoing exploration of the affinities, 

resonances and differences between the postabyssal 

conception of knowledges born out of struggle that 

underpins the project of Epistemologies of the South, on 

ǘƘŜ ƻƴŜ ƘŀƴŘΣ ŀƴŘ ŜƳŜǊƎƛƴƎ άƛƴǎǳǊǊŜŎǘƛƻƴƛǎǘέ ǾŜǊǎƛƻƴǎ ƻǊ 

pragmatism, which extend and radicalize classical prag-

matism, on the other. This means that some topics will 

have to be briefly addressed, and left for further discus-

sion in future publications.
2
 

The first section of the paper offers a brief presenta-

tion of Epistemologies of the South, how it emerged as a 

research program and what its core propositions are. 

The second section discusses the explicit influences of 

pragmatism on the emergence and shaping of Episte-

mologies of the South, as well as the affinities and con-

vergences between its concerns and approaches and 

                                                 
2 These topics include, among others, the epistemologies of 
ignorance (Sullivan and Tuana, 2007), the debates over jus-
tice/injustice and democracy (Dieleman, Rondel and Vopa-
ril, 2017), and broader explorations of the relations of pragma-
tism with other philosophical currents and traditions, along the 
paths opened by Gregory Pappas (for the Americas), Scott R. 
Stroud (for India), Richard Shusterman (for China and Japan), 
Jessica Ching-Sze Wang and Sor-Hoo Tan (for China) and others.  
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those of recent engagements within pragmatist philoso-

phȅ ǿƛǘƘ !ƭŀƛƴ [ƻŎƪŜΩǎ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǇǊŀƎƳŀǘƛǎƳ ŀƴŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ 

άƛƴǎǳǊǊŜŎǘƛƻƴƛǎǘ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜέ ǘƻ ŎƭŀǎǎƛŎŀƭ ǇǊŀƎƳŀǘƛǎƳΦ WƻǎŞ 

aŜŘƛƴŀΩǎ ǊŜŎŜƴǘ ǿƻǊƪ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǎ ŀ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜǎŜ 

concerns have been answered through the move from 

classical to pragmatic pluralism and subsequently to an 

insurrectionist approach. The third section discusses in 

more detail the insurrectionist challenge to pragmatism, 

drawing on the work of Leonard Harris, and the conver-

gences as well as the differences between knowledges 

born out of struggle and philosophy born out of struggle. 

The fourth and final section draws on the work of Paulo 

Freire ς an author influenced by Deweyan pragmatism 

and a major reference of Epistemologies of the South - 

for a general commentary on how to open up the path-

ways to further dialogues between pragmatism and ES.  

 

Epistemologies of the South: a guided tour  

 

Epistemologies of the South (ES) is currently the name of 

a research program that took shape through a diversity 

of projects and interventions in different regions of the 

world by a broad and diverse network of researchers, 

researcher-activists, activists and popular educators.
3
 

The program is hosted by the Center for Social Studies of 

the University of Coimbra, in Portugal. It builds on the 

work of Boaventura de Sousa Santos and on several 

collective and collaborative international projects he 

directed, of which two stand out: Reinventing Social 

Emancipation and ALICE: Strange Mirrors, Unsuspected 

Lessons.
4
 Both projects gathered international research 

teams, including researchers and activists, who generat-

ed a substantial and innovative series of collections of 

case studies and other initiatives covering experiences of 

resistance, struggle and creation of alternatives to di-

                                                 
3 For further information on the program see alice/ces.uc.pt.  
4 Reinventing Social Emancipation - EMANCIPA (1999-2001) was 
funded by the MacArthur and Calouste Gulbenkian Founda-
tions. ALICE: Strange Mirrors, Unsuspected Lessons. Leading 
Europe to a new way of sharing the world experiences (2011-
2016) was funded by the European Research Council. Both pro-
jects were hosted by the Center for Social Studies at the Univer-
sity of Coimbra.  

verse forms of domination and oppression, tracing their 

links to the broader historical dynamics of imperial dom-

ination. These projects included experiences from Latin 

America, India, Africa, East Timor and Europe, covering 

themes such as the diversity of forms of knowledge, 

experiences in democracy and demodiversity, concep-

tions of, and struggles for, human dignity, law, justice 

and the state, alternative forms of economic activity, 

new forms of labor internationalism, the diversity of 

conceptions, idioms and practices related to health, 

suffering, healing and care, arts and aesthetic practices 

and the production of history and memory.
5
 

According to {ŀƴǘƻǎΣ άώǘϐƘŜ ŜǇƛǎǘŜƳƻƭƻƎƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

South concern the production and validation of knowl-

edges anchored in the experiences of resistance of all 

social groups that have systematically suffered injustice, 

oppression and destruction caused by capitalism, colonial-

ƛǎƳΣ ŀƴŘ ǇŀǘǊƛŀǊŎƘȅέ όнлмуŀΣ мфύΦ ¢ƘŜ {ƻǳǘƘ ǎǘŀƴŘǎ ŀǎ ŀ 

metaphor of the vast and diversified set of these experi-

ences that, in different contexts and regions of the world, 

both in the geographic South and North, emerge from 

struggles and actions of resistance against imperial domi-

nation. In another formulation, the same author describes 

the South as the name of the unjust and unnecessary 

suffering that exists in the world, and the resistance and 

struggles against such suffering, in their multiple forms 

(Santos, 2014, 2018; Santos and Meneses, 2010, 2019).  

The disqualification, invisibilization, silencing or sup-

pression of the possibility of peoples, communities or 

collectives making and producing accounts of their own 

histories, based on their experiences and knowledges, 

places epistemological justice at the core of the re-

sistance and struggle for dignity and recognition. The 

South can thus be redescribed as an epistemological 

South. The terms used to name this epistemological 

                                                 
5 The work coming out of the first project was published in 
several languages (Portuguese, Spanish, Italian and English). See 
Santos, 2005, 2006, 2007 and 2010. The contributions to the 
ALICE project are in the process of publication, with three vo-
lumes available in Portuguese, Spanish and English at the time 
of writing. See Santos and Meneses, 2019; Santos and Mendes, 
2020; Santos and Martins, 2021.  
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South and its protagonists are diverse, and often origi-

nate in the self-designation of those who suffer oppres-

sion and domination, but also in descriptions and 

conceptualizations by intellectuals committed to their 

ǎǘǊǳƎƎƭŜǎΥ άǘƘŜ ǿǊŜǘŎƘŜŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 9ŀǊǘƘέ όCǊŀƴǘȊ CŀƴƻƴύΣ 

άǘƘŜ ƻǇǇǊŜǎǎŜŘέ όtŀǳƭƻ CǊŜƛǊŜύΣ άǘƘŜ ǎǳōŀƭǘŜǊƴέ ό!ƴǘƻƴƛƻ 

DǊŀƳǎŎƛΣ wŀƴŀƧƛǘ DǳƘŀΣ DŀȅŀǘǊƛ {ǇƛǾŀƪύΣ άǘƘŜ ǇƻƻǊέ όtŀǳƭ 

Farmer)... The nexus between self-designation and con-

ceptualization may vary depending on the epistemolo-

gical and theoretical orientations and propositions and 

the relations established between the production of 

knowledge and the experiences and struggles of peo-

ples, communities, social movements and marginalized 

and persecuted groups. 

The Epistemologies of the South are built on a criti-

que of modern Western thinking as abyssal thinking:  

It consists of a system of visible and invisible dis-
tinctions, the invisible ones being the foundation 
of the visible ones. The invisible distinctions are 
established through radical lines that divide social 
ǊŜŀƭƛǘȅ ƛƴǘƻ ǘǿƻ ǊŜŀƭƳǎΣ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀƭƳ ƻŦ άǘƘƛǎ ǎƛŘŜ ƻŦ 
ǘƘŜ ƭƛƴŜέ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀƭƳ ƻŦ άǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǎƛŘŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
ƭƛƴŜέΦ ¢ƘŜ ŘƛǾƛǎƛƻƴ ƛǎ ǎǳŎƘ ǘƘŀǘ άǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǎƛŘŜ ƻŦ 
the linŜέ ǾŀƴƛǎƘŜǎ ŀǎ ǊŜŀƭƛǘȅΣ ōŜŎƻƳŜǎ ƴƻƴ-
existent, and is indeed produced as non-existent. 
Non-existing means not existing in any relevant or 
comprehensible way of being. Whatever is pro-
duced as non-existent is radically excluded be-
cause it lies beyond the realm of what the 
accepted conception of inclusion considers to be 
its other. What most fundamentally characterizes 
abyssal thinking is thus the impossibility of the co-
presence of the two sides of the line. To the ex-
tent that it prevails, this side of the line only pre-
vails by exhausting the field of relevant reality. 
Beyond it, there is only non-existence, invisibility, 
non-dialectical absence (Santos, 2007a, 45ς46). 

 
The century-long history of capitalism, colonialism and 

patriarchy established a durable and persisting divide 

ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ άǘƘƛǎ ǎƛŘŜέΣ ǘƘŜ άŎƛǾƛƭƛȊŜŘέ ȊƻƴŜǎ ƻŦ ƳŜǘǊƻǇƻƭƛǘŀƴ 

ǎƻŎƛŀōƛƭƛǘȅΣ ŀƴŘ άǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǎƛŘŜέΣ ǘƘŜ άǿƛƭŘέ ȊƻƴŜǎ ƻŦ Ŏƻƭo-

nial sociability. Exclusion appears in different forms in 

these two zones. Non-abyssal exclusions are associated 

with inequalities in zones of metropolitan sociability, ruled 

by the tension between regulation and emancipation, 

whereas abyssal exclusions occur in the zones of colonial 

sociability, where violence and appropriation/dispos-

session rule (Santos, 2007a, 2014). The first kind of exclu-

sion ς non-abyssal exclusion - does not deny the rights 

associated with citizenship that allow those affected by 

injustices associated with inequality and, eventually, 

exclusion from access to standards and living conditions 

regarded as minimal, to claim their rights and be recog-

nized as citizens. The second kind of exclusion, abyssal 

exclusion, is based on the denial of the full humanity of 

those who are excluded. Slavery, racism, colonialism, 

sexism and different forms of violence against women and 

LGBTQI people or against people with disabilities are just 

some of the ways this denial of humanity takes shape. 

{ǘǊǳƎƎƭŜǎ ŜƳŜǊƎƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ άǿƛƭŘέ ȊƻƴŜ ǘƘǳǎ ŎƭŀƛƳ ǘƘŜ 

recognition of the full humanity of those who are abyssally 

excluded, as a condition to fight for citizenship rights. The 

concept of the abyssal divide/abyssal line stands as a key 

and distinguishing feature of ES. 

ES approach experiences of violence in its various 

forms ς from direct, physical violence inflicted on bodies 

to structural, slow, symbolic and cognitive/epistemic 

violence -, suffering, dispossession and injustice through 

the resistances and struggles that emerge in responding 

to them. Different forms of domination, oppression and 

exclusion tend to be mutually reinforced, generating and 

perpetuating zones of non-being and predation, of de-

struction of ecologies and modes of existence, and of 

radical exclusion of a growing part of the world popu-

lation. Cognitive justice ς the recognition of the right of 

peoples, communities and social groups ς to produce 

their own history and accounts of their experiences, 

memories, resistance and struggles and to create, vali-

date and share the knowledges born out of these expe-

riences ς is a condition of social, historical and ecological 

justice. Achieving cognitive justice demands, on the one 

hand, access to the knowledge, resources and practices 

of modern Western science and technology that con-

tribute to the alleviation or suppression of unjust suffer-

ing; on the other hand, it requires the recognition of the 

diversity and richness of knowledge practices that exist 

in the world. Decolonizing the hegemonic forms of 

knowledge associated with modern science and its epis-
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temological premises is a key aspect of the struggle for 

cognitive justice.  

One of the themes at the core of ES is the diversity 

of forms of understanding human dignity beyond West-

ern-centric definitions of human rights. The notion of 

pluriversity allows the claims of universality of the hu-

man rights approach to dignity to be put to the test 

through the opening of dialogues with other conceptions 

of dignity and tracing the ways these are shaped by and 

in turn shape struggles against oppression and unjust 

and unnecessary suffering ensuing from it, in its multiple 

forms. Human dignity may thus be declined in different 

idioms, including that of human rights. Idioms and prac-

tices aimed at affirming, protecting and fostering human 

dignity should be considered in their relation to ontolo-

gies and forms of life. All conceptions of dignity are par-

tial and incomplete. Western human rights have at their 

core the autonomous individual as the subject of rights. 

Other conceptions put collective obligations and enti-

tlements at the core of the conditions that define digni-

ty. Indigenous peoples and communities conceive of 

dignity as including humans as part of a broader, encom-

passing cosmos, along with non-human entities such as 

animals, plants, rivers, forests, mountains, ancestors and 

spirits. Struggling for dignity means standing for the 

integrity and sustainability of the ecologies that sustain 

life and social relations.  

Struggles for dignity start from resistance and re-

sponse to suffering as always inscribed in the bodies and 

souls of living persons as interdependent and as relying 

on their belonging to communities, territories and spa-

tial webs.
6
 Interdependency is a source of protection and 

assistance in distress, but also a source of exposure to 

violence and oppression. The incompleteness and par-

                                                 
6 The core idea of suffering as always referred to an embodied 
process, how different idioms of suffering account for it and 
whether and how the experience of suffering can be shared in 
order to promote solidaristic and collective responses to it and 
to its causes suggests an interesting path to dialogue between 
ES, phenomenological-existentialist and feminist-pragmatist ap-
proaches and recent developments in the life sciences inspired 
by feminist and postcolonial critique, such as that proposed by 
Sullivan (2015). See, for contributions along that path, Martins, 
2021, and Nunes, 2021.  

tiality of these diverse conceptions does not mean that 

they will be incommensurable or stand in permanent 

conflict. Dialogues are possible, and they rely on forms 

of intercultural translation, which have been document-

ed and discussed by work within ES (Santos, 2014b; 

Santos and Martins, 2021). Experiences of resistance and 

struggle against violence inflicted on persons, communi-

ties, groups and territories and the unjust suffering that 

it causes allow connections to be traced and made ex-

plicit between the situated experiences of suffering and 

the broader processes of capitalist, colonialist and patri-

archal domination, often mediated by forms of discrimi-

nation and exclusion performed in the idioms of religion, 

ǊŀŎŜΣ ŜǘƘƴƛŎƛǘȅ ƻǊ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǘȅΣ ŀƳƻƴƎ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΦ {ŀƴǘƻǎΩǎ 

(2014b) discussion of Western-Christian inspired, Islamic 

and Hindu conceptions of human dignity and their rela-

tions with particular political-theological configurations 

has set the stage for exploring actual possible experienc-

es of counter-hegemonic, intercultural approaches to 

human dignity.
7
 

!ŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ {ŀƴǘƻǎ όнлмуōΣ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊ ммύΣ άǘƘŜ ŜǇƛs-

ǘŜƳƻƭƻƎƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ {ƻǳǘƘ ŀǊŜ ƭƛƪŜ ŀƴ ΨƻŎŎǳǇŀǘƛƻƴΩ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

ŎƻƴǾŜƴǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ ŜǇƛǎǘŜƳƻƭƻƎȅέ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜǎ 

instiǘǳǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǇŜŘŀƎƻƎƛŜǎΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜȅ έŀǊŜ ŦŀǊ ŦǊƻƳ ōŜƛƴƎ 

limited to actions of occupation. Whereas academic and 

pedagogical institutions treat knowledge practices as 

distinct from other social practices, the epistemologies 

ƻŦ ǘƘŜ {ƻǳǘƘΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ ŀŎƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎƛƴƎ ǎǳŎƘ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ όΧύΣ 

include other knowledges and other practices of creating 

and transmitting the knowledge that results from social 

practices of resistance and struggle against domination. 

                                                 
7 For a detailed presentation and discussion of how the concept 
of the abyssal line is at the core of counter-hegemonic approa-
ches to human rights and more generally of conceptions and 
struggles for dignity, see Santos and Martins, 2021. The contri-
butions to this volume cover a broad range of experiences rang-
ing from Europe to Africa, Asia, the Mediterranean area and the 
Americas. The chapters by Nunes and Martins (respectively on 
the genealogy and current practice of humanitarianism and on 
the experience of the survivors of the Bhopal disaster in India) 
engage the centrality of suffering in debates over the definitions 
of humanity and of the differences among humans, and of 
struggles for alleviating, healing and caring for human suffering. 
They propose ways of tracing back these experiences of suffer-
ing and struggle to the modern dynamics of capitalism, colonial-
ism and patriarchy. 
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In such cases, we have before us research-as-action and 

pedagogy-as-ŀŎǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ŀ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ǎǘǊƻƴƎ ǎŜƴǎŜέΦ ¢ƘŜ 

concept of ecologies of knowledges designates the artic-

ǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ άǎŎƛŜƴǘƛŦƛŎ ŀƴŘ ŀǊǘƛǎŀƴŀƭ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜǎ όΧύΣ 

whenever knowledges are mobilized in social practices, 

the distinction between the creation and the transmis-

sion of knowledge, between research and pedagogy, 

ends up being problematicέΦ /ƻƳōƛƴƛƴƎ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀƴŘ 

extra-institutional practices is a key aspect of this partic-

ular configuration of knowledges and practices, of in-

quiry and/as learning.  

ES propose a particular version of political epistemo-

ƭƻƎȅΣ ŀǎ άǿŀȅǎ ƻŦ ƪƴƻǿƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ Ǿŀƭidating knowledge that 

aim to contribute to the refoundation of insurgent poli-

tics capable of efficiently confronting the current, insi-

dious, and techno-savage articulations between capital-

ƛǎƳΣ ŎƻƭƻƴƛŀƭƛǎƳΣ ŀƴŘ ǇŀǘǊƛŀǊŎƘȅ όΧύΦ ¢ƘŜ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ 

social struggles in the epistemologies of the South, to-

gether with how broadly these struggles are conceived 

ƻŦ όΧύΣ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ǘƻ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ƻŦ ŎǊƛǘƛŎƛǎƳ ŀƴŘ ǇƻǎǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅΣ ƴƻƴ-

conformity and resistance, denunciation and counter-

proposal, which may be more or less consolidated, more 

ƻǊ ƭŜǎǎ ŦƻǊƳŀƭƛȊŜŘΣ ŀƴŘ ƻŦ ƭƻƴƎŜǊ ƻǊ ǎƘƻǊǘŜǊ ŘǳǊŀǘƛƻƴέΣ 

avoiding polarizations or segmentations between di-

chotomies such as revolution/reform or rupture/conti-

nuity, conceiving of struggles as existing in many forms 

that are not captured by these categories.  

ES are influenced by, and engage in dialogues with a 

range of critical approaches in the humanities, the natu-

ral sciences and the social sciences, driven by a concern 

with identifying those versions which are more open to 

the recognition of the external pluralism of knowledge 

and the forms of dissent that emerge within established 

disciplines or areas of knowledge. These range from 

feminism and queer theory to anti-colonial, decolonial, 

post-colonial and Liberation philosophy, as well as criti-

cal approaches to capitalism. Indigenous, African and 

Caribbean philosophies have been central to the ongoing 

enrichment and growth of ES.  

These dialogues take place within a commitment to 

the decolonization of modern scientific knowledge and of 

the forms of abyssal thinking its authority rests on. This 

does not imply a radical cut with modern science nor its 

rejection. Instead, it seeks to identify and promote condi-

tions allowing the mutual recognition and dialogue be-

tween knowledges and practices, including those of 

modern science, without disqualifications or suppressions, 

with special attention to the knowledges and practices 

that emerge from the experiences and struggles for digni-

ty and for life against oppression and exclusion. As these 

rely on a constitutive relation between life and knowl-

ŜŘƎŜΣ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ άŀǊǘƛǎŀƴŀƭέΣ ǘƻ Řƛǎǘƛn-

guish them from those forms of knowledge that are 

produced through the creation of the specialized and 

autonomous domain associated with science. The encoun-

ters between different knowledges open the path for 

ecologies of knowledges. They start from the recognition 

that all forms of knowledge are incomplete, and that 

every knowledge is entangled with a particular form of 

ignorance. We find here a key postulate which is largely 

ƛƴŘŜōǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ tŀǳƭƻ CǊŜƛǊŜΩǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 

knowing and learning (on which more later).
8
  

The decolonization of hegemonic knowledge pro-

ceeds through two moments; both are connected to 

distinctive and yet interconnected aspects. The first 

ƳƻƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ άǎƻŎƛƻƭƻƎȅ ƻŦ ŀōǎŜƴŎŜǎέΤ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎƻƴŘΣ 

άǎƻŎƛƻƭƻƎȅ ƻŦ ŜƳŜǊƎŜƴŎŜǎέ ό{ŀƴǘƻǎΣ нлмпΣ нлмуŀΣ ōύΦ ¢ƘŜ 

sociology of absences seeks to identify the silences, the 

suppressions, invisibilizations and disqualifications that 

deny the existence of other knowledges or convert them 

into forms of ignorance, opposed to the allegedly true 

and rigorous knowledge of science. Hegemonic knowl-

edge thus operates through the active creation of igno-

rance and non-existence.
9
  

The sociology of emergences, in turn, seeks to iden-

tify the experiences, knowledges, and practices born out 

                                                 
8 Ignorance and the epistemology of ignorance have been a major 
topic of recent discussions within pragmatist philosophy and 
feminist work influenced by pragmatism, especially in relation to 
discussions of racism, sexism and other forms of discrimination and 
exclusion. For an excellent introduction to these approaches, see 
the contributions to Sullivan and Tuana, 2007, and Medina, 2013.  
9 For a powerful example, from a pragmatist perspective, of how 
this active production of ignorance works, see Sullivan, 2007.  
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of the struggles and resistances against diverse forms of 

oppression and domination. The term struggle refers to 

any affirmation of freedom that, under certain circum-

stances, may turn into collective action for liberation. 

The practices of daily survival of groups, communities 

and peoples abyssally excluded are part of these forms 

of struggle, as well as the social movements and forms of 

collective action that often reclaim, recreate or reinvent 

experiences and stories of past struggles and resistances 

(Santos, 2018a, b). 

The knowledge accredited by science and recognized 

as such by institutions or accredited authorities (academic 

or professional knowledge, for example, or knowledge 

sanctioned by religious authorities as theology) tends to 

become a monoculture. It privileges particular definitions 

of what counts as knowledge, what the relevant scale and 

temporality are for the understanding of the phenomena 

under scrutiny, exclusionary criteria for recognition and 

classification and for establishing the value and producti-

vity of practices. It stands on the separation between 

subject and object. Decolonizing hegemonic knowledge 

rests on what Santos (2018a, b, chapter 6) Ŏŀƭƭǎ άŘŜŎƻƭo-

ƴƛȊƛƴƎ ƘŜǊƳŜƴŜǳǘƛŎǎΦέ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŘŜǇŜƴŘǎ ƻƴ ǘƘǊŜŜ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎΦ  

The first condition is the attention to a bias affecting 

all knowledge: all forms of knowledge have as their 

reverse corresponding forms of ignorance; to dismiss 

this condition amounts to dismissing what a certain form 

of knowledge is not capable to recognize, relegating 

what is unknown to a condition of non-existence or to 

being an obstacle to the progress of true knowledge. 

The second condition is the recognition of the abys-

sal nature ƻŦ ǇŀǊǘƛŀƭƛǘȅΥ άΧ ƳƻŘŜǊƴ ǎŎƛŜƴŎŜ ǘǳǊƴŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ 

ώΧϐ ǘƘŜ Ƴŀƛƴ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜǊ ƻŦ ŀōǎŜƴŎŜǎΣ ŀŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ 

ƛƴǾƛǎƛōƭŜΣ ƛǊǊŜƭŜǾŀƴǘΣ ŦƻǊƎƻǘǘŜƴ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŜȄƛǎǘŜƴǘ ǊŜŀƭƛǘƛŜǎέ 

(Santos, 2018a, 232). The destruction, declaration of in-

existence or predatory appropriation of other knowl-

edges is inextricably linked to this active production of 

the abyssal line that separates metropolitan sociability 

from colonial sociability. 

The third condition is the tension between autonomy 

and trust. The assertion of the autonomy and objectivity 

of scientific knowledge may turn into a justification for 

the suppression of other knowledges and experiences, 

claiming an authority that demands unconditional trust in 

scientific knowledge and in its surrogates, yet equally 

allowing developments and appropriations of this knowl-

edge by projects of domination and oppression. 

The sociology of absences does not stop at the iden-

tification of these conditions, which allow the continued 

existence and affirmation of a given form of knowledge 

as a monoculturŜΦ Lǘ άƻǇŜǊŀǘŜǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǇƭŀŎŜƳŜƴǘ 

of moƴƻŎǳƭǘǳǊŜǎ ōȅ ŜŎƻƭƻƎƛŜǎέΣ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ōȅ {ŀƴǘƻǎ όнлмпΣ 

175) as 

sustainable diversity based on complex relationa-
lity. It is therefore a normative concept based on 
the following ideas. First, the value of diversity, 
complexity, and relationality must be recognized: 
nothing exists by itself; something or someone 
exists because something else or someone else 
exists. Second, complex and relational diversity 
means that the criteria that define diversity are 
themselves diverse. Third, the choice among 
them is a political one, and in order to respect 
diversity, it must be based on radical and inter-
cultural democratic processes. Fourth, the ro-
bustness of the relations depends on nurturing 
diversity and exerting vigilance against monocul-
tural temptations that come from both within 
and without, even if the distinction between 
what is within and what is without is intrinsically 
problematic. 
 

Lƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜΣ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ άŜŎƻƭƻƎȅέ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŀǘŜǎ ōƻǘƘ ŀ 

way of thinking/organizing the world and a description 

of certain kind of intervention in the world. It is charac-

terized by the emphasis on relation, interdependdence 

and sustainability, but always attentive to heterogeneity, 

diversity and uncertainty. The concept of ecology is at-

tached to forms of ontological politics ςactions that con-

tribute to create versions of the world ς different from 

those based on non-ecological views, as, for example, 

explanations of disease, of poverty, of environmental 

degradation based on linear versions of causality or on 

reductionist approaches. These ignore, or push to the 

background, the relational and procedural complexity of 

these phenomena. The experience of suffering asso-

ciated with violence, deprivation, dispossession, illness 

or disorder and the understanding of the processes that 
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generate them thus tends to reassert the segmentations 

and divisions of the world associated with the discipli-

nary organization of scientific knowledge, of its biases 

and of the abyssal nature of such biases. Even when 

hegemonic science recognizes the relevance of process-

es outside its bounded field of knowledge, existing disci-

plines and specialties tend to treat the, as external 

factors, which at most may condition or influence pro-

cesses that are described and explained in terms of the 

core assumptions and procedures of established disci-

plines or configurations of disciplinary knowledges.  

This should not prevent the recognition of differen-

ces between versions of scientific knowledge that 

emerge from the internal dynamics of the sciences, from 

the debates and experiences that involve its practi-

tioners. But recognition should extend to those versions 

of science forged in the engagement with the knowledg-

es and practices that are born out of the experiences 

and struggles against forms of domination and oppres-

sion that become manifest in suffering, illness, violence 

in its different forms and in the precariousness of exist-

ence, but also in forms of resistance through knowledges 

and practices of solidarity, care and healing. Therefore, it 

is important to give special attention to the conditions in 

which versions of internal plurality emerge that are open 

to dialogue with other experiences and knowledges 

(Nunes, 2009; Santos, Nunes, Meneses, 2007).
10

 

The decolonization of knowledge advocated by ES 

mobilizes epistemological imagination in order to recog-

nize the existence and diversity of other forms of knowl-

edge, but also to take account of changing conceptions 

of epistemic sovereignty (Nunes, 2009; Rouse, 1996) 

that have sustained the hegemony of modern Western 

science and academic and expert knowledge, disqualifi-

ing or suppressing other forms of knowledge.  

Santos offers some provocative thoughts on how to 

advance towards an ongoing collaborative, participatory 

and non-extractivist recreation of the epistemological 

and political imagination: 

                                                 
10 This section draws on material previously included in Nunes 
and Louvison, 2020. 

1. To compare or contrast scientific and artisanal 

knowledge in order to imagine the different 

concerns each of them conveys and the differ-

ent interests each of them serves or may serve 

όΧύΦ 

2. ¢ƻ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŜ ǎǳǊǇǊƛǎƛƴƎ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜǎ όΧύΦ 

3. To imagine, open to further verification, the 

different ways through which different kinds of 

knowledge may contribute, whether positively 

or negatively, to a given social struggle as seen 

from the point of view of the different parts 

ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜŘ όΧύΦ  

4. To imagine, on the basis of seemingly unrelat-

ed historical data, differences and even con-

tradictions between positions conventionally 

deemed to be on the same side of a given so-

Ŏƛŀƭ ǎǘǊǳƎƎƭŜ όΧύΦ 

5. To imagine forms of learning combined with 

ŦƻǊƳǎ ƻŦ ǳƴƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ όΧύΦ 

6. To imagine subjects where the epistemologies 

ƻŦ ǘƘŜ bƻǊǘƘ ƻƴƭȅ ǎŜŜ ƻōƧŜŎǘǎ όΧύΦ 

7. To imagine new cartographies of the abyssal 

line, to identify new invisible divisions between 

metropolitan sociability and colonial sociability 

όΧύΦ 

8. To imagine the consequences of not separating 

ƭƛŦŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ όΧύΦ 

9. To imagine civilizational questions circulating 

underground, remaining unanswered and nev-

er surfacing in the debates on technical issues 

and options within the limits of modern sci-

ŜƴŎŜ όΧύΦ 

10. To imagine the quest for ecological stances 

against monopolistic ones beyond the ecolo-

ƎƛŜǎ ƻŦ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜǎ όΧύΦ 

11. To imagine the absences that cannot be cap-

tured by the sociology of absences, the emer-

gences that never go beyond potentiality, or 

ƴŜǾŜǊ ǎǘƻǇ ōŜƛƴƎ ŀƴǘƛŎƛǇŀǘŜŘ Ǌǳƛƴǎέ ό{ŀƴǘƻǎΣ 

2018b: chapter 6; italics in original). 
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These challenges to the epistemological imagination 

take shape in a set of methodological orientations, 

which can be summarily described as follows: 

sensitivity ς methodologies should be sensitive 
to context, situation and the composition of the 
research collaborative; engage all senses, in or-
der to counter the hegemony of sight and hear-
ing; procedures draw on aesthetic/artistic as 
well as on practical/instrumental resources, on 
reason and on affect , as they are brought to-
gether in terms such as sentipensar and cora-
zonar; 
 
collaboration ς researching with, not on: in-
quiry is enacted through collaborative practices 
throughout the whole process, even if specific 
assignments are delegated on some partici-
pants; collaboration includes the identification 
and definition of problems and objectives, the 
methodological design, the carrying out of the 
inquiry, the sharing of results and the evalua-
tion of the process and its outcomes; 
 
non-extractivism ς inquiry should not be appro-
priated for purposes other than those that are 
defined and decided by the community or 
group and for their benefit. Academic uses of 
the research should not imply any form of dis-
possession of the knowledge produced by those 
who have been part of it. 
 

This approach relies, on the one hand, on the counter-

hegemonic appropriation of methodologies developed 

within hegemonic forms of knowledge, including the 

social sciences, the humanities, the natural sciences 

and the range of multi- or interdisciplinary areas that 

have emerged in fields such as health or environment. 

But they also draw on a range of procedures which are 

inspired by the contributions to participatory research, 

action-research and popular education of Paulo Freire 

or Orlando Fals-Borda, among others, and on the ongo-

ing development of innovative, collaborative and non-

extractivist methodologies.
11

 

 

 

 

                                                 
11 These include conversations of the world, voices of the world, 
the Popular University of Popular Movements and a range of 
practices arising from popular experiences and struggles. For a 
detailed discussion of these methodologies, see Santos, 2018 b, 
chapters 6ς9.  

Pragmatism and Epistemologies of the South: conver-
gences and common concerns 
 

The relations between pragmatist philosophy and Epis-

temologies of the South encompass not just explicit, 

acknowleged influences of pragmatism on ES, but also 

affinities and convergences between the concerns and 

approaches of ES and those of the critical pragmatism of 

Alain Locke (Harris, 1989), as well as recent engage-

ments with and developments of his work (Harris, 1999). 

In a paper which may be described as the first sys-

tematic statement of Epistemologies of the South as a 

program, Santos (2007a) includes a specific reference to 

a pragmatic approach to knowledges as an alternative to 

the hierarchical validation of claims to knowledge by the 

hegemonic conception of epistemology. Direct refer-

ŜƴŎŜǎ ǘƻ ǇǊŀƎƳŀǘƛǎƳ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ƛƴ {ŀƴǘƻǎΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ 

since the late 1980s, with explicit drawing on William 

James and John Dewey and, in an earlier period, Richard 

Rorty and Richard Bernstein, ranging from the need to 

start from consequences in validating knowledge/prac-

ǘƛŎŜ ŎƻƴŦƛƎǳǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ 5ŜǿŜȅΩǎ ŎǊƛǘƛǉǳŜ ƻŦ ƳƛƴŘ-body 

dualism, among others (Santos, 1995, 2018a, b). Most of 

these references concern epistemology and how prag-

matism provides a form of bringing closeness to where 

hegemonic science and knowledge create distance be-

tween science and life experiences. The approach of ES 

to how to evaluate/validate knowledges and their hier-

archies in a situated way is explicitly described as prag-

matic and based on the need to start from consequen-

ŎŜǎΣ όǿƛǘƘ ŀƴ ŜȄǇƭƛŎƛǘ ǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ǘƻ WŀƳŜǎΩǎ άƭŀǎǘ ǘƘƛƴƎǎέύΥ 

The ecology of knowledges does not conceive of 
knowledges in abstraction; it conceives of them 
as knowledge practices and the interventions 
they enable or impede in the real world. An epis-
temological pragmatics is above all justified be-
cause the life-experiences of the oppressed are 
primarily made intelligible to them through an 
epistemology of consequences. In their life-
world, consequences are first. Causes are second 
(Santos, 2007a, 72).

12
 

                                                 
12 In The End of the Cognitive Empire (Santos, 2018a, b), Dewey 
is mentioned again in relation to his critique of the mind-soul 
dualism and a reference to Deweyan pragmatism as it was used 
by the Indian sociologist K. Shridharani (1939) to introduce 
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Lƴ ŀƴ ŜȄǘŜƴŘŜŘ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘ ƻƴ {ŀƴǘƻǎΩǎ ǇŀǇŜǊΣ bǳƴŜǎ 

(2009) explored the relationship of pragmatism and ES 

and proposed a tentative approach to their convergenc-

es, as well as their differences. In the concluding remarks 

to the essay, these convergences and differences were 

stated as follows: 

¢ƘŜ ǇǊŀƎƳŀǘƛǎƳ ŀŘǾƻŎŀǘŜŘ ōȅ {ŀƴǘƻǎ όΧύΣ ŘŜǎǇƛǘŜ 
its apparent kinship with the philosophical current 
of the same name, is in fact a radical reconstruc-
tion that results from the encounter between the 
experiences of subaltern populations, groups and 
collectives, particularly in the global South, and 
the act of putting the proposals of pragmatist phi-
losophers such as William James and John Dewey 
άǘƻ ǿƻǊƪέ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŎǊƛǘƛǉǳŜ ƻŦ ŎƻƴǾŜƴǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŜǇƛǎǘe-
mologies. It is in the explicit reference to the 
world and experiences of the oppressed as a place 
of departure and arrival for another conception of 
what counts as knowledge that the epistemology 
of the South confronts pragmatism with its limits. 
Those limits are the limits of the critique of epis-
temology within the framework of abyssal think-
ing (Nunes, 2009, 117). 
 

In the remainder of this section, I shall focus on recent 

developments within pragmatism which open up new 

ǇŀǘƘǿŀȅǎ ǘƻ ŘƛŀƭƻƎǳŜΦ WƻǎŞ aŜŘƛƴŀΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ŀǇǇŜŀǊǎ ŀǎ ŀ 

privileged point of entry, being exemplary of a trajectory 

that starts from a clearly argued discussion of core com-

mitments of classical pragmatism ς ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ƻŦ 5ŜǿŜȅΩǎ 

work ς and how they provide ways of addressing issues 

of diversity and democracy to a concern with what a 

pragmatist approach should look like in dealing with 

injustice and oppression, leading to an insurrectionist 

version of pragmatism.
13

 This trajectory is strikingly 

similar to the approach described in ES as sociology of 

absences, and opens the way to a convergence with the 

sociology of emergences, by extending and radicalizing 

                                                                       
Gandhian thought into the struggles for civil rights in the USA. 
Recent contribuǘƛƻƴǎ ōȅ {Ŏƻǘǘ wΦ {ǘǊƻǳŘ όнлмуύ ƻƴ 5ŜǿŜȅΩǎ ƛƴŦƭǳ-
ence in India, namely through R. Ambedkar (who was a student 
ƻŦ 5ŜǿŜȅύΣ ǎƛƎƴŀƭ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƭŜǾŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ 5ŜǿŜȅΩǎ 
work by Dalit movements and intellectuals.  
13 aŜŘƛƴŀΩǎ The Epistemology of Resistance (2013) is a landmark 
contribution to further questions which are of central concern to 
ES, but will have to be pursued in a separate discussion. These 
would include topics such as epistemic virtue and epistemic vice, 
epistemic responsibility or epistemologies of ignorance, among 
others, and the complexities arising from the recognition of 
ŀōȅǎǎŀƭ ŜȄŎƭǳǎƛƻƴ όōǳǘ ǎŜŜ Ƙƛǎ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘ ƻƴ CŀƴƻƴΩǎ ŘŜǇƛŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 
two kinds of blindness to difference, pp. 150ς51).  

some of the tenets of pragmatism. I shall consider the 

affinities and convergences, but also some of the differ-

ences between the insurrectionist approach proposed by 

Medina and ES. 

Medina (2004, 112) reminds us that one of the core 

ideas of pragmatism is that philosophical reflection should 

be continuous with everyday life, and that, according to 

5ŜǿŜȅΣ ƛǘ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ Ŧƻƭƭƻǿ ǿƘŀǘ ƘŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ ŀƴ άŜƳǇƛǊi-

Ŏŀƭ ƳŜǘƘƻŘέΦ aŜŘƛƴŀ ƎƻŜǎ ƻƴ ǘƻ ŜƭŀōƻǊŀǘŜ ƻƴ 5ŜǿŜȅΩǎ 

idea and how to fulfill it in the very practice of philosophy: 

According to Dewey, by focusing on ordinary life 
experiences philosophy does not simply become 
the voice of common sense, for philosophical re-
flection is essentially critical and transformative. 
On this view, the relation of philosophy and eve-
ryday life experiences is a two-way street: philo-
sophical reflection must start from experience, 
but it must also return to it and enrich it. For 
5ŜǿŜȅΣ ǘƘŜ άǇǊƛƳŀǊȅ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴέ ƻŦ ǇƘƛƭƻǎƻǇƘȅ 
ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǘƻ άŎƭŀǊƛŦȅΣ ƭƛōŜǊŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ ŜȄǘŜƴŘ ǘƘŜ 
goods which inhere in the naturally generated 
ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜέ όΧύΦ ²Ƙŀǘ ƳƻǘƛǾŀǘŜǎ 
ǇƘƛƭƻǎƻǇƘƛŎŀƭ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ άǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ƻŦ ŀ ƳƻǊŜ 
intense and just appreciation of the meanings 
ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ƛƴ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜέ όΧύΦ !ŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎƭȅΣ 5ŜǿŜȅ 
proposes as a practical test for philosophical re-
flection that we ask whether or not such reflec-
ǘƛƻƴ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƭŀǊƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ άŜƴǊƛŎƘƳŜƴǘέ 
of experience (Medina, 2004: 113). 
 

5ŜǿŜȅ ǇǊƻǇƻǎŜǎ ŀǎ ŀ άŦƛǊǎǘ-rate test of the value of any 

ǇƘƛƭƻǎƻǇƘȅέ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ƛǘ ŜƴŘǎ άƛƴ ŎƻƴŎƭu-

sions which, when they are referred back to ordinary life 

experiences and their predicaments, render them more 

significant, more luminous to us, and make our dealings 

ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƳ ƳƻǊŜ ŦǊǳƛǘŦǳƭέ ό5ŜǿŜȅΣ мффтΥ ф-10, cited by 

Medina, 2004: 113, note 2).  

aŜŘƛƴŀΩǎ ǊŜƴŘŜǊƛƴƎ ƻŦ 5ŜǿŜȅΩǎ Ǉƻǎƛtion resonates 

with the approach taken by ES in respect of how to 

approach the relation between experience and the 

production of knowledge, and how to validate reflection 

and knowledge claims through its contribution to clarify-

ing and enriching experience.  

But one question arises, which is not considered in 

5ŜǿŜȅΩǎ ŦƻǊƳǳƭŀǘƛƻƴΥ ǿƘŀǘ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ƭƛŦŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ 

of whom, are we dealing with when we move towards 

ǘƘƛǎ ŜƳǇƛǊƛŎŀƭƭȅ ƎǊƻǳƴŘŜŘ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƻƴΚ 5ŜǿŜȅΩǎ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ 
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clearly related to the meliorist strand that runs across his 

philosophy, which tends to downplay the questions of 

inequality, violence and power relations as they affect life 

ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎΦ 5ǊŀǿƛƴƎ ƻƴ ²ŀƭǘŜǊ .ŜƴƧŀƳƛƴΩǎ ƳŜƳƻǊŀōƭŜ 

phrase, if we look back at the long and continuing history 

of myriad experiences of oppression and exclusion, we 

are reminded that for much of the population of the 

world ƭƛǾƛƴƎ ƛƴ ŀ άǎǘŀǘŜ ƻŦ ŜƳŜǊƎŜƴŎȅ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŜ ŜȄŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ 

ōǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǊǳƭŜέ ό.ŜƴƧŀƳƛƴΣ мфтфύΦ IƻǿΣ ǘƘŜƴΣ ǘƻ ǊŜŦŀǎƘƛƻƴ 

5ŜǿŜȅΩǎ ŜƳǇƛǊƛŎŀƭ ǘǳǊƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘƻǎŜ experiences 

ŦƻǊ ǿƘƛŎƘ άƻǊŘƛƴŀǊȅέ ƳŜŀƴǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ǾǳƭƴŜǊŀōƭŜ ƻǊ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘ 

to different forms of violence and oppression? How to 

address these experiences in such a way that the reflec-

tion and knowledge that emerge from them contribute to 

the clarification and enrichment of experience, or to its 

reconstructtion? And how does it affect the relation of 

intellectuals (including philosophers, scientists, profes-

sionals and activists) to experience? 

Taking up this challenge involves more than dealing 

with difference, inequality and injustice. A reminder of a 

core proposition of ES is called for at this point: the 

abyssal divide as a defining feature of modernity and of 

the contemporary world, and abyssal thinking as its 

epistemological corollary. One consequence of this is 

that a distinction has to be made between two spaces or 

zones characterized by different forms of sociability. The 

first is the metropolitan zone, a space of relations and 

sociability which is framed by the tension between regu-

lation and emancipation, and where inequalities and 

exclusions do not imply the dehumanization and radical 

exclusion of those who are regarded as dangerous or 

ƛƴŀǎǎƛƳƛƭŀōƭŜ άƻǘƘŜǊǎέΦ ¢ƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ Ŏƻƭƻƴƛŀƭ ȊƻƴŜΣ 

where appropriation and violence dominate. The two 

forms of sociability may emerge within any of the two 

zones if we consider them as territorial inscriptions, but 

they may also appear as inscribed in bodies and singu-

lar/personal experiences and trajectories.  

aŜŘƛƴŀΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ƻƴ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ Řǳŀƭ ŎƻƳƳƛǘƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ 

pragmatism to critique and reconstruction addresses 

questions of pluralism and multiculturalism offers an 

important entry point into both the virtues and the limits 

of an approach whose focus is on metropolitan sociabil-

ity. Drawing on Locke, Medina defines the task of a 

ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǇǊŀƎƳŀǘƛǎƳ ŀǎ άƘƻǿ ǘƻ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛȊŜ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘ 

cultural differences without exoticism or commercializa-

tion, that is, without contributing to their marginaliza-

tion or subjecting them to the homogenizing forces of a 

Ǝƭƻōŀƭ ƳŀǊƪŜǘέ όaŜŘƛƴŀΣ нлммΥ нллύΦ But there is a third 

possibility beyond exoticizing or commercializing differ-

ence: denying the full humanity of those who incarnate 

difference. This possibility, as we shall see, has been 

present historically and under contemporary conditions 

through forms of discrimination, persecution, oppression 

and suppression of human difference exemplified by 

colonialism, slavery, racism, sexism, homophobia, apart-

heid, displacement of populations by war, disasters, 

environmental degradation or economic conditions and 

exploitation, or the abyssal exclusion of undocumented 

migrants and refugees. This third possibility raises well-

founded doubts on the outcomes of practices of inclu-

sion or of multicultural remaking of societies where 

dehumanizing practices are rhetorically disavowed and 

often defined as unlawful, but nonetheless persist as 

longstanding marks of a history where the noblest prin-

ciples coexist with those dehumanizing practices. Antico-

lonial movements were aware of the resistance that 

would be met even within societies claiming to be built 

on the solid foundations of human rights, equality and 

democracy. The case of the United States provides one 

of the strongest examples of how even at the core of the 

modern West violations of cherished principles of consti-

tutional order are persistent, and are even sanctioned by 

laws drafted through due legislative process.  

Medina rightly endorses the need for groups com-

monly defined ς and often self-described ς in ethnic 

and/or racial terms to make their own voices heard and 

to exercise critical control over the outcomes and prod-

ucts of their own agency, so as to enjoy the freedom and 

have access to the resources necessary for self-expres-

sion and cultural self-affirmation. Acknowledging that 

these groups are subject to forms of discrimination or 

deprivation does not prevent them from being able to 
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stand and fight for their rights as citizens, even when the 

odds are against their being successful in achieving the 

rights they claim. ES describes these forms of inequality 

and of exclusion within zones of metropolitan sociability 

as configuring non-abyssal exclusions, that is, forms of 

inequality and marginalization which do not exclude, by 

denying their status as humans, those who claim their 

rights. The struggle for emancipation stands in tension 

with the regulatory workings of metropolitan sociability, 

but it does not rest upon the systematic use of violence 

and dispossession. Is this what happens in the situations 

that Medina is describing? What if much of what pre-

vents these groups to achieve full citizenship while hav-

ing their cultural difference recognized as a condition for 

democratic citizenship in pluralistic society is invisible to 

approaches that fail to recognize the existence of anoth-

er form of sociability, colonial sociability, and forms of 

exclusion which rest upon dehumanizing conceptions 

and practices aimed at keeping differences regarded as 

non-assimilable or threatening to the unity of a nation 

ŎƻƴŎŜƛǾŜŘ ŀǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ŦƻǳƴŘŜŘ ƻƴ ŀ άƴƻǊƳŀƭέ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ 

with white, heterossexual and epistemically dominant? 

These two forms of sociability are divided by a series 

of visible and invisible lines, sometimes inscribed in ter-

ritorial partitions and segregations, but also through 

trajectories and situations that place persons, communi-

ties and social groups under the threat of dehumanizing 

violence and dispossession, even within the spatial 

ōƻǳƴŘŀǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ άŎƛǾƛƭƛȊŜŘέΣ ƳŜǘǊƻǇƻƭƛǘŀƴ ȊƻƴŜǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ŀ 

persistent possibility for all those who, because of their 

ethnic or racialized status, their gender, sexual orienta-

tion, class, religion, age, disability or health condition are 

subject to violence in various forms, including those that 

are life-threatening. These forms of violence are linked 

to a form of representative heuristics, of identifying the 

person with the alleged attributes of a social, ethnic, 

racialized or religious group, for instance. The obstacles 

in the way of recognition cannot be reduced to inequali-

ties that could be addressed through redistributive 

policies within metropolitan sociability. Their identifica-

tion requires procedures that allow those who have 

been marginalized, invisibilized, disqualified or radically 

excluded to be made visible.  

This raises considerable challenges to identifying the 

conditions allowiƴƎ ŀ άŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǊŜŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŎƻƭƭŜc-

tive experience [that] can lead to the empowerment of 

racial and ethnic groups [and, one could add, other, 

ǊŀŘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŜȄŎƭǳŘŜŘ ƎǊƻǳǇǎϐ ŀƴŘ όΧύ Ƙƻǿ ƛǘ Ŏŀƴ ǇǊƻƳƻǘŜ 

and facilitate the open dialogue and mutual understand-

ing between cultures and races. The empowerment of 

the diverse racial and ethnic groups that compose a 

multicultural society and the genuine and continuing 

dialogue between them are the preconditions for justice 

and equality and for the flourishing of all the members 

ƻŦ ǎǳŎƘ ŀ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ έ όaŜŘƛƴŀΣ нлммΥ нллύΦ  

Medina goes on to carefully identify the double-

ǎƛŘŜŘ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ŘƛŀƭƻƎΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜǎ άŀƴ intracul-

tural dialogue of all voices within the group in question; 

and an intercultural dialogue between groups in which 

they articulate their identities vis-Ł-Ǿƛǎ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊέ όae-

dina, 2011: 200). Medina offers here a signal contribu-

tion to how to proceed under conditions of metropolitan 

sociability. 

But the difficulties on the way to this pragmatic plural-

ist aǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ƻŦ άǳƴƛǘȅ ƛƴ ŘƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅέΣ ŀǎ 

Locke aptly formulated it, are compounded by the distinc-

tion between diversity within metropolitan sociability and 

radical ς or abyssal ς exclusion. Are dialogues possible 

across the abyssal line? Does the claim to the recognition 

of full humanity of those who are abyssally excluded 

provide a ground for intercultural dialogue as is proposed 

by Medina? And are there exclusions wirhin groups that 

prevent intracultural dialogue to be achieved? 

aŜŘƛƴŀΩǎ ǊŜŎŜƴǘ engagement with epistemologies of 

resistance and with the insurrectionist challenge to prag-

matism are significant steps towards concerns that con-

verge with those animating ES. Due to limits of space and 

ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƪŜ ƻŦ ŎƭŀǊƛǘȅ L ǎƘŀƭƭ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƘŜǊŜ ƻƴ aŜŘƛƴŀΩs dis-

cussion of the insurrectionist challenge (Medina, 2017). A 

cruŎƛŀƭ ŀǎǇŜŎǘ ƻŦ aŜŘƛƴŀΩǎ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ Ƙƛǎ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ 

ŎƭŀǎǎƛŎŀƭ ǇǊŀƎƳŀǘƛǎƳΩǎ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŜǇƛǎǘŜƳƛŎ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜƳŜƴǘ 

of predictability and controllability as a condition for the 



Pragmat ism Today Vol .  12, Issue 1, 2021 
EPISTEMOLOGIES OF THE SOUTH MEET THE INSURRECTIONIST TURN IN PRAGMATISM: STEPS TOWARDS A DIALOGUE 
Wƻńƻ !ǊǊƛǎŎŀŘƻ bǳƴŜǎ 

 
 

    30 

capacity to work from an indefinite-turned-problematic 

situation into a definite situation through inquiry and 

intelligent action, as postulated by Dewey. But what hap-

ǇŜƴǎ ƛŦ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ƳŜǘΚ aŜŘƛƴŀΩǎ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ 

άǘƘŜ ŜǇƛǎǘŜƳƛŎ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǇǊŜŘƛŎǘŀōƛƭƛty and control-

lability must be given up in situations of radical exclusion 

and oppression that call for insurrectionary actions and 

ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎέΦ IŜ ǊƛƎƘǘƭȅ ƴƻǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǇǊe-

ŘƛŎǘŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭƭŀōƛƭƛǘȅ άŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǎ ŀƴ ŜǇƛǎǘŜƳƛŎ 

mechanism of complicity with the institutions, practices, 

ŀƴŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŘŜǎƛƎƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǇŜǊǇŜǘǳŀǘŜ ƛƴƧǳǎǘƛŎŜǎέΦ όaŜŘƛƴŀΣ 

2017: 206). Medina goes on to lay out the conditions for 

insurrectionary practices to be recognized, accepted and 

supported by pragmatists. These do not depend just on 

άƳŜǊŜƭȅ ǊŜƳƻǾƛƴƎ ƻōǎǘŀŎƭŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŀƎƳŀǘƛǎǘ ŦǊŀƳe-

ǿƻǊƪέΣ ōǳǘ ŀƭǎƻ ƻƴ άǇǊƻǾƛŘƛƴƎ ǊŜŀǎƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ ƛƴǎǳǊǊŜŎǘƛƻƴŀǊȅ 

ŀŎǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŀǘ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪέΣ ƻǊ ǿƘŀǘ ƘŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ŀǎ 

motivational reasons and/or challenges for insurrection. 

These make themselves present at two levels, the subjec-

tive and personal and the collective and institutional. 

Medina connects the two levels through epistemic insur-

rection. Insurrectionist pragmatism thus requires an en-

gagement in resistance - individual and collective -Σ άŜǾŜƴ 

when the outcome of such disruption leaves us in the 

ŘŀǊƪέ όнлтύΦ ²Ŝ ǎƘŀƭƭ Ǝƻ ōŀŎƪ ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƴŜȄǘ 

section. But Medina also provides a detailed discussion of 

Ƙƻǿ άǇǊŀƎƳŀǘƛǎƳΩǎ ŎƻƳƳƛǘƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ ŜƳōƻŘƛŜŘΣ ƭƛǾŜŘ 

experience as the bedrock of philosophical theory and 

practice is an important point of contact with the insurrec-

ǘƛƻƴƛǎǘ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴέΦ ¢ƘŜ ŜƎŀƭƛǘŀǊƛŀƴ ǎǘǊŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǇŜǊǾŀŘŜǎ ǘƘƛǎ 

ŎƻƳƳƛǘƳŜƴǘ Ŏŀƭƭǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ Řǳǘȅ ǘƻ άŘƛǎŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜ ƻǳǊ Ŏƻm-

placency with and participation in practices, structures, 

and institutions that create obstacles to ς or simply block 

ς ǘƘŜ ƘǳƳŀƴ ŦƭƻǳǊƛǎƘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǎƻƳŜέ όнлтύΦ 

aŜŘƛƴŀ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜǎ ŀ άƴƻǊƳŀǘƛǾŜ ƎǊƻǳƴŘ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǇǊŀƎ-

matism that is the source of strong normative de-

mands: it demands that people take responsibility for 

facilitatƛƴƎ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŦƭƻǳǊƛǎƘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ Ǌe-

spond to injustices that constrain such flourishing ς 

and the more radical the injustice in question, the 

ƳƻǊŜ ǊŀŘƛŎŀƭ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ƴŜŜŘŜŘέΦ IŜ ƎƻŜǎ ƻƴ ǘƻ 

discuss one dimension of injustice in relation to race, 

ƴŀƳŜƭȅ ǘƘŜ ŜǇƛǎǘŜƳƛŎ ŘƛƳŜƴǎƛƻƴΣ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ άŀ ǇǊŀƎƳŀt-

ic understanding of epistemic oppression and epistemic 

insurrectionέ όнлтύΦ  

A normative stance close to the one discussed by 

Medina is taken by ES. But the difference here is that the 

latter is not based on the identification of and response 

to injustice on the basis of a commitment to human 

flourishing, but from the very acts of resistance and 

struggle against injustice as the grounds on which other 

experiences and knowledges flourished. In ES, this is 

described as sociology of emergences.  

The sociology of emergences postulates the identifi-

cation of experiences, knowledges, and practices born 

out of the struggles and resistances against diverse 

forms of oppression and domination. A struggle is an 

affirmation of acts of freedom that, under given circum-

stances, may turn into collective action for liberation. 

The practices of daily survival of groups, communities 

and peoples abyssally excluded are part of these forms 

of struggle, as well as the social movements and forms of 

collective action that often reclaim, recreate or reinvent 

experiences and stories of past struggles and resistances 

(Santos, 2018a, b, chapter 4). 

Again, Medina offers a starting point for a reassess-

ƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ [ƻŎƪŜΩǎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǘƻ ǿƘŀǘ ƘŜ described as unity 

in diversity, referring to the necessary and productive 

tension between the recognition of diverse ethnic tradi-

tions and collectives within a given national space, and 

how they may coexist, communicate and participate in 

common endeavors that cut across their differences, 

while preserving their capacity to tell their own histories 

and to reconstruct their identities, drawing on their past 

experiences and their present involvements.  

5ǊŀǿƛƴƎ ƻƴ aŀǊƛŀ {ǘŜǿŀǊǘΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ ŘƛŀƭƻƎǳŜ 

with Leonard Harris, Medina builds his version of insur-

rectionist pragmatism on the recognition of a plurality of 

communities of resistance ς heterogenous communities 

of resistance - that would allow for links to be made of 

άƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ŀŎǘǎ ƻŦ ǊŜǎƛǎǘŀƴŎŜ ƛƴ ƻǳǊ ǇŜrsonal life and 

ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǊŜǎƛǎǘŀƴŎŜ ƛƴ ƻǳǊ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ƭƛŦŜέ όнлфύΦ 
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¢ƘŜ ǊŜǎƻƴŀƴŎŜ ǿƛǘƘ {ŀƴǘƻǎΩǎ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǎǘǊǳƎƎƭŜ ƛǎ 

striking. But a further condition for resistance is inter-

group solidarity. The case advanced by Medina is that of 

intergroup racial solidarity, but his argument is relevant 

for a broader range of instances of intergroup solidarity. 

How is this to be enacted, considering that it cannot be 

taken for granted that groups or collectives not directly 

affected by the oppression that generates resistance will 

be willing to engage in insurrectionist acts in support of 

ǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ άƛƳƳŜŘƛŀǘŜ ǎǇƘŜǊŜ ƻŦ 

ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴέ όнмлύΚ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ŀ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ άǇǊŜǎǎƛƴƎέ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴ 

άŦƻǊ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ǿƘƻǎŜ ǎǘǊǳƎƎƭŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ōƭƻŎƪŜŘΣ 

marginalizeŘΣ ƻǊ ǊŜƴŘŜǊŜŘ ƛƴǾƛǎƛōƭŜέ όнмлύΦ aŜŘƛƴŀ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ 

specifically to the case of US society, but he has a broad-

er point, that, again, brings his version of pragmatism 

close to ES. How to support and promote the creation of 

those forms of intergroup solidarity? In the concluding 

section of his paper, Medina asserts that άώōϐƻǘƘ ƛƴ ƛǘǎ 

epistemic and its political dimension, the radical plural-

ism I have developed from pragmatist conceptions of 

community and public life suggests insurrectionary pos-

sibilities for resisting racial oppression and for achieving 

greater degrees of respect and justice for marginalized 

soŎƛŀƭ ƎǊƻǳǇǎέΦ 9ȄǇƭƛŎƛǘƭȅ ǊŜǎǘŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǳƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ 

position on a pluralization and contextualization on 

5ŜǿŜȅΩǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǇǳōƭƛŎΣ he calls 

ŦƻǊ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ǎǘŜǇǎ ǘƻ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ άŀƴ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ƻŦ ŜǇƛǎǘŜƳƛŎ 

resistance that incorporates forms of insurrectionary 

communication and activism in order to address issues 

of social apathy, complicit, and social invisibility, which 

are the epistemic side of racial [and, one could add, 

ƻǘƘŜǊ ŦƻǊƳǎϐ ƻŦ ƛƴƧǳǎǘƛŎŜέΦ There is thus a lot of common 

ground between his approach to insurrectionist pragma-

tism and ES. But some differences persist.  

ES start form the recognition of the existing diversity 

of experiences and forms of knowledge, and how they 

relate to different forms of oppression. Cognitive or epis-

temic injustice is one of the key dimensions of these 

oppressions. It can be briefly described as the denial of 

the capacity of peoples, communities and social groups 

to tell their own stories in their own terms and to have 

the knowledges born out of their experiences and strug-

gles to be recognized as forms of knowledge with their 

own practices of production, validation, sharing and 

transmission. This entails a specific form of cognitive 

resistance, aimed at the hegemony of what in shorthand 

may be described as epistemologies of the North and 

the related forms of knowledge they legitimize and 

validate. Epistemic resistance, in many cases, takes the 

form of resistance against disqualification, invisibiliza-

tion, marginalization, appropriation according to hege-

monic criteria, or suppression of these knowledges. 

Epistemicide ς the suppression of knowledge - is a key 

dimension of all forms of oppression. Thus a major chal-

lenge to building forms of intergroup solidarity is how to 

achieve solidarity between groups while at the same 

time recognizing and respecting their diverse experienc-

es and knowledges. This point is of particular relevance 

when the groups in co-presence differ in their ontolo-

gies, as is often the case when seeking alliances, for 

instance, between environmental organizations and indi-

ƎŜƴƻǳǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜǎ ǘƻ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘǘŜǊΩǎ ǘŜǊǊƛǘƻǊƛŜǎΦ Lƴ ƻǊ-

der to deal with this difficulty, ES propose to work 

through intercultural translation, relating and converging 

on the basis of the recognition of similarities and the 

momentary suspension of differences that seem irreduc-

ible, thus crafting a common ground for situated action. 

Intercultural translation is always partial, it does not aim 

at suppressing or dissolving cultural differences, but at 

finding the partial, situated understandings that make 

common action possible, even if these open up durable 

and broader forms of engagement beyond the specific 

situation.  

Finally, this discussion calls for a clarification of the 

position and role of the philosopher/scientist/intellect-

tual in insurrectionist pragmatism and in ES. ES sustains 

that the role of the intellectual should be that of a rear-

guard actor, not of a path-showing member of vanguard 

equipped with the intellectual resources that are lacking 

in social groups or movements. Her role is rather to be 

able to record, provide testimonial material, contribute 

to amplify the claims and voices of those who resist and 
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struggle and bring in, as requested, their specific skills 

and knowledge. How does the Deweyan intellectual as 

insurrectionist pragmatist philosopher describe her posi-

tion and her engagement in struggles for social and epis-

temic justice? Here we find some important ground to 

cover in future dialogues. 

 

¢ƘŜ έƛƴǎǳǊǊŜŎǘƛƻƴƛǎǘέ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜ 

 

¢ƘŜ ŎƻƴǾŜǊƎŜƴŎŜǎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ 9{ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ άƛƴǎǳǊǊŜŎǘƛƻƴƛǎǘέ 

challenge to pragmatism invite further discussion of the 

concepts of the abyssal line, of metropolitan versus 

colonial sociability and of zones of non-being, and how 

ǘƘŜȅ ǊŜǎƻƴŀǘŜ ǿƛǘƘ [ŜƻƴŀǊŘ IŀǊǊƛǎΩǎ ǿƻǊƪΣ ŀƴŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ 

central place he assigns to struggle.  

Although they were developed independently, Leon-

ŀǊŘ IŀǊǊƛǎΩǎ ǇƘƛƭƻǎƻǇƘȅ ōƻǊƴ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǎǘǊǳƎƎƭŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 

recent engagements of pragmatism with this approach - 

largely mediated through a return to the critical pragma-

tism of Alain Locke - open up interesting convergences 

with the conception of postabyssal thinking held by ES. 

The discussion of concepts like struggle, suffering or dig-

ƴƛǘȅΣ ǇǊƻǇƻǎŀƭǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ IŀǊǊƛǎΩǎ ŀŎǘǳŀǊƛŀƭ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ŀƴŘ 

the sociology of absences, the sociology of emergences 

and the modes of displaying injustice and denial of hu-

manity, abyssal exclusion and the use of testimonial 

expressions, representative heuristics and the triad of 

modes of oppression in ES, all these signal interesting 

spaces of dialogue anchored in actual experiences of 

resistance and struggle. 

! ƪŜȅ ŀǎǇŜŎǘ ƻŦ IŀǊǊƛǎΩǎ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜ ƭƛŜǎ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ 

of whether pragmatists qua pragmatists commit them-

selves to insurrectionist action on behalf of strangers to 

their own moral community, as is the case of those ς 

intellectuals, professionals, activists, advocates ς who 

support or actively participate in struggles against op-

pression and de-humanizing conditions? In other words, 

IŀǊǊƛǎΩǎ άǉǳŜǊȅ ƛǎ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŜȄƛǎǘ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜǎ ƻŦ ǇǊŀg-

matism that require, as necessary conditions to be a 

ǇǊŀƎƳŀǘƛǎǘΣ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŦƻǊ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ƛƴǎǳǊǊŜŎǘƛƻƴέ 

(Harris, 2020a, 181).  

IŀǊǊƛǎ ŦƛƴŘǎ ƛƴ !ƭŀƛƴ [ƻŎƪŜΩǎ ǾŜǊǎƛon of pragmatism an 

ƛƴǎǘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ άŀ ǾƛŀōƭŜ ǇƘƛƭƻǎƻǇƘȅέ ǇǊƻǾƛŘƛƴƎ άǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ 

reasoning methods that make the management of abjec-

tion and existential crisis viable, given impossible odds of 

ǊŜƭƛŜŦέΦ IŜ ǘƘǳǎ Ŏŀƭƭǎ ŦƻǊ [ƻŎƪŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀŘŘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƭƛǎǘ ƻŦ 

classƛŎŀƭ ǇǊŀƎƳŀǘƛǎǘǎΣ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƴƎ άǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ 

abused, subjugated, and humiliated facing existential crisis 

ŀƴŘ ƛƳǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ƻŘŘǎ ƻŦ ǊŜƭƛŜŦέΣ ŀƭƭ ǿƛǘƘ άǊŜŀǎƻƴƛƴƎ ƳŜǘh-

ods, terms, words, depiction, explanations, queries, dispo-

sitions, spirit, and conceptual ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊƛŜǎ ŀǎ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎέ 

(Harris, 2020b: 189). Locke made a landmark contribution 

to the study of race and later of ethnic diversity and of the 

question of values and their diversity.  

IŀǊǊƛǎ Ǉƻƛƴǘǎ ƻǳǘ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ άǘŜƴǎƛƻƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀƭƛǘȅ 

of relativism and the need in some situations for certainty 

and moral imperatives is encoded in how Locke views 

ΨǇƘƛƭƻǎƻǇƘȅΩέ όIŀǊǊƛǎΣ нлнлōΣ мфоύΦ ²Ŝ ŦƛƴŘ ƘŜǊŜ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ 

theme that is central to ES: how to recognize diversity 

and the value of difference and diversity without embrac-

ing relativism and legitimizing difference as inequality (on 

which more in a moment). Harris conŎƭǳŘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ά[ƻŎƪŜΣ 

arguably, was not an insurrectionist. I draw from the 

issues that distinguish him from other pragmatists to help 

picture my account: it is his critical stance that helps me 

intimate an insurrectionist disposition, attitude, spirit ς 

ŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ŎǊƛǘƛǉǳŜ ƻŦ ΨǳƴƛŦƻǊƳƛǘŀǊƛŀƴ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎŀƭƛǎƳΩ ŀƴŘ 

cultural uniformity ς stereotypes, proprietary culture and 

promotion of advocacy aesthetics, group self-expression, 

anti-colonialism, self-fidelity, and self-conŦƛŘŜƴŎŜέΦ .ǳǘ ƘŜ 

άƭŜŀǾŜώǎϐ ƻǇŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ [ƻŎƪŜΩǎ ƳŜƭƛƻǊƛǎƳ 

lends weight to a radical, if not critical, pragmatism in the 

sense that there may be no reason in principle to restrict 

possible ways to improve life through human effort or 

limits to modes of valuable forms of cognition and rea-

soning meǘƘƻŘǎέ όIŀǊǊƛǎΣ нлнлōΣ мфсύΦ 

In ES, the questions raised by insurrectionist ap-

proaches are closely tied to the theme of experience: 

what is different about the lived experience of those 

who suffer or are oppressed and the living experience of 

those who join their struggle by option? How does 

knowledge relate to these different forms of experi-
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ence? What does it mean to struggle out of necessity, as 

the sole alternative to yielding and resignation to suffer-

ing and oppression? And under what circumstances can 

the living experience of joining and participating in their 

struggles be recognized as authentic? (Santos, 2018a,b, 

chapter 4)? The question as well as the answer are not 

very different from the ones provided by Harris: putting 

oneself at risk for the sake of solidarity is the key criteri-

on for assessing the authenticity of engagement, even 

ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ƭƛƳƛǘ ŦƻǊ ƻƴŜΩǎ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƛǎ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ violence 

against persons ς except in situations of self-defense. 

But the two kinds of experience are different, and the 

possibility of sharing them is a lively topic of debate.
14

 In 

other words, certain conditions are not ones you can 

simply step in, but they are the outcome of a process 

which occurs under certain conditions beyond your 

control. tŀǳƭƻ CǊŜƛǊŜΩǎ ƭƛōŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ǇŜŘŀƎƻƎȅ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜǎ ŀǎ 

well a willingness to expose oneself to different forms of 

discrimination, repression, violence and even risk of 

severe harm or death, but these are entangled in partic-

ular experiences and their conditions and situations. 

Teachers and educators of different kinds are among 

those likely, under conditions of repression or authori-

tarian rule, to be the target of repression, violence or 

persecution. Under current conditions, and in contexts 

of strong inequality and exclusion, teaching may become 

a high-risk activity, subject to censorship, restrictions, 

retaliations and even physical harm. 

As will be discussed in the next section, Harris meets 

Paulo Freire ς a major influence on ES, and himself influ-

enced by Dewey - on several points, though they start 

from different, even if converging experiences. The 

question of defining the responsibility of the intellectual, 

the scientist, the philosopher, the activist or the advo-

cate in not just denouncing injustice and oppression but 

                                                 
14 On this matter, see the exchange between two Dalit intellec-
tuals, Gopal Guru and Sundar Sarukkai (2012, 2019), and the 
commentary by Santos (2019a, b, chapter 4) on how they raise 
broader questions on the understanding of experience starting 
from their different views of being Dalit intellectuals in India, a 
country with a caste system. This debate provides interesting 
contributions to the defense of the continuing centrality of ex-
perience in pragmatism (Pappas, 2014). 

ŀŎǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŎƻƴŦǊƻƴǘ ƛǘΣ ŜǾŜƴ ŀǘ Ǌƛǎƪ ƻŦ ƻƴŜΩǎ ǎŀŦŜǘȅ ŀƴŘΣ ŀǘ 

ǘƛƳŜǎΣ ƻƴŜΩǎ ƭƛŦŜΣ ōǊƛƴƎǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊŜ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ǘƘŜ ƭƛƳƛǘǎ ƻŦ 

classical pragmatism, as Harris has discussed, but also 

the problems that pervade radical thinking in its relation 

to action. Harris and Freire converge on their support for 

insurgent action and on the importance of indignation as 

a moving force in any form of struggle against injustice 

and oppression. They are also clear on the need for 

struggle even when the probabilities of success of lasting 

victory are bleak, or defeat is certain. Both call for the 

ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƧǳǎǘƛŎŜ ƻŦ ƻƴŜΩǎ ŎŀǳǎŜΣ ǊŜƎŀǊŘƭŜǎǎ 

of whether they are likely to be defeated, and of the role 

of moral or religious persuasions as a condition of possi-

bility of these struggles. But they differ otherwise in their 

conceptions of the importance of religion, faith and 

hope, for instance. We shall have a closer look at FreirŜΩǎ 

contribution to ES in the next section.  

Buillding on Locke, Harris advances a  

view of adversarial traditions [that] does not re-
quire essentializing the least well-off, as if they 
were invested with some special truths. Rather, 
it requires believing that traditions emanating 
from adversary voices are likely to perceive com-
munity as a becoming that includes the least 
well-off as subjects. If the imagined community 
ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ƘƻƳŜ ƻŦ ƻƴŜΩǎ ƭƻȅŀƭǘȅ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴi-
ty of the downtrodden, wretched, degraded, 
raped, victims of cruelty, the object of vicious-
ness, they are subjects integral to the conceptu-
alized community that is to become. Present 
traditions may be considered corrupttions of a 
previously existing pristine state of affairs or de-
meaning practices of a chronically racist society; 
in either case, if the least well-off are considered 
agents in the moral community, the future is a 
becoming in a way that counts the immiserated 
ς any future consensus takes their voices as 
meaningful in defining what counts as consensus 
(Harris, 2020c, 267). 
 

And he adds:  

Resistance traditions are distinguished by a con-
cern with radical social change for the purpose of 
ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎŀƭ ƘǳƳŀƴ ƭƛōŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ όΧύΦ ¢Ƙŀǘ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴ ƛǎ ƻf-
ten expressed by arguments for justified methods 
of social action to create change, accounts of why 
humanity should change, evaluations of condi-
tions of misery, and depictions of unnecessary un-
just conditions and explanations as to why they 
exist (Harris, 2020d, 275). 
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Harris adds a crucial point which is of particular interest 

in discussions within a broadly understood domain of 

postcolonial approaches, and whose salience in current 

struggles for memory and recognition of historical and 

ongoing collective suffering associated with colonialism 

has amplified its public visibility: archives and landmarks 

of colonial memories and narratives, such as statues and 

other artifacts. Here is how Harris states his case: 

We need a trace. It is a compelling need. It de-
scribes the agency of our ancestors. There is a 
need to know that our ancestors were agents, 
whether successful insurrectionists, captured 
slaves, entrepreneurs, or basket weavers. It is a 
condition of our being. It is what makes our lives 
existentially meaningful to us. We record the 
meaning, not the universe. An image of the fu-
ture gives the sacrifices of the present a meaning 
ŀƴŘ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜΦ hƴŜ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ [ƻŎƪŜΩǎ ǇƘƛƭƻǎƻǇƘȅ 
provides a way to see why traces, embedded in 
the records of archives, have an import far be-
yond the sheer fact of records as memories and 
why they have that import in a way that has 
nothing to do with contributing to a linear histo-
Ǌȅ ƛƴ ŀ ƳƻǊŀƭ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎŜ όΧύΦ [O]ne import of the 
sheer existence of archives as repositories is that 
they are at least in some cases simultaneous lo-
cal tradition sustainers and crafters, thereby 
making possible an accord of dignity and honor 
to the peoples who authored the collection. That 
ƛǎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǘǊŀŎŜΦ όΧύ 9ǾŜƴ ƛŦ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎ ŀǊŜ ŎŀǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ 
become agents of resistance, their resistance is 
nonetheless in tandem with the terrain that is 
not pre-given ς their trace is the consequence of 
their agency (Harris, 2020d, 281ς282).

15
  

 
A further and significant question raised by insurrection-

ist approaches is that of representative heuristics and its 

effects, and in particular how it relates to the positive 

defense of differences across groups or collectives 

against destruction, ethnocide or harm. As stated by 

IŀǊǊƛǎΣ άǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ƴƻ ǊŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴǎ ƻǊ ƛƴǎǳǊǊŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ 

representative heuristics, that is, without women who 

sŜŜ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ŀǎ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘƛƴƎ ΨǿƻƳŜƴΩ ŀǎ ŀƴ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜ 

category, without persons who see themselves as repre-

senting the interests of the poor, without workers who 

see themselves as the embodiment of meritorious traits, 

                                                 
15 This signals another topic for a productive debate, the ques-
tion of archives and their importance for both imperial/hege-
monic projects and for the task of demonumentalizing hegemo-
nic forms of knowledge. See the discussion in Santos, 2018a, b, 
chapter 9. 

and without environmentalists who see themselves as 

pressing for the best interest of all sentient beings by 

pressing for the interests of environmentalƛǎǘǎέ όIŀǊǊƛǎΣ 

2020a, 182). This requires a conception of groups that 

does not reify them, but also recognizes their existence 

as historically constituted collectives - Black people, 

Dalits, Roma, indigenous and First Peoples, and any 

group, community or population calling for recognition 

of their collective existence.  

 

The Freirean connection  

 

¢ƘŜ ǊŜƭŜǾŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ tŀǳƭƻ CǊŜƛǊŜΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ŦƻǊ ƻǳǊ ŘƛǎŎussion 

does not just lie in his acknowledged debt to Deweyan 

pragmatism, but also in the central place he holds as a 

major inspiration for ES and the way he managed to 

work through the tension between struggle and dia-

logue, insurgency and democracy.
16

  

FreiǊŜΩǎ ƭƛŦŜǿƻǊƪ ƛǎ ǇŜǊǾŀŘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǘŜƴǎƛƻƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ 

struggle and dialogue, the denouncing of oppression in all 

its forms and the announcing and enactment of a vision of 

democracy that bears a strong mark of Deweyan concep-

tions. The centrality of education and learning, and his 

recurrent use of the term pedagogy to describe his en-

gagements with oppression and injustice as well as his 

commitment to democracy should not be allowed to 

conceal his broader influence in matters ranging from 

epistemology to politics, ethics and communication, 

among others. This pervasive influence is felt in the con-

spicuous presence of Freire-inspired approaches in popu-

lar education and in participatory, collaborative and non-

extractivist forms of research. Many of these draw explic-

itly on ES, which in turn draws on readings of Freire (San-

tos, 2018a, b, chapter 11). My own experience as a 

researcher committed to the kind of collaborative, non-

                                                 
16 A series of collections of previously unreleased writings and 
assembling public intŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴǎ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘŜǊ ȅŜŀǊǎ ƻŦ CǊŜƛǊŜΩǎ 
life have been published after his death in 1997. They provide 
important clues and materials that help in clarifying the develop-
ment of his thinking and action over time and across the different 
contexts he was involved with, including responses to critiques to 
the limits of his earlier positions (Freire, 2000, 2001, 2005a). 
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extractivist research advocated by ES - in engagements 

with struggles and initiatives related to health, environ-

ment and popular education in Brazil ς has been deeply 

influenced ŀƴŘ ƛƴǎǇƛǊŜŘ ōȅ CǊŜƛǊŜΩǎ ǿƻǊƪΦ 

CǊŜƛǊŜΩǎ ǳǇōǊƛƴƎƛƴƎ ƛƴ ŀ /ƘǊƛǎǘƛŀƴ-catholic environ-

ment in Northeastern Brazil was a major influence in his 

outlook and commitment, and its ƳŀǊƪ ƛǎ ǾƛǎƛōƭŜ CǊŜƛǊŜΩǎ 

particular blend of thinking and intervening which in-

cluded Christian-inspired progressivism, a proximity to 

radical political action inspired by marxism and liberation 

struggles throughout the world and an approach to edu-

cation with a laǎǘƛƴƎ ƛƳǇǊƛƴǘ ƻŦ 5ŜǿŜȅΩǎ ǿƻǊƪΦ 

5ŜǿŜȅΩǎ ƛƳǇǊƛƴǘ ƛǎ ŀǇǇŀǊŜƴǘ ƛƴ CǊŜƛǊŜΩǎ ŜŀǊƭȅ ŎƻƴǘǊƛ-

butions to education policies in Brazil in the late 1950s 

and early 60s, and in particular his pioneering and re-

ƴƻǿƴŜŘ ǿƻǊƪ ƻƴ ŀŘǳƭǘ ƭƛǘŜǊŀŎȅ ŀƴŘ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΦ 5ŜǿŜȅΩǎ 

ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ƻƴ CǊŜƛǊŜ Ƙŀǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ōŜŜƴ ŎǊŜŘƛǘŜŘ ǘƻ CǊŜƛǊŜΩǎ 

ǇǊƻȄƛƳƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪ ƻŦ !ƴƝǎƛƻ ¢ŜƛȄŜƛǊŀΣ ŀ ƭŜŀŘƛƴƎ ŦƛƎǳǊŜ 

in the debates and experiences on the reform of educa-

tion in Brazil. Beyond direct references to Dewey, Freire 

revealed, throughout his life and work, an affinity with 

5ŜǿŜȅΩǎ ƛŘŜŀǎ ƻƴ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ƭŀǊƎŜƭȅ 

commented on. His commitment to education during 

what came to be known the Populist Era in Brazil was 

influenced by Dewey, but mostly through the work of 

Brazilian reformers who were in turn inspired by Dewey, 

ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ !ƴƝǎƛƻ ¢ŜƛȄŜƛǊŀ ƻǊ [ƻǳǊŜƴœƻ CƛƭƘƻ όaǳƴŀǊƻΣ нлнмΣ 

211). There is a tendency across comments on Dewey 

and Freire to treat their relation as one of affinity or 

converging views. Munaro summarizes thus a widely 

shared acŎƻǳƴǘ ƻŦ 5ŜǿŜȅΩǎ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ƻƴ CǊŜƛǊŜΥ άΧ 5Ŝw-

Ŝȅŀƴ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ŜŎƘƻŜŘ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ƛƴ CǊŜƛǊŜΩǎ 

work as an announced research field that was scarcely 

explored in the attempt to understanding how Deweyan 

thought contributed to the conceptual weaving of de-

ƳƻŎǊŀŎȅ ŀƴŘ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴέ όaǳƴŀǊƻΣ нлмнΣ нммύΦ 

5ŜǿŜȅΩǎ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ƛǎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ǾƛǎƛōƭŜ ƛƴ CǊŜƛǊŜΩǎ 

work on adult literacy in the late 1950s and early 60s. 

Beisigel (2008), in what remains the best account of 

CǊŜƛǊŜΩǎ ŜŀǊƭȅ ǿƻǊƪ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǎƻŎƛŀl context, 

offers a comment that goes in the same direction, refer-

ring to the direct and indirect influence of Dewey on the 

popular education initiatives in Northeastern Brazil 

ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ tƻǇǳƭƛǎǘ 9ǊŀΦ CǊŜƛǊŜΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ƻƴ ǊǳǊŀƭ ŜȄǘŜƴǎƛƻƴ 

while in exile in Chile and his later work on education 

reform and politics after his return to Brazil bear the 

same mark, even if not explicitly acknowledged. Munaro 

όнлмнύ ǇǊƻǇƻǎŜŘ ŀ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ƻŦ 5ŜǿŜȅΩǎ ŀƴŘ 

CǊŜƛǊŜΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ŀǎ ŀ ǿŀȅ ƻŦ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƻƳƳƻƴŀƭƛǘƛŜǎ 

and differences and of assessing possible Deweyan influ-

ŜƴŎŜǎ ƻƴ CǊŜƛǊŜΩǎ ƻŜǳǾǊŜΦ He signals the explicit refer-

ŜƴŎŜ ǘƻ 5ŜǿŜȅ ƛƴ CǊŜƛǊŜΩǎ мфрф ŘƛǎǎŜǊǘŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŀƭƻƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ 

reference to a number of authors who were influenced 

by Dewey (see as well Feinberg and Torres, 2001). 

Munaro calls for a comprehensive engagement with 

CǊŜƛǊŜΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ǇƻǿŜǊŜŘ ōȅ ǘǿƻ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎΥ ǿƘƛŎƘ 5ŜǿŜȅŀƴ 

ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǊŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ŦƻǳƴŘ ƛƴ CǊŜƛǊŜΩǎ ǿƻǊƪΚ !ƴŘ ǘƻ ǿƘŀǘ 

ƴŜǿ ǳǎŜǎ ŘƻŜǎ CǊŜƛǊŜ ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜ 5ŜǿŜȅΩǎ ǿƻǊƪΚ  

CǊŜƛǊŜΩǎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǘƻ ŀŘǳƭǘ ŜŘǳŎŀtion and literacy was 

pervaded by a sense of learning as a practice based on 

active and participatory, collective approaches, and 

building on the discovery of generative words and defini-

tion of generative themes based on the vocabulary of 

subjects and worked through with them. Conscienti-

zation as the name of the process of becoming a subject 

ƻŦ ƻƴŜΩǎ ƭƛŦŜΣ ƻŦ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΣ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ 

explicit aim of the process, in what can easily be com-

ǇŀǊŜŘ ǘƻ 5ŜǿŜȅΩǎ Ŏŀƭƭ ŦƻǊ ƛƴǘŜƭƭƛƎŜƴǘ ŀŎǘƛƻƴΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƻŎŎurred 

in a context where the idea of development and the role 

of literacy and education in it converged with attempts 

at broadening the franchise in order to create the condi-

tions for development to find room and energy. The 

process, however, was interrupted by the 1964 military 

coup and the establishment of a military-civil dictator-

ship which ruled over Brazil for the next two decades.  

In the late 1960s, and after having been forced into 

ŜȄƛƭŜΣ CǊŜƛǊŜΩǎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǘƻ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻƻƪ ŀ ǊŀŘƛŎŀƭ ǘǳǊƴΣ 

influenced by an increasing proximity to poverty strick-

en, immiserated and exclude populations in the Third 

World, and with the rising tide of insurrectionist and 

revolutionary resistance and upheaval, especially in Latin 

America. The most powerful, lasting and influential 
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statement of this period is Pedagogy of the Oppressed 

(2005b), a work which still bears a recognizable mark of 

Deweyan contributions to conceptions of learning. But it 

also shows how the experience of oppression and dis-

possession may breed knowledge. In one crucial aspect, 

Freire departs from the Deweyan progressive-meliorist 

approach: the centrality of insurgency and struggle as a 

condition for conscientization. This brought to the fore a 

key problem for progressive approaches to democracy 

and education: the divide between metropolitan popula-

tions and societies and the massive exclusion of what at 

ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ ǿŀǎ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ǘƘŜ ¢ƘƛǊŘ ²ƻǊƭŘΣ ƻǊΣ ƛƴ CǊŜƛǊŜΩǎ ǘŜǊƳǎΣ 

the oppressed. This came to be a major influence on the 

notion of abyssal divide and abyssal exclusion which is a 

central and differentiating feature of ES. The figure of 

the oppressed, broadening the range of those under the 

sway of capitalism and colonialism beyond the tradition-

ŀƭ aŀǊȄƛŀƴ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ Ŏƭŀǎǎ όŀƴŘ ƘƛƴǘƛƴƎ ŀǘ DǊŀƳǎŎƛΩǎ ǎǳōŀl-

tern or FanƻƴΩǎ ǿǊŜǘŎƘŜŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 9ŀǊǘƘύΣ ǎƛƎƴŀƭŜŘ ŀ ƳƻǾŜ 

towards a conception of education which was to be 

promoted well beyond institutionalized education and 

schools. Over the following years, Freire incorporated in-

to his view the insights and the experiences of dealing 

with colonialism, racism, sexism and patriarchy and all 

ŦƻǊƳǎ ƻŦ ƻǇǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǾƛƻƭŜƴŎŜΦ CǊŜƛǊŜΩǎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǘƻ 

education, to the role of experience, to participatory re-

search and to a broadening of what counts as knowledge 

opens up a promising dialogue with radical and insurrec-

ǘƛƻƴƛǎǘ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘŜǎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǇǊŀƎƳŀǘƛǎƳΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ [ƻŎƪŜΩǎ 

ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǇǊŀƎƳŀǘƛǎƳ ŀƴŘ IŀǊǊƛǎΩǎ ǇƘƛƭƻǎƻǇƘȅ ōƻǊƴ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ 

struggle and all of the insurrectionist tradition the latter 

claims. Recent collections of interventions, letters, inter-

views or public presentations, posthumously organized 

and published, highlight themes that were recurrent in 

CǊŜƛǊŜΩǎ ƭƛŦŜ ŀƴŘ ǿƻǊƪΣ ōǳǘ ǎŜŜƳŜŘ ǘƻ ŀŎǉǳƛǊŜ ƴŜǿ ǎŀƭi-

ence in the later years of his life, expressed in his singu-

lar idiom, bringing together the force of indignation, the 

hope for possible futures as dreams and instances of 

unprecedented but viable worlds or situations (ƛƴŞŘƛǘƻ 

ǾƛłǾŜƭ), the shaky path of tolerance or the horizon of 

liberation. All this in a play without guarantees between 

autonomy and duress, appeals to dialogical engagement 

and calls for struggle. These are, I shall argue, key topics 

ŦƻǊ ǊŜǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ CǊŜƛǊŜΩǎ ǊŜǎƻƴŀƴŎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴǎ ƻŦ 

pragmatism in a Deweyan key, but also with the critical 

and insurrectional challenges to classical pragmatism.  

One significant theme that is recurrent and pervades 

ŀƭƭ ƻŦ CǊŜƛǊŜΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ƛǎ Ƙƛǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŀŜǎǘƘŜǘƛŎ ŀƴŘ 

affective dimension of learning, knowing and acting. His 

conception of knowledge arising from the inextricable 

relation of reason and affect is central to the notions of 

sentipensar - literally, feeling-thinking, borrowed from 

another major influence, the Colombian sociologist and 

pioneer of participatory action-research Orlando Fals 

Borda - or corazonar, a concept arising from indigenous 

peoples of the Andean region (Guerrero, 2016; Santos, 

2018a, b, chapter 5). These, in turn, underpin the advo-

cacy, by ES, of its conception of researching with ς rather 

than on ς communities, groups and social movements, 

involving all senses in the acts of learning and knowing 

through listening, touching, seeing, tasting and smelling, 

reason and affect. One is reminded, here, of the im-

portance of faith and religion as sustaining the motiva-

tional force behind struggle and insurrection. Carter 

(2003: 61-62), in a comment on Harris, notices how the 

calls to insurrection mentioned by Harris in his discus-

sion of Black traditions of resistance in the context of the 

United States (but one finds the same trend in other 

contexts as well) are associated, for the most part, with 

movements of a religious nature or background. This 

calls for an acknowledgment of the limits of reasoning as 

a way of turning the recognition of injustice into calls to 

action, even if the odds are against their success. Faith 

and a kind of hope that acknowledges these odds appear 

ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ŎǊǳŎƛŀƭ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ƛƴ CǊŜƛǊŜΩǎ Ŏŀƭƭǎ ŦƻǊ ǎǘǊǳƎƎƭŜΣ 

and their role in different experiences of insurgency in 

different countries, regions and continents is well-docu-

mented.  

Culture circles as venues for learning and knowing, 

deep listening, the relation between knowledge and 

ignorance and the incompleteness of all forms of knowl-

edge, the relation between the word and the world, 
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reason and affect, the importance of the aesthetic in 

social life, the recognition of the diversity of forms of 

democratic and community life are part of the lasting 

ƭŜƎŀŎȅ ƻŦ CǊŜƛǊŜΩǎ ƭƛŦŜǿƻǊƪ ŀƴŘ ŦƻǳƴŘƛƴƎ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜǎ ƛƴ 9{Σ 

and they come close to topics dear to Deweyan and 

Lockean versions of pragmatism. 

This Deweyan mood, though, was tempered by, and 

stood in tension with, a radical commitment to those he 

named the oppressed, which is most visible in Pedagogy 

of the Oppressed (PO), one of the most influential texts 

of all times in the fields of education and human an 

social sciences. PO bears a strong imprint of the time of 

his writing, amidst the upheavals in Latin America follow-

ing the Cuban revolution and insurrections in several 

countries where what Eduardo Galeano aptly named the 

opening veins of Latin America were associated with US 

imperialism and dictatorships and authoritarian rule, and 

more widely with Third World struggles against colonial-

ism and for national liberation.  

The radical edge of PO has proved to be remarkably 

relevant until the present, at a time of the normalization 

of a state of exception for most of the world population. 

But ƛǘ ǊŀƛǎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ CǊŜƛǊŜΩǎ commit-

ment to conceptions of education and democracy in-

spired by Dewey fit comfortably with that radical move. 

In how far did it Ǉǳƭƭ ƘƛƳ ŀǿŀȅ ŦǊƻƳ 5ŜǿŜȅΩǎ ǊŜŦƻǊƳƛǎǘ 

and meliorist approach, and from pragmatism as a philo-

sophical current? A different question, however, could 

be asked: are there versions of pragmatism that reso-

nate with those features of the Freirean approach that 

seem to move away from Deweyan conceptions?  

The answer is yes, but with qualifications. Again, we 

face here the question of affinity, resonance and conver-

gence, rather than direct or indirect influence. If we take 

this path, we get to recognize some familiar features of 

CǊŜƛǊŜΩǎ ƭŀǘŜǊ ǿƻǊƪ ƛƴ !ƭŀƛƴ [ƻŎƪŜΩǎ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǇǊŀƎƳŀǘƛǎƳ 

ŀƴŘ ƛƴ [ŜƻƴŀǊŘ IŀǊǊƛǎΩǎ ǇƘƛƭƻǎƻǇƘȅ ōƻǊƴ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǎǘǊǳƎƎƭŜΦ 

Over time, the category of the oppressed seemed to 

morph into categories subject to representtative heuris-

tics, with its broadening and diversification, encompass-

ing a range of forms of violence, suffering, injustice and 

discrimination, from race and gender to nationality, 

ethnicity, religion, sexual orientation and others.  

CǊŜƛǊŜΩǎ ŀŦŦƛƴƛǘȅ ǿƛǘƘ 5ŜǿŜȅΩǎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǘƻ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ 

persists, to be sure, in his conception of the continuity of 

experience-based knowledge and critical knowledge, 

characterized by what Freire calls overcoming (supera-

œńƻ), rather than rupture. But In fact, that passage is a 

possible outcome of encounters between forms of scien-

tific/critical knowledge and common sense knowledge. 

The starting point, though, always comes from the expe-

ǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅ ǘƻ άǊŜŀŘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘέΦ 

Both kinds of knowledge are characterized as configura-

tions of knowledge and ignorance, whereby each kind 

displays knowledge and ignorance of different things 

Freire, 2000, 106). The process of conscientization pro-

vides a description of how these forms of knowledge 

mutually engage. The distinction between banking edu-

cation and dialogical-problematizing education at the 

ŎƻǊŜ ƻŦ CǊŜƛǊŜΩǎ ǇŜŘŀƎƻƎȅ ŀƴŘ ŜǇƛǎǘŜƳƻƭƻƎȅ ǊŜǎƻƴŀǘŜǎ 

ǎǘǊƻƴƎƭȅ ǿƛǘƘ 5ŜǿŜȅΩǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀŎǘƛǾŜ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ 

intelligent action as a counterpoint to the conformist 

and instrumental conception of learning and knowledge 

that underpins hegemonic forms of education. Culture 

circles, generative words, generative themes were the 

main tools of this approach.  

A partial convergence of Dewey and Freire which also 

displays a key difference is the notion of situation as the 

setting of intelligent action (for Dewey) and insurgent-

liberatory action (for Freire). For Dewey, the identification 

of an indefinite situation and its definition as problematic 

situation lies at the core of how to produce knowledge 

aimed at responding to the situation while learning in the 

process. The capacity to think that brings up original ways 

of dealing with a situation, as stated by Dewey, does not 

consider how these new or original thoughts and the 

actions that they lead to may sustain or reinforce relations 

of domination, oppression, discrimination or exploitation, 

or how they can foster or support the struggle against 

oppression. For Freire, limit situations, such as those that 

have become permanent features of the life of the op-

pressed, when the possibility of a decent living and free-
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dom seem unreachable, challenge conformism and asso-

ciate knowledge and learning with struggle. A statement 

ƻŦ CǊŜƛǊŜΩǎ ǾŀƭǳƛƴƎ ƻŦ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ-based knowledge is his 

description of the knowledge of slum-dwellers, a setting 

ǿƘŜǊŜ άƻƴŜ ƭŜŀǊƴǎ ǎƻƻƴ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŀǘ ƻƴƭȅ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǎƘŜŜǊ 

stubbornness is it possible to weave a life where it is 

nearly absent or denied ς with deprivation, with threat, 

ǿƛǘƘ ŘŜǎǇŀƛǊΣ ǿƛǘƘ ƻŦŦŜƴǎŜ ŀƴŘ Ǉŀƛƴέ όCǊŜƛǊŜΣ нлллΣ ттύΦ  

A consequence ƻŦ CǊŜƛǊŜΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƻǇǇǊŜǎǎŜŘ 

is a permanent feature of his lifelong commitment to the 

cause who those who suffer and struggle, run through by 

a tension between the creation of forms of solidarity 

that allow the oppressed to emerge as subjects of their 

own histories, working through their differences and 

conceptions of community, and his strong endorsement 

of and participation in forms of struggle whose prime 

mover is the denouncing of injustice, suffering and vio-

lence in its diverse forms and the struggle to defeat 

them, even when the odds seem to be against them. 

Hope thus figures prominently in the vocabulary of 

liberation proposed by Freire, in ways and with con-

ƴŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ ǎǘǊǳƎƎƭŜǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ƨƻƛƴ [ŜƻƴŀǊŘ IŀǊǊƛǎΩǎ ŎƻƴŎŜp-

tion of struggle. But a difference that would deserve 

further scrutiny is the claim by Freire of the possibility, 

through struggle, to bring about what he calls ƛƴŞŘƛǘƻ 

ǾƛłǾŜƭ. In several passages of a work that extends over 

decades, Santos echoed the Freirean call through his 

notion of utopias that are utopias only as long as they 

have yet to be made real. 

 

[ƻƻƪƛƴƎ ŦƻǊǿŀǊŘΧ 

 

Recent debates within pragmatism have inspired a move 

towards radical conceptions of pragmatist philosophy. 

They have revisited the classics, but have also explored 

the relations between other radical approaches and 

struggles and their convergence with pragmatism, in 

particular the insurrectionist traditions. These are likely 

to remain important interlocutors for an ongoing dia-

logue with Epistemologies of the South and to help 

shape ongoing work on a diversity of topics defined by 

both their importance and their urgency. The current 

situation of a convergence and synergy of crises com-

Ƴƻƴƭȅ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ǎƘƻǊǘƘŀƴŘ ά/ƻǾƛŘ-19 pan-

ŘŜƳƛŎέ Ƙŀǎ ōǊƻǳƎƘǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊŜ ǿith unprecedented 

visibility a range of issues that have been ongoing con-

cerns of both pragmatism and ES. A provisional and 

necessarily incomplete list would include topics like 

justice and injustice, epistemologies and ontologies, 

knowledges and experiences, ecologies of knowledges 

and practices, exclusion, violence and suffering, experi-

ences of resistance and struggle, conceptions of dignity, 

forms of democracy and citizenship, aesthetics, the 

question of hope and its relation to struggle, among 

other topics. The convergences and differences explored 

in this paper may thus be read as an invitation to further 

discussions and joint engagements with the challenges 

that are before us. 
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ABSTRACT: In the last decades, several scholars have 
reviewed the official genealogy of pragmatism and have 
challenged the orthodox narrative of its origins. The 
paper vindicates the legacy of Jane Addams, Charlotte 
Perkins Gilman and Anna Julia Cooper, who were active 
in the foundations of both movements, feminism and 
pragmatism, but their contributions remain, until now, 
barely acknowledged. Following Charlene Haddock Seig-
fǊŜƛŘΩǎ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ Pragmatism and Feminism: Reweav-
ing the Social Fabric (1996), that pragmatist feminism 
during the progressive era lacked a theory of oppression, 
a critical examination of their social philosophies is of-
fered in order to prove that they did have original 
thoughts on oppression. An epistemology of the op-
pressed is presented in three senses. First, it looks at 
WŀƴŜ !ŘŘŀƳǎΩǎ ŀƴŘ Iǳƭƭ-House residents social experi-
mentalism as a form of producing almost simultaneously 
social knowledge and concrete social interventions. 
{ŜŎƻƴŘΣ ƛǘ ǘŀƪŜǎ /ƘŀǊƭƻǘǘŜ tŜǊƪƛƴǎ DƛƭƳŀƴΩǎ ά¢ƘŜ ¸Ŝƭƭƻǿ 
²ŀƭƭǇŀǇŜǊέ ŀǎ ŀƴ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ƛƳŀƎƛƴa-
tion to denounce the gender bias of our androcentric 
culture, which might be an effective means to prevent 
human costs derived from male domination. Third, it 
ǊŜŎƻǾŜǊǎ !ƴƴŀ Wǳƭƛŀ /ƻƻǇŜǊΩǎ ǇƻƛƴǘƛƴƎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƻƴǘƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ 
negation that affects groups suffering multiple forms of 
oppression, as Black women of the South, as an inherent 
danger of the implicit, unconscious dynamics of exclu-
sion within activism. To conclude, the paper proposes 
paths for further research in the direction of a radical 
feminist and pragmatist approach to social philosophy 
based upon the perspective of the epistemology of the 
oppressed. 
 
Keywords: pragmatist feminism, oppression, class, gen-
der, race 
 
 
1. Feminism and Pragmatism: The Missing Epistemo-
logies of the Oppressed 
 
Pragmatism, as many other philosophical traditions, is 

experiencing a silent but nevertheless profound revolu-

tion. More attention is currently being paid to philosophi-

Ŏŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŦƛƎǳǊŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜǊŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ άƳŀǊƎƛƴŀƭέ 

ƻǊ άǎŜŎƻƴŘŀǊȅέ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǾŜƴǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘǎ ƻŦ 

the foundations of the movement. Therefore, it is becom-

ing more and more usual to find papers, chapters and 

even volumes that vindicate the role played by Jane Ad-

dams, Charlotte Perkins Gilman, Anna Julia Coper, W.E.B. 

du Bois, Mary Parker Follett, among others, in the founda-

tion of the pragmatist philosophy
1
. These theorists were 

often neglected or played down by the orthodox genealo-

gy of the Classical Pragmatists. Their recovery runs parallel 

to the addressing of race, class, gender, and or/sexual 

orientation by pragmatist social and political philosophers 

(Collins & Blige 2016; Fischer 2020; Hamington 2009; 

Seifreid 1991, 1996; Sullivan 2015, 2020; West 1989; 

Whipps & Lake 2016). Particularly, feminist pragmatists 

have insisted upon the fact that women pragmatists of the 

progressive era were not only contributing to the same 

extent to the foundation and consolidation of pragmatism 

as the white men in the areas of Boston or Chicago: they 

were original thinkers in their own right (Fischer 2019; 

CƛǎŎƘŜǊ нлнлΤ 5ŜŜƎŀƴ мффлΤ DŀǊŎƝŀ 5ŀǳŘŜǊ ϧ tŞǊŜȊ {Ŝ-

ŘŜƷƻ нлмрΤ {ŜƛƎŦǊŜƛŘ мффмΣ мффсύΦ ¢ƘǳǎΣ ŀƴ ƛƴŎƭǳǎƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ 

exhaustive genealogy of pragmatism should include them, 

but not as mere appendixes of the men enrolled in aca-

demic institutions (Chicago, Harvard, Columbia, etc), but 

rather as part of a complex network built upon extensive 

conversations, casual affinities, and reciprocal influences. 

The constitution of a pragmatist feminism is due to 

the work of many women pragmatists who were work-

ing on both pragmatism and feminism, and who were 

looking for an integrative framework that could synthe-

tize the pragmatist background and methodology with 

the feminist agenda. In this context, the book Pragma-

tism and Feminism: Reweaving the Social Fabric (1996) 

by Charlene Haddock Seigfried has been considered a 

seminal work. The book raised central and intriguing 

questions. For example, I take the following as funda-

mental for the future of pragmatism: why have the 

women of the progressive era been ignored not only by 

the pragmatist orthodoxy, but also by the feminist main-

stream theories?
2
 The main accounts of feminism follow 

a sort of chronological schema and/or a systematization 

                                                 
1 The volume American Philosophy. From Wounded Knee to the 
Present edited by Erin McKenna and Scott L. Pratt (2015) is a 
good example of this. It includes chapters on Indian Philosophy, 
on Feminist Philosophers (Margaret Fuller, Anna Julia Cooper, 
Jane Addams, Charlotte Perkins Gilman) and it addresses the 
question of race through philosophers and activists from the 
past and present (W.E.B. du Bois, bell hooks, Angela Davis, Cor-
nel West, Audre Lorde, among others). 
2 L ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƘŜ άǇǊŀƎƳŀǘƛǎǘ-ŦŜƳƛƴƛǎǘέ ŜƴƛƎƳŀ ŀƴŘ L ƘŀǾŜ ŦǳǊ-
ǘƘŜǊ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜŘ ǘƘƛǎ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ǳǇƻƴ {ŜƛƎŦǊŜƛŘΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǳŀƭƛ-
zation of the problem in Miras Boronat (2020a). 

mailto:nsmiras@ub.edu
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in feminist schools or trends
3
. The chronological schema 

ǳǎŜǎ ŀ ǘŜƳǇƻǊŀƭ ǎŜǊƛŀƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ άǿŀǾŜǎέΦ /ƻƴǎƛŘŜǊƛƴƎ 

that most of the women of the progressive era were 

suffragists and that they were writing about topics that 

are central for the feminists past and present, it is strik-

ing that their contributions are barely acknowledged in 

the history of feminism.  

One of the causes of the oblivion of the women of 

the progressive era has surely to do with the way in 

which pragmatists have built the narrative of its own 

origins. Concerning feminism, however, the question is 

more difficult to answer. Siegfried posed an interesting 

hypothesis to which I would like return because I think it 

has been insufficiently discussed within feminist and 

pragmatist scholarship. Seigfried writes: 

It seems that the women working most closely 
with the male pragmatists were more interested 
in disproving notions about the inferiority of 
ǿƻƳŜƴ ŀƴŘ ƛƳǇǊƻǾƛƴƎ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŀŎǘǳŀƭ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴ 
than with designating the situation as oppressive 
ƻǊ ǘƘŜƻǊƛȊƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǳǎŜǎ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǇǊƻb-
lems in the culture and practice of misogyny. The 
male pragmatists cannot be blamed for not in-
ŎƻǊǇƻǊŀǘƛƴƎ ŀ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƻǇǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ ƛƴǘƻ 
their writings if the women pragmatists who did 
incorporate woƳŜƴΩǎ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ 
did not themselves develop a specifically femi-
nist theory of oppression (1996, 105) 
 

L ǇŀǊǘƛŀƭƭȅ ŀƎǊŜŜ ŀƴŘ ŘƛǎŀƎǊŜŜ ǿƛǘƘ {ƛŜƎŦǊƛŜŘΩǎ ƘȅǇƻǘƘŜǎƛǎΣ 

although I think she has a point. We know that there 

existed some exchanges between women and people of 

color writing on oppression, power, domination, and 

other related phenomena during the first decades of the 

                                                 
3 Feminismo para principiantes όнлмфύ ōȅ bǵǊƛŀ ±ŀǊŜƭŀΣ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ 
popular history of feminism in Spanish speaking countries, pre-
sents a typical wave-serialization in the first half of the book. The 
Handbook Feminist Thought. A More Comprehensive Introduction 
by Rosemarie Tong, which has been edited and reedited at least 
five times, is a good example that combines systematization with 
chronology. The fifth edition released in 2017, in which Tina 
Fernandes Botts is added as co-editor, includes chapters on: 
liberal feminism, radical feminism, Marxist and socialist feminists, 
women-of-color-feminims(s) in the United States, women-of-
color-feminism(s) on the World Stage, psychoanalytic feminism, 
care-focused feminism, ecofeminism; existential, poststructural 
and postmodern feminisms; third-wave and queer feminisms. 
There are no specific sections on pragmatist feminism. The 
Blackwell Guide to Feminist Philosophy (2007), edited by Linda 
aŀǊǘƝƴ !ƭŎƻŦŦ ŀƴŘ 9Ǿŀ CŜŘŜǊ YƛǘǘŀȅΣ ƛǎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦŜǿ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜǎ ǘƻ 
cƻƴǘŀƛƴ ŀ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊ ŜƴǘƛǘƭŜŘ άtǊŀƎƳŀǘƛǎƳέΣ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƛƳŜ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ōȅ 
Shannon Sullivan. 

20
th

 century, but they were barely documented. They 

have attempted not only to denounce and criticize the 

political subordination of women and other collectives, 

but were also figuring out ways of empowering them as 

well. But did they all have a theory of oppression that 

could explain its causes and devise strategies for re-

sistance to the same extent? 

Indeed, it is doubtful whether a single systematic the-

ory of oppression within pragmatism can be found. If we 

are to agree with Iris Marion Young, as she posed the 

question in 1990, the term oppression was incorporated 

into our political vocabulary in the 1960s and 1970s by the 

most prominent civil rights movements ς women, Blacks, 

Chicanos, Puerto Ricans and other Spanish-speaking 

Americans, American Indians, Jews, lesbians, gay men, 

Arabs, Asians, old people, working class people, and the 

mentally and physically disabled. They shared the assump-

tion that the varieties of their social sufferings were not 

apt to be expressed through the liberal political language. 

CƻǊ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜŀǎƻƴΣ ǘƘŜȅ ŀōŀƴŘƻƴŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ άƛƴƧǳǎǘƛŎŜέ ŀƴŘ 

ǇǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ άƻǇǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴέ ǘƻ ǊŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ ŘƛǎŎǊƛƳƛƴa-

tions that were structural and that not only to explain the 

malfunctions of the legal system, but also of the habits, 

beliefs, and attitudes of the dominant groups, even of the 

oppressed themselves (Young 1990, 39-41). 

A complementary account of the conceptual history of 

ƻǇǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ ƛǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ŦƻǳƴŘ ƛƴ !ƴƴ /ǳŘŘΩǎ Analyzthe ing 

Oppression όнллсύΦ /ǳŘŘΩǎ ƘȅǇƻǘƘŜǎƛǎ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŀŎǘǳŀƭ 

ǘŜǊƳ άƻǇǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴέ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎǊƻǎǎƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŀŘŘi-

tion of different political genealogies. She finds only one 

ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ƛƴ ¢ƘƻƳŀǎ IƻōōŜǎΩǎ Leviathan, 

where he described the state of nature as oppressive. The 

ƻƴƭȅ ǿŀȅ ǘƻ ŜǎŎŀǇŜ ƻǇǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ ƛǎ ǘƻ άǎŜŜƪ ŀƛŘ ōȅ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΥ 

for there is no other way by which a man can secure his 

life and lƛōŜǊǘȅέ όIƻōōŜǎ мффуΣ стύΦ !ŦǘŜǊ IƻōōŜǎΣ ŜŀŎƘ 

ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ƎŜƴŜŀƭƻƎȅ Ƙŀǎ ŎƻƛƴŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ άƻǇǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴέ ǘƻ 

refer to different things. Fathers of the American Revolu-

tion like Thomas Jefferson, or famous interpreters of it, 

understood oppression as the result of the tyranny of a 

corrupt government. For the feminists of the 18
th

 and 19
th

 

century, oppression is equated with the social inferiority 
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of the women and explained through habits and conven-

tions. Mary Wollstonecraft used it in a similar way in her 

Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792). Socialists and 

communists related oppression to economic exploitation 

(Cudd 2006, 5ς9). 

CƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ /ǳŘŘΩǎ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴΣ ƛƴ ƘŜǊ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǳŀƭ 

account of oppression there is again no mention of 

pragmatist political philosophers from past or present. 

This should not be surprising: if most pragmatist political 

philosophers barely know the works of those who would 

have something to say about oppression within their 

own tradition, it is not surprising that political philoso-

phers not working within a pragmatist framework have 

little idea of how pragmatism can contribute to a sys-

tematic theory of oppression. In this paper, I will defend 

the viability of the pragmatist epistemologies of the 

oppressed, assuming that the ones who were marginal-

ized by the pragmatist official genealogy do indeed have 

relevant and fruitful thoughts on political oppression 

starting from the perspective of their own experience. 

¢ƘŜ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ άŜǇƛǎǘŜƳƻƭƻƎȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƻǇǇǊŜǎǎŜŘέ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ 

explored in the following senses. First, I will pay atten-

tion to the form of social experimentalism of Jane Ad-

dams and the Hull-House resident as a methodology that 

aims at the production of social knowledge that leads to 

concrete social interventions. Second, I will introduce 

the writings of Charlotte Perkins Gilman as a critique to 

our androcentric culture. And third, I will reconstruct the 

implicit ontological critique of racism in Anna Julia 

/ƻƻǇŜǊΩǎ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎǎΦ ²ƘƛƭŜ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǘƘǊŜŜ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜǎ ǘŀƪŜƴ 

together may not yet constitute a systematic pragmatist 

and feminist theory of oppression, but they represent, in 

my view, important steps towards it. 

 

2. Jane Addams and the Hull-House Residents: Social 
Experimentalism and the Production of Social Knowledge 
 

Among the women of the progressive era, Jane Addams 

(1860ς1935) is surely the most well-known, probably 

because she has been the only philosopher to be award-

ed a Peace Nobel Prize in 1931 and because she was 

involved in a variety of social causes: enfranchisement, 

inclusion of women and immigrants in the government, 

abolition of child labor, fight against juvenile crime, 

support of unions, internationalism, pacificism, etc. She 

did all this as founder and resident of the Hull-House, 

the social settlement that she opened together with her 

college friend Ellen Gates Starr in 1890.  

It is difficult to find a single definition to explain, to the 

contemporary reader, what a social settlement intended 

to be. The social settlement movement started in England 

and Addams became the inspiration for Hull-House during 

her second travel to Europe. She visited Toynbee Hall, the 

settlement opened in 1884 by Samuel and Henrietta 

Barnett in East End, London. Social settlements were 

charitable institutions ruled according to the principles of 

Christian charity. The Barnetts were members of the 

Anglican Church, for instance. Jane Addams and Ellen 

Gates Starr, however, distanced themselves of the Chris-

tian background and focused on the cooperative and 

democratic character of the settlement. In the corres-

pondence between the two friends months before the 

opening, they agreed upon the basic ethical mission of the 

settlement. They were to work mainly with immigrants 

teaching, following an ethics of cooperation and nonre-

sistance to establish egalitarian social relations between 

all classes (Knight 2005, 183ς184).  

Addams and Starr moved in September 1889 to Hast-

ed Street in the 19
th
 Ward of Chicago. It is difficult to 

ƛƳŀƎƛƴŜ Ƙƻǿ ƛǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ǘƻ άǎŜǘǘƭŜέ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎu-

larly depressed metropolitan area. The city experienced a 

dizzying rate of growth: from 4000 inhabitants in 1837 to 

one million in 1890 (Fischer 2019, 24). About 855 000 

people were born abroad, 18 nationalities were registered 

in the district (V.V.A.A. 1989, 7). As the social settlement 

was established there, the district directory listed nine 

churches and 250 saloons (Menand 2001, 308). The two 

young women would let nothing discourage them and, 

shortly thereafter, others would join them for short or 

long stays. Hull-House had eminent visitors like Emma 

Goldman, Charlotte Perkins Gilman, Peter Kropotkin, 

Beatrice and Sydney Webb, among others. Alice Hamilton, 
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Florence Kelley, Julia Lathrop and Mary McDowell, for 

example, were coordinating social projects as long-term 

residents and became instrumental in many reforms
4
. In 

1925, at least twenty out of 60 residents had spent twenty 

years or more at Hull-House (V.V.A.A. 1989, 12). The 

mission of Hull-House was stated in its charter as follows: 

ά¢ƻ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ŀ ŎŜƴǘŜǊ ŦƻǊ ƘƛƎƘŜǊ ŎƛǾƛŎ ŀƴŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƭƛŦŜΤ to 

institute and maintain educational and philanthropic 

enterprises, and to investigate and improve the conditions 

ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊƛŀƭ ŘƛǎǘǊƛŎǘǎ ƻŦ /ƘƛŎŀƎƻέ ό!ŘŘŀƳǎ мффуΣ млрύΦ 

Hull-House was ruled according to these principles until 

2012, as it was reconverted into the Jane Addams Hull-

House Museum
5
. 

The settlement as a social project was very successful 

and grew much more than what its original residents 

could have envisioned
6
. They had a playground, art exhibi-

tions, a nursery, a kindergarten, and a school for children. 

In addition, Hull-House hosted clubs, arts, music classes, 

and reading groups led by Hull-House residents but also in 

cooperation with the neighbors. Hull-House was therefore 

much more than a philanthropic institution. Maurice 

Hamington callǎ ƛǘ άŀ ǇǊŀƎƳŀǘƛǎǘ ŦŜƳƛƴƛǎǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘŀƴƪέ 

όнллфΣ нрύΦ [ƻǳƛǎ aŜƴŀƴŘ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ƛǘ ŀǎ ŀ άǎƻŎƛƻƭƻƎȅ ƭŀōƻr-

ŀǘƻǊȅέ όнллмΣ нлсύΦ CƻǊ tŀǘǊƛŎƛŀ {ƘƛŜƭŘǎΣ Iǳƭƭ-House was a 

άƭƛǾƛƴƎ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ƻŦ ŀ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ƻŦ ƛƴǉǳƛǊȅ ǊǳƭŜŘ ōȅ WŀƴŜ 

Addams, the caring-ƭŜŀŘŜǊ ƳŜŘƛŀǘƻǊέ όнллоΣ 526). I adhere 

to her description of what defines a pragmatist communi-

ty of inquiry: 

Common to all communities of inquiry is a focus 
on a problematic situation. The problematic situ-
ation is a catalyst that helps or causes the com-
munity to form and provides a reason to under-
take inquiry. Most problematic situations require 
further investigation and action (i.e. inquiry). 
Second, members of the community of inquiry 
having a scientific attitude to the problematic 
situation. The scientific or experimental attitude 

                                                 
4 The almost complete list of residents and visitors is to find in 
the Jane Addams Papers Project: 
https://janeaddams.ramapo.edu/about-jane-addams/hull-
house-residents/ (last accessed 07/06/2021). 
5 Webpage of the Jane Addams Hull-House Museum: 
https://www.hullhousemuseum.org/about-the-museum (last 
accessed 06/07/2021). 
6 Already in the first years, Hull-House welcomed about 2000 
visitors each week (V.V.A.A., 2013: 229). 

is a willingness to tackle the problem using work 
hypothesis that guide the collection and inter-
pretation of data or facts. Both theory and 
method are viewed as tools to address the prob-
lematic situation. In addition, the community is 
linked through participatory democracy. The pa-
rameters of the problematic situation and ap-
proaches to resolution are shaped by the inter-
action of the community and the facts. The 
democratic community also takes into account 
values/ideals such as freedom, equality and effi-
ciency as it considers goals and objects. The 
three key ideas ς problematic situation, scientific 
attitude, and participatory democracy ς rein-
force each other. (Shields 2003, 511) 
 

In the following pages, I would like to introduce one of the 

most significant projects of the Hull-House: The Hull-

House Maps and Papers (1895), coordinated by Jane 

Addams and Florence Kelley, as a result of the activity of 

Hull-IƻǳǎŜΩǎ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ƻŦ ƛƴǉǳƛǊȅΦ ¢ƘŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳŀǘƛŎ 

situation that acted as a catalyst for the formation of the 

ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ŀǊŜ άǘƘŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎ ƎǊƻǿƛƴƎ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŎƻƴŘi-

ǘƛƻƴǎέ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜ ǘƛǘƭŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ŀn-

nounced. In the general comments to the maps by Agnes 

Sinclair Holbrook
7
, the observations and collected data by 

the residents made apparent that people of the neighbor-

ƘƻƻŘ ŀǊŜ άƴƻǘƛŎŜŀōƭȅ ǳƴŘŜǊǎƛȊŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǳƴƘŜŀƭǘƘȅ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ǘƻ 

the average observer as to the trained eye of the physi-

Ŏƛŀƴέ ό±Φ±Φ!Φ!Φ нлмоΣ сύΦ ¢ƘŜ ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘǎ ǎǘŀǊǘŜŘ ǘƻ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘ 

their data inspired by the precedent established by 

Charles Booth (1840 ς мфмсύ ƛƴ [ƻƴŘƻƴ ŜƴǘƛǘƭŜŘ άInquiry 

ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ [ƛŦŜ ŀƴŘ [ŀōƻǳǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ tŜƻǇƭŜ ƛƴ [ƻƴŘƻƴέ όмуус ς 

1903ύΣ ǿƘƻǎŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ƪƴƻǿƴ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘ ƛǎ ά¢ƘŜ tƻǾŜǊǘȅ 

aŀǇǎέ
8
. The social survey that led to the Hull-House pro-

                                                 
7 It is difficult to find concrete information about Agnes Sinclair 
Holbrook (Iowa, 1867 ς California, 1896). Thanks to the blog of 
the statistics expert Sharon Lohr, I discovered that Holbrook 
had studied at Wellesley College and attended classes in math-
ematics, chemistry, physics, zoology, and psychology along with 
literature, rhetoric, religion and history. She received her bache-
ƭƻǊΩǎ ƛƴ ǎŎƛŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ муфнΣ ŀƴŘ ǎƘƻǊǘƭȅ ǘƘŜǊŜŀŦǘŜǊ ƳƻǾŜŘ ǘƻ Iǳƭƭ-
House. She was the person who designed and constructed the 
maps and took all the graphic decisions. She lived in Chicago 
almost until her death, few days before turning 29. See: 
https://www.sharonlohr.com/blog/2020/6/11/hull-house-
maps-agnes-holbrook (last accessed 07/06/2021). 
8 ¢ƻ ƭŜŀǊƴ ƳƻǊŜ ŀōƻǳǘ .ƻƻǘƘΩǎ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǾŜǊǘȅ ƳŀǇǎ ǎŜŜ 
the webpage on Charles Booth at the London School of Eco-
nomics: 
https://booth.lse.ac.uk/learn-more/what-were-the-poverty-
maps (last accessed 07/06/2021). 

https://janeaddams.ramapo.edu/about-jane-addams/hull-house-residents/
https://janeaddams.ramapo.edu/about-jane-addams/hull-house-residents/
https://www.hullhousemuseum.org/about-the-museum
https://www.sharonlohr.com/blog/2020/6/11/hull-house-maps-agnes-holbrook
https://www.sharonlohr.com/blog/2020/6/11/hull-house-maps-agnes-holbrook
https://booth.lse.ac.uk/learn-more/what-were-the-poverty-maps
https://booth.lse.ac.uk/learn-more/what-were-the-poverty-maps
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ƧŜŎǘ ǿŀǎ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ά! {ǇŜŎƛŀƭ LƴǾŜǎǘƛƎŀǘƛƻƴ of the Slums of 

DǊŜŀǘ /ƛǘƛŜǎέ ŀƴŘ ǿŀǎ ŎƻƴŘǳŎǘŜŘ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎǇǊƛƴƎ ƻŦ 

муфоΦ !ŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǊŀŘƛŎŀƭ ƎŜƻƎǊŀǇƘŜǊ bǵǊƛŀ Cƻƴǘ-

Casasseca (2016), the social survey was one of the most 

interesting cartographic experiences of the age
9
. 

The residents collected data related to the housing 

conditions, nationalities, and incomes. The quantitative 

results of the data are represented in two maps who 

show the relative distributions in the tenements: the 

map of wages and the map of nationalities
10

. That the 

residents were interested in the intersection of these 

two factors ς nationality and income ς is intriguing. The 

residents must have had some intuition about how these 

factors were congenial in the adaptation of immigrants 

in the metropolitan area of Chicago. That they were 

producing genuine social science becomes clear from 

this remark by Holbrook: 

Lǘ ƛǎ ώΧϐ ƘƻǇŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ŦƻǊǘƘ ƻŦ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ 
the conditions shown in the maps and papers 
may be of value, not only to the people of Chica-
go who desire to correct and accurate infor-
mation concerning the foreign and populous 
parts of the town, but to the constantly increas-
ing body of sociological students more widely 
scattered. (V.V.A.A. 2013, 11) 
 

In examining the facts produced by the survey, some 

implicit assumptions concerning family life were chal-

ƭŜƴƎŜŘΦ CƻǊ ƛƴǎǘŀƴŎŜΣ ǘƘŜ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ ǘƘŀǘ άŜǾŜǊȅ Ƴŀƴ ǎǳp-

ǇƻǊǘǎ Ƙƛǎ ƻǿƴ ŦŀƳƛƭȅέ ό±Φ±Φ!Φ!Φ нлмоΣ нмύΦ ¢Ƙŀǘ ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘ 

always the case: women and children had to work, too. 

They discovered that in the tenements families from 

different nationalities were obliged to share the kitchen 

and live crammed into tiny apartments. And there was 

ŀƭǎƻ ŀ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ άŦƭƻŀǘƛƴƎ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴέΣ ƛΦŜΦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƘŀǘ 

had to move from time to time because of the irregulari-

ty of employment. For this reason, in the visual repre-

                                                 
9 I thank my friend and colleague from the Geography Depart-
ƳŜƴǘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ .ŀǊŎŜƭƻƴŀΣ bǵǊƛŀ Cƻƴǘ-Casasseca, for 
directing my attention towards the conceptual innovations 
implied in the Hull-House Maps and Papers. My reflections are, 
to a large extent, based upon our fruitful conversations on 
Addams, Kelley and the Hull-House residents. 
10 The maps are available here: 
https://florencekelley.northwestern.edu/documents/fk_016432
85/ (last accessed 07/06/2021). 

sentation of incomes and nationalities they have differ-

ent approaches: in the nationalities map, the individual 

is the unit; whereas in the wage map the unit is formed 

by those who share household costs (V.V.A.A. 2013, 20). 

Residents also identifieŘ ōǊƻǘƘŜƭǎ ŀƴŘ άŘƻǳōtful dress-

ƳŀƪŜǊǎέ ǿƛǘƘ ǿƘƛǘŜ ǊŜŎǘŀƴƎƭŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿŀƎŜǎ ƳŀǇΦ ¢ƘŜ 

crossing of the two maps allowed them to come to some 

preliminary conclusions: most of the girls who lived 

there came from central-eastern states, very few were 

girls born in Chicago. Interestingly for this time, residents 

were hesitating to include prostitution as a regular eco-

nomic occupation, but its inclusion in the map shows 

that they were considering its economic impact, which 

was still under any estimation.  

The maps and papers helped the residents understand 

the peculiarities of the district. The chapters of the Maps 

and Papers ŜȄŀƳƛƴŜ ǘƘŜ {ǿŜŀǘƛƴƎ {ȅǎǘŜƳΣ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǿƻǊƪΣ 

ghettos and colonies, charities, arts and labor movement. 

But the knowledge acquired by the residents in the differ-

ent studies and campaigns through the years also oriented 

practical reforms. For instance, Alice Hamilton conducted 

a bacteriological study that connected the system of 

plumbing with typhoid cases (Addams 1998, 248ς249). 

Residents protested druggists selling cocaine to minors, 

they were also active in abolishing child labour and fos-

tered the organization of workers. Indeed, one of the 

most successful initiatives of Hull-House was the organiza-

tion of the Working-tŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ {ƻŎƛŀƭ /ƭǳōΦ ¢ƘŜ Ŏƭǳb met 

weekly and gave audience to speakers that represented 

άŜǾŜǊȅ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ǎƘŀŘŜ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ǾƛŜǿέ 

(V.V.A.A. 2013, 216-2018). John Dewey, J.H. Tufts, Charles 

Zeublin and other professors at the University of Chicago 

were regular visitors there. The club was the link between 

the locals and the university. 

bǵǊƛŀ Cƻƴǘ ƛǎ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǿƘŜƴ ǎƘŜ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘǎ ǳǊōŀƴ Ǉƭŀn-

ning with social justice (2016, 15). The way in which 

Addams, Kelly and other residents interacted with the 

neighborhood speaks also for the participatory and 

democratic goals that Shield uses as a criterion for a 

pragmatic community of inquiry. The community of in-

quiry is inclusive in the sense that the neighbors who 

https://florencekelley.northwestern.edu/documents/fk_01643285/
https://florencekelley.northwestern.edu/documents/fk_01643285/


Pragmat ism Today Vol .  12, Issue 1, 2021 
EPISTEMOLOGIES OF THE OPPRESSED: PRAGMATIST AND FEMINIST APPROACHES TO CLASS, GENDER, AND RACE 
bǵǊƛŀ {ŀǊŀ aƛǊŀǎ .ƻǊƻƴŀǘ 

 
 

    46 

ǿŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ άƻōƧŜŎǘ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘȅέ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǇƭŀŎŜΣ ŀǊŜ ǎǳp-

posed to become fully empowered social agents for 

themselves at the end of the process. According to Car-

men Verde, Hull-House applied a model of hospitality to 

immigrants that was ahead of the time (2013, 26-27). 

Hull-House offered spaces for gathering but also re-

sources to help immigrants to organize themselves and 

to recreate their cultures in their new country. The Hull-

IƻǳǎŜ ƳƻŘŜƭ ǿŀǎ ƴŜƛǘƘŜǊ ƴŀƠǾŜ ƴƻǊ ǇŀǘŜǊƴŀƭƛǎǘƛŎΦ Lǘ ǿŀǎ 

supposed to nurture citizenship by instantiating a demo-

cratic and participatory form of life. 

My thesis is that the type of social research con-

ducted in the maps and papers should not be considered 

a relic of the past precisely because it still provides use-

ful tools for social intervention today. Indeed, Holbrook, 

whose gifted spatial imagination made possible the 

design of the maps, was already aware of the limitations 

due to 2-dimensional representation. Imagine what we 

could do if we could develop a technology that would be 

able to add two further dimensions ς volume and time ς

 and have access to even more complex and elaborated 

datasets. Surely we would be able to obtain valuable 

information about the degrees of vulnerability of our 

cities and shape public policy accordingly. 

 

3. Getting to Know What is Hidden by Androcentrism: 
Charlotte Perkins Gilman and the Political Imagination 
 

Hull-House provided a model for women (and men) 

interested in reconsidering the relation between the 

sexes and the traditional roles associated with mascu-

linity and femininity. Charlotte Perkins Gilman (1860 ς 

1935) was among the scholars and writers to receive the 

influence of the residents. Gilman spent some time at 

Hull-House after becoming friends with Addams (Gilman, 

1991: 174). In fact, it is possible to relate the feminist 

utopian community imagined by Gilman in Herland 

(1915) to the feminist and pragmatist community of 

Hull-House (Deegan, 1997). 

In this section, the literary work of Gilman is being 

examined as an expressive resource in which Gilman 

provides both a critique of the androcentric bias of our 

culture and an exercise of our political imagination in 

order to devise gynecocentric alternatives. The use of 

ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ άƎȅƴŜŎƻŎŜƴǘǊƛŎέ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘƛƻƴ ŎƻƛƴŜŘ 

by the sociologist Lester Ward (1841 ς 1913). Ward 

combined evolution theory with sociological insights of 

the era in his Pure Sociology (1893)
11

. In my reading, 

most of what Gilman produced between 1892 and 1916 

belongs to a single philosophical project irrespective of 

the literary genre she adopted (poetry, essay, short 

fiction, novels, etc)
12

. Gilman was a prolific author and 

had to survive to severe personal attacks. She was in-

volved in a huge scandal when she divorced from her 

first husband, Charles Stetson. The journal Examiner 

ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ŀ ƧƻǳǊƴŀƭƛǎǘ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǇƛŎ ά{ƘƻǳƭŘ [ƛǘŜr-

ŀǊȅ ²ƻƳŜƴ aŀǊǊȅέ όDƛƭƳan, 1991, 142-143). It became 

quite clear for Gilman that in writing as a woman she 

ǿŀǎ ǇŜǊŎŜƛǾŜŘ ŀǎ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ǿƘƻ ŘŜŦƛŜǎ ǘƘŜ άƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ƻǊŘŜǊ 

ƻŦ ǘƘƛƴƎǎέΦ 

IŜǊ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǎƘƻǊǘ ǘŀƭŜ ǿŀǎ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ǾŜǊȅ ǇƻƭŜƳƛŎΦ ά¢ƘŜ 

¸Ŝƭƭƻǿ ²ŀƭƭǇŀǇŜǊέ όмуфнύΦ ¢ƘŜ ǘŀƭŜ ǿŀǎ ŀǳǘƻōƛƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎal 

                                                 
11 Ward introduces the term in the chapter XIV of his sociological 
treatise. The gynecocentric, the reverse of the androcentric 
ǘƘŜƻǊȅ ƛǎ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜŘ ŀǎ άǘƘŜ ǾƛŜǿ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŦŜƳŀƭŜ ǎŜȄ ƛǎ ǇǊƛƳŀǊȅ 
and the male secondary in the organic scheme, that originally and 
normally all things center, as it were, about the female, and that 
the male, though not necessary in carrying out the scheme, was 
developed under the operation of the principle of advantage to 
secure organic progress through the crossing of strains. The 
theory further claims that the apparent male superiority in the 
human race and in certain of the higher animals and birds is the 
specialization in extra-normal directions due to adventitious 
causes which have nothing to do with the general scheme, but 
which can be explained on biological and psychological principles; 
that it only applies to certain characters, and to a relatively small 
ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ƎŜƴŜǊŀ ŀƴŘ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎΦέ ό²ŀǊŘ мфлоΣ нфсύΦ DƛƭƳŀƴ ōƻr-
rowed the distinction from Ward but she shifted its use to the 
criticism of male domination in the cultural, economic and poli-
tical spheres of our society, particularly in The Man-Made World; 
or Our Androcentric Culture (1911). On the friendship between 
Gilman and Ward, see Allen (2014) and Deegan (1997). 
12 Gilman edited and published her works in the autorun journal 
The Forerunner between 1909 and 1916 (Gilman, 1991: 305). 
The self-edition would have been an important form to write 
about feminist issues escaping censorship. Actually, we have 
important examples of other periodical publications edited by 
women and oriented towards women here in Catalonia like Fe-
minal, whose director was Carme Karr (2020). I have published 
a former version of this section in Miras Boronat (2020b). The 
analysis of the non-fictional work by Gilman, which is not in-
cluded in this paper, is to be published a as chapter in a volume 
entitled Women in Pragmatism: Past, Present, and Future 
(Springer, 2022), edited by Michela Bella and myself. 
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ŀƴŘ ƛǎ ōŀǎŜŘ ǳǇƻƴ DƛƭƳŀƴΩǎ Ǉƻǎǘ-partum depression 

after she gave birth to her first child, Katherine, in 1885. 

{ƘŜ ǿŀǎ ŘƛŀƎƴƻǎŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ άƴŜǊǾƻǳǎ ǇǊƻǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴέ όDƛƭƳŀƴ 

1991, 90). Several doctors visited her, but no physical 

explanation was found to explain her condition. In the 

first lines of the tale, the readers can identify the traces 

ƻŦ DƛƭƳŀƴΩǎ ŀƴȄƛŜǘȅ ŀǎ ƘŜǊ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ƘŜǊ ƻǿƴ 

decisions was rapidly usurped by others: 

LŦ ŀ ǇƘȅǎƛŎƛŀƴ ƻŦ ƘƛƎƘ ǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŘ ƻƴŜΩǎ ƻǿƴ 
husband, assures friends and relatives that there 
is really nothing the matter with one but tem-
porary nervous depression ς a slight hysterical 
tendency ς what is one to do? 
My brother is also a physician, and also of high 
standing, and he says the same thing. 
So I take phosphate or phosphites ς whichever it 
is, and tonics, and journeys, and air, and exer-
ŎƛǎŜΣ ŀƴŘ ŀƳ ŀōǎƻƭǳǘŜƭȅ ŦƻǊōƛŘŘŜƴ ǘƻ άǿƻǊƪέ ǳƴǘƛƭ 
I am well again. 
Personally, I disagree with their ideas. 
Personally, I believe that congenial work, with 
excitement and change, would do me good. 
(Gilman 2019, 179ς180) 
 

Gilman was sent to see Dr. Silas Weir Mitchell, who had 

written a very famous book entitled Lectures on Diseases 

of the Nervous System, Especially in Women in 1881. As 

Mitchell received Gilman at his hospital in Philadelphia, 

he told Gilman scornfully that he had already had two 

ǿƻƳŜƴ άƻŦ ƘŜǊ ōƭƻƻŘέΣ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ /ŀǘƘŀǊƛƴŜ .ŜŜ-

ŎƘŜǊ ŀƴŘ IŀǊǊƛŜǘ .ŜŜŎƘŜǊ {ǘƻǿŜΦ DƛƭƳŀƴΩǎ ŘƛŀƎƴƻǎƛǎ ǎŀƛŘ 

άƘȅǎǘŜǊƛŀέ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŎǳǊŜ ƻŦ aƛǘŎƘŜƭƭ ŎƻƴǎƛǎǘŜŘ ƻŦ άƭƛǾŜ ŀǎ 

ŘƻƳŜǎǘƛŎ ƭƛŦŜ ŀǎ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜέ όDƛlman 1991, 96). The Bee-

cher women were not the only ones to be prescribed the 

άǊŜǎǘ ŎǳǊŜέΥ ǘƘŜ ŘƻŎǘƻǊ ƎŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǘǊŜŀǘƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ ƻǘƘŜǊ 

prominent patients like Edith Wharton, Alice James or 

Jane Addams. Louis W. Knight described the cure that 

Addams receiveŘ ŦǊƻƳ aƛǘŎƘŜƭƭΥ ά¢ƘŜ ōŜǎǘ ǘǊŜŀǘƳŜƴǘ ώΧϐ 

was for to six weeks of seclusion, rest, full feeding, mas-

ǎŀƎŜΣ ŀƴŘ ŜƭŜŎǘǊƛŎ ǎƘƻŎƪǎέ όнллрΣ мнлύ
13

. 

Addams left the hospital after three weeks as she re-

fused to undergo the complete therapy. But Gilman was 

not that lucky: not only did the cure not help her recov-

ŜǊΣ ƛǘ ŜǾŜƴ ŀƎƎǊŀǾŀǘŜŘ ƘŜǊ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴΦ ά¢ƘŜ ¸Ŝƭƭƻǿ ²ŀƭl-

                                                 
13 See also Traikill (2002). 

ǇŀǇŜǊέ ŘŜǇƛŎǘǎ ǿƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ ŀ ǇǎȅŎƘƻǘƛŎ ōǊŜŀƪΦ ¢ƘŜ 

protagonist of the tale, who is clearly the alter ego of 

Gilman, is confined in her room. She has a scheduled 

prescription for each hour in the day. In the room there 

is nothing she can use for writing or drawing. Visits from 

friends are forbidden. She is not allowed to take care of 

her little baby. The only thing she can do is look through 

the window or stare at the yellow wallpaper. Weeks go 

by doing the same thing ς nothing ς as she notices that 

something is wrong with the paper. There is a fainted 

figure behind the pattern and the young protagonist 

thinks that it is a woman that has been made prisoner 

somehow and lives in the wall.  

Curiously, John, the husband, and Jennie, the nurse, 

are convinced after a while that the protagonist is get-

ting better. But the truth is that she is not sleeping that 

much, she stays awake all nights only to check if the 

woman behind the yellow wallpaper is moving
14

. She is 

in a state of continuous excitement that her environ-

ment mistakingly takes for an improvement. She gets 

obsessed with the paper and spends the day observing 

ƛǘΥ ά¢ƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ƴŜǿ ǎƘƻƻǘǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŦǳƴƎǳǎ, and new 

shades of yellow all over it. I cannot keep count of the, 

ǘƘƻǳƎƘ L ƘŀǾŜ ǘǊƛŜŘ ŎƻƴǎŎƛŜƴǘƛƻǳǎƭȅέ όDƛƭƳŀƴΣ нлмфΥ мфмύΦ 

Some days after, she discovers that the women behind 

ǘƘŜ ǇŀǇŜǊ άŎǊŀǿƭǎ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ŦŀǎǘΣ ŀƴŘ ƘŜǊ ŎǊŀǿƭƛƴƎ ǎƘŀƪŜǎ 

ώǘƘŜ ǇŀǇŜǊϐ ŀƭƭ ƻǾŜǊέ ŀƴŘ άǎƘŜ ƛǎ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ ǘǊȅƛƴƎ ǘƻ 

ŎƭƛƳō ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘέ όDƛƭƳŀƴ нлмфΣ мфнύΦ ¢ƘŜ ǇǊƻǘŀƎƻƴƛǎǘ 

discovers the woman creeping up and down in the long-

shaded lane of the garden, under the trees and gets 

more and more absorbed in the silent observation of the 

yellow waƭƭǇŀǇŜǊΦ {ƘŜ ŀƭǎƻ ƴƻǘƛŎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ WƻƘƴΩǎ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜ ƛǎ 

changing, she does not like to look in his eyes and she 

hears him asking Jennie a lot of professional questions 

(Gilman 2019, 193). The tale ends dramatically ς spoiler 

alert ς when the protagonist decides to lock herself in 

the room and peel off all the paper to free the woman 

from whom she thinks is living behind it. As John gets an 

                                                 
14 The alteration of sleep routines could be a symptom of bipo-
lar disorder but I could not find conclusive information about 
this respect. 
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axe he faints as he sees the paper teared off and his wife 

creeping on the floor. The protagonist is surprised of his 

reactioƴΥ άbƻǿ ǿƘȅ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ǘƘŀǘ Ƴŀƴ ƘŀǾŜ ŦŀƛƴǘŜŘΚ .ǳǘ 

he did, and right across my path by the wall, so that I had 

ǘƻ ŎǊŜŜǇ ƻǾŜǊ ƘƛƳ ŜǾŜǊȅ ǘƛƳŜΗέΦ 

²ǊƛǘƛƴƎ ά¢ƘŜ ¸Ŝƭƭƻǿ ²ŀƭƭǇŀǇŜǊέ ǿŀǎ ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ 

the therapy that Gilman prescribed to herself, ignoring the 

one imposed by Weir Mitchell. The tale made quite an 

ƛƳǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ DƛƭƳŀƴΩǎ ōŜƭƛŜŦ ƛƴ ƘŜǊ ǘŀƭŜƴǘ ŀǎ ŀƴ ŀǳǘƘƻǊ 

was put into test. She first sent the text to Horace Scud-

der, editor of The Atlantic Monthly. He refused to publish 

ƛǘ ŀƴŘ ƎŀǾŜ DƛƭƳŀƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŀƴǎǿŜǊΥ άL could not forgive myself 

ƛŦ L ƳŀŘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ŀǎ ƳƛǎŜǊŀōƭŜ ŀǎ L ƘŀǾŜ ƳŀŘŜ ƳȅǎŜƭŦέ 

(Gilman 1991, 119). She got the story published two years 

later in The New England Magazine. Shortly after the 

publication of the tale, a protest against Gilman was sent 

to the Transcript with the following lines:  

The story can hardly, it would seem, give pleas-
ure to any reader, and to many whose lives have 
been through the dearest ties by this dread dis-
ease, it must bring the keenest pain. To others, 
whose lives have become a struggle against an 
heredity of mental derangement, such literature 
contains deadly peril. Should such stories be al-
lowed to pass without severest censure? (Gil-
man, 1991, 120). 
 

But the story was relevant and is now considered a 

masterpiece of American Gothic Literature. In 1920, 

William D. Howells included it in his anthology The Great 

Modern American Stories. The tale has been adapted for 

television, theatre, animation and is being rediscovered 

again and again. The Feminist Press declared the tale to 

be thŜƛǊ άŀƭƭ-ǘƛƳŜ ōŜǎǘǎŜƭƭŜǊέ
15
Φ ¢ƘŜ ŦŀŎǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ άǊŜǎǘ 

ŎǳǊŜέ ǿŀǎ ŀōŀƴŘƻƴŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ƳŜŘƛŎŀƭ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ 

was the original goal of the tale: to reach Weir Mitchell 

so that he would get to know the negative consequences 

ƻŦ ǘƘŜ άǊŜǎǘ ŎǳǊŜέΦ ²ƘŜǘƘŜǊ ƘŜ ǊŜŀŘ ǘhe tale, Gilman 

could not find out for sure. Many years later she got to 

ƪƴƻǿ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ aƛǘŎƘŜƭƭΩǎ ŎƭƻǎŜǎǘ ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎΣ ŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ 

whom the doctor had changed his treatment of nervous 

prostration since reading the tale. Upon hearing this, 

                                                 
15 https://www.feministpress.org/books-n-z/the-yellow-wall-
paper (last accessed 07/07/2021). 

DƛƭƳŀƴ ŀŘŘŜŘΥ άLŦ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ŀ ŦŀŎǘΣ L ƘŀǾŜ ƴƻǘ ƭƛǾŜŘ ƛƴ Ǿŀƛƴέ 

(Gilman 1991, 121). 

ά¢ƘŜ ¸Ŝƭƭƻǿ ²ŀƭƭǇŀǇŜǊέ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

first documents on post-partum depression, but also an 

important step forward in demonstrating how gender 

bias in mental health care can lead to catastrophic re-

ǎǳƭǘǎΦ CƻǊ 9ǳƭŀƭƛŀ tŞǊŜȊ {ŜŘŜƷƻ ŀƴŘ 5ŀǳ DŀǊŎƝŀ 5ŀǳŘŜǊΣ 

what Gilman describes is one of many cases in which the 

behaviors of women that would not conform to Victori-

ŀƴ ǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘǎ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŎƭŀǎǎƛŦƛŜŘ ŀǎ άǇŀǘƘƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭέ όнлмтΣ 

152 ς 157). In this context, it is worth noting that Mitch-

ell άƻǇǇƻǎŜŘ ǿƻƳŀƴΩǎ ǎǳŦŦǊŀƎŜ ŀƴŘ ƘŀŘ ƎǊŀǾŜ Řƻǳōǘǎ 

ŀōƻǳǘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜǎΦ IŜ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎŜŘ Ƙƛǎ ǎǘǊƻƴƎ ƻǇƛn-

ions about women of independent spirit in his novels by 

presenting them either as repellent characters or as 

women who became submissive to their husbands once 

ƳŀǊǊƛŜŘέ ό[ŜŦƪƻǿƛǘȊ IƻǊƻǿƛǘȊ нлмлΣ мнуύΦ LŦ ǿŜ ƭƻƻƪ ŀǘ 

the names of prominent women who were prescribed 

the cure, it is apparent that all of them were writers, 

artists and suffragists, some of them were lesbians and 

ƭƛǾŜŘ ǇǳōƭƛŎƭȅ ƛƴ ά.ƻǎǘƻƴ ƳŀǊǊƛŀƎŜǎέ
16

. In the tale by 

Gilman, she identified quite at the beginning that that 

might had been part of the problem. John, who is the 

ƘǳǎōŀƴŘ ŀƴŘ ŀƭǎƻ ŘƻŎǘƻǊǎΣ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǘŀƎƻƴƛǎǘ ǎŀȅǎΣ άǘƘŀǘ 

with my imaginative power and habit of story making, a 

nervous weakness like mine is sure to lead to all manner 

of excited fancies, and that I ought to use my will and 

ƎƻƻŘ ǎŜƴǎŜ ǘƻ ŎƘŜŎƪ ǘƘŜ ǘŜƴŘŜƴŎȅέ όDƛƭƳŀƴ нлмфΣ муоύΦ 

What I defend here is that Gilman delivered an inter-

esting model using short fiction to criticize our androcen-

ǘǊƛŎ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΥ ƻƴŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘŀƪŜǎ ƳŀƭŜǎΩ ŀǎǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴǎ ƻƴ 

ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ άƴƻǊƳŀƭ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǊέ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘǎ ǳǇƻƴ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƘŜ 

ƛŘŜŀ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƴȅ ŘƛǎǇƭŀȅ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƛƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴŎŜ ƛǎ ǇŀǘƘo-

logical. In doing this, the androcentric culture oppresses 

women through the production of ignorance about wom-

ŜƴΩǎ ƛƴƴŜǊ ƭƻƴƎƛƴƎǎ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǎƛǊŜǎ όtŞǊŜȊ {ŜŘŜƷƻ ϧ DŀǊŎƝŀ 

                                                 
16 ά.ƻǎǘƻƴ ƳŀǊǊƛŀƎŜǎέ ǿŀǎ ŀƴ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ ŎƻƛƴŜŘ ōȅ IŜƴǊȅ WŀƳŜǎ 
to name the cohabitation of women as if they were married. 
That seem to have been a quite common and socially accepted 
practice. Some of these marriages were instrumental, some of 
them were between women romantically involved (Eaklor 2008; 
Simmons 2009).  

https://www.feministpress.org/books-n-z/the-yellow-wall-paper
https://www.feministpress.org/books-n-z/the-yellow-wall-paper
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Dauder, 2017: 11). Gilman thus revealed how science, 

which is claims to be neutral and objective, can be biased. 

On a second front, Gilman not only saved a lot of lives 

with her short tale, but I also believe that she helped to 

naturalize mental health issues. People dealing with men-

tal health must often fight against stigma. Gilman raised 

her voice for millions of women who had to suffer silently 

from infantilization or neglect, thereby valuing and giving 

priority to their experiences and perspectives. 

 

4. Anna Julia Cooper and The Voice from the South 
(1893) 
 

The case of Anna Julia Cooper (1858ς1964) is similar to 

what Gilman reported about gender, but she adds an-

other axis of oppression: what W.E.B. du Bois once called 

άǘƘŜ ŎƻƭƻǳǊ-ƭƛƴŜέ όнлмтΣ оύΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ƻŦ 

women of colour could be simply understood as the 

addition of one problem to another. Rather, in this case, 

one plus one is not equal to two, but to zero. Cooper is 

held to be, together with Sojourner Truth, one of the 

conceptual mothers of the concept of intersectionality 

(Collins & Blige 2016; hooks 1981). One of the distinctive 

features of intersections is that they are points, they 

have no extension. The paradox of intersections is this: 

they represent the crossing point of two different di-

mensions, but precisely the point in which they cross 

with each other has no physical extension
17

. I hope the 

visual metaphor is suggestive enough to characterize the 

kind of ontological negation which is implied in some 

ǇŀǊŀƎǊŀǇƘǎ ƻŦ /ƻƻǇŜǊΩǎ Ƴŀƛƴ ǿƻǊƪ A Voice from the 

South (1893). 

                                                 
17 By using this metaphor, I do not pretend to alter the original 
ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ άƛƴǘŜǊǎŜŎǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǘȅέΣ ǿƘƻǎŜ Ƴŀƛƴ ǳǎŜ ƛǎ Ře-
scribed by Patricia Hill Collinǎ ŀǎ ŦƻƭƭƻǿǎΥ άLƴǘŜǊǎŜŎǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǘȅ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ 
to particular forms of intersecting oppressions, for example, 
intersections of race and gender, or of sexuality and nation. 
Intersectional paradigms remind us that oppression cannot be 
reduced to one fundamental type, and that oppressions work 
ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ƛƴ ǇǊƻŘǳŎƛƴƎ ƛƴƧǳǎǘƛŎŜΦέ ό/ƻƭƭƛƴǎΣ мффлΥ сύΦ ¢ƘŜ ƳŜǘŀǇƘƻǊ 
intends to illustrate the ontological effects for the perspective of 
people suffering multiple oppressions of implicit dynamics of 
ŜȄŎƭǳǎƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǎǘǎΩ ƎǊoups. The symbolic reinforcement of 
oppressions, as studied by Davis (1983), hooks (2015) and Lorde 
(1993), would not be properly represented by the metaphor of 
intersections as non-extensional points. 

Cooper is probably one of the less known Classical 

pragmatists and, for this reason, it may be necessary to 

give some facts that can attest to her impressive life and 

career. She was born and raised in North Carolina. A 

brilliant student, she attended Oberlin College before 

moving to Washington, where she taught modern and 

ancient languages, literature, mathematics, and sciences 

(Cooper 1998, 5). She was a renowned public speaker 

and was active in many causes. Having become a widow 

of the reverend Gorge Cooper at the age of 20 years, she 

pursued a life devoted to scholarship and education. She 

was awarded a PhD from the Sorbonne in 1925 at the 

age of sixty-six with a doctoral thesis on slavery. And, as 

a single mother, she raised seven foster children, five of 

them the grandchildren of her brother, who were 

adopted when she was already 57 years old. 

Cooper published A Voice from the South (1892) 

when she was 34 years old. According to Mary Ellen 

Washington, we can speculate that professional and 

economic uncertainty prevented Cooper from writing 

(1988: xxxix). As we have seen, Cooper had to cope with 

family responsibilities on her own. Other causes that 

might have stood in the way of a proper reception are 

also pointed out. She was active during a wave of con-

servativism in the black community. A good example of 

this is when Frederick Douglass was asked by the histori-

an M.A. Majors to propose some black women writers to 

be included in a book he was preparing and Douglass 

responded that he would know no book of importance 

written by a black woman, despite the fact that A Voice 

from the South had been published the same year. An-

other example cited by Washington is the foundation of 

The American Negro Academy in 1897. The founders 

were W.E.B. du Bois, Alexander Crummell, and Francis 

DǊƛƳƪŞΦ ¢ƘŜ Ǝƻŀƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ !ŎŀŘŜƳȅ ǿŀǎ άǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƳƻǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 

[ƛǘŜǊŀǘǳǊŜΣ {ŎƛŜƴŎŜΣ ŀƴŘ !ǊǘέΣ ōǳǘ ƛǘǎ membership was 

ǊŜǎǘǊƛŎǘŜŘ ǘƻ άƳŜƴ ƻŦ !ŦǊƛŎŀƴ 5ŜǎŎŜƴǘέ ό²ŀǎƘƛƴƎǘƻƴ 

1988, xl). 

A Voice from the South (1892) is composed of ten es-

says, whose main topic is the situation of black women 

at the beginning of the progressive era. Even if Cooper 
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uses a direct language and her writing style is elegant, a 

bit of context is needed to understand their philoso-

phical and political relevance. The context refers to the 

previous decades in which the suffragists and the aboli-

tionists started to organize themselves and cooperated 

with each other. For Angela Davis, the cooperation be-

ǘǿŜŜƴ ōƻǘƘ ŎŀǳǎŜǎ ǿŀǎ ǉǳƛǘŜ άƴŀǘǳǊŀƭέ ŦƻǊ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǳŀƭ 

and practical reasons. Conceptually, they noted the 

resemblances between their situations: 

The turbulent 1803 were years of intense resis-
tanŎŜΦ bŀǘ ¢ǳǊƴŜǊΩǎ ǊŜǾƻƭǘΣ ǘƻǿŀǊŘ ǘƘŜ ōŜƎƛƴƴƛƴƎ 
of the decade, unequivocally announced that 
Black men and women were profoundly dissatis-
fied with their lot as slaves and very determined, 
ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ ŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƻ ǊŜǎƛǎǘΦ ώΧϐ 
Around the same time, more prosperous white 
women began to fight for the right to education 
and for access to careers outside their homes. 
White women in the north ς the middle-class 
ƘƻǳǎŜǿƛŦŜ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ǘƘŜ ȅƻǳƴƎ άƳƛƭƭ ƎƛǊƭέ ς fre-
quently invoked the metaphor of slavery as they 
sought to articulate their respective oppressions. 
(Davis 1983, 37ς38) 
 

White women in the north had been attracted to the anti-

ǎƭŀǾŜǊȅ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ ǘƘŀƴƪǎ ǘƻ IŀǊǊƛŜǘΩǎ .ŜŜŎƘŜǊ {ǘƻǿŜΩǎ 

novel ¦ƴŎƭŜ ¢ƻƳΩǎ /ŀōƛƴ (1852). Their involvement was 

not limited to the reading of books and writing of letters, 

she attended anti-slavery conventions and tried to be 

political influential. This was the case of Lucretia Mott, the 

DǊƛƳƪŞ ǎƛǎǘŜǊǎ {ŀǊŀƘ ŀƴŘ !ƴƎŜƭƛƴŀΣ 9ƭƛȊŀōŜǘƘ /ŀŘȅ {ǘŀǘƻƴ 

and Susan B. Anthony, who were also the promoters of 

the firsǘ ŎƻƴǾŜƴǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ¦ƴƛǘŜŘ 

States, that took place in Seneca Falls in 1852. According 

to Davis, these women, with very little political experience 

άƧƻƛƴŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŀōƻƭƛǘƛƻƴƛǎǘ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ƭƛǘŜǊŀƭƭȅ ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜŘ 

ǘƘŜƛǊ ōŀǇǘƛǎƳ ƻŦ ŦƛǊŜέ όмфуоΣ поύΦ Those activisms, howev-

er, revealed quite soon their own dynamics of exclusion. 

Very few women were invited to anti-slavery conventions 

and theywere expected to participate as listeners and 

observers, rather than as speakers. Not a single Black 

woman attended the meeting in Seneca Falls, for example 

(Davis, 1983: 62). Black women of the South had no place 

in the suffragist and abolitionist movements. As bell hooks 

noted, as white feminists used the analogy between 

άǿƻƳŜƴέ ŀƴŘ άōƭŀŎƪέ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΣ ǘƘŜȅ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƳŜŀƴǘ άǿƘƛǘŜ 

ǿƻƳŜƴέ ŀƴŘ άōƭŀŎƪ ƳŜƴέΣ ƴŜǾŜǊ ǘŀƪƛƴƎ ƛƴǘƻ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ǘƘŜ 

perspectives of black women (2015, 22). Anti-slavery and 

abolitionist organizations lead mainly by black men were 

neither free of sexism 

What had begun as a movement to free all black 
people from racist oppression became a move-
ment with its primary goal the establishment of 
black male patriarchy. It is not surprising that a 
movement so concerned with promoting the in-
terests of black men should fail to draw any at-
tention to the dual impact of sexist and racist 
ƻǇǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ ώΧϐ ¢Ƙŀǘ ǘƘŜ ōƭŀŎƪ ǿƻƳŀƴ ǿŀǎ Ǿƛc-
timized by sexist and racist oppression was insig-
ƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘΣ ŦƻǊ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǎǳŦŦŜǊƛƴƎ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊ ƎǊŜŀǘ 
could not take precedence over male pain. 
(hooks 2015, 19ς20) 
 

/ƻƻǇŜǊΩǎ Ŝǎǎŀȅ ά¢ƘŜ {ǘŀǘǳǎ ƻŦ ²ƻƳŀƴ ƛƴ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀέΣ ŀŦǘŜǊ 

examining the historical processes that brought the 

United States to the progressive era, describes with 

accuracy and rhetorical effect how the place of women 

of colour is precisely a no-place 

The colored woman of to-day occupies, one may 
say, a unique position in this country. In a period 
of itself transitional and unsettled, her status 
seems one of the least ascertainable and definitive 
of all the forces which make our civilization. She is 
confronted by both a woman question and a race 
problem, and is as yet an unknown or an un-
acknowledged factor in both. (Cooper 1998, 112) 
 

In my reading of Cooper, this short paragraph contains 

the ontological implications of the implicit exclusion dy-

namics within activism. It is striking that even when 

groups are organized to fight oppression and coordinate 

with other groups, they can produce blind spots them-

selves. This shows two important things. First, that op-

pression is a relational phenomenon, and that it depends 

on a given and conjunctural power balance
18

. Second, 

ŀƴŘ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ƛƴǎǇƛǊŜŘ ōȅ !ǳŘǊŜ [ƻǊŘŜΩǎ Sister Outsider 

(1993), activist groups should incorporate a practice of 

collective self-reflection about their internal dynamics to 

avoid succumbing to unelaborated horizontal hostilities 

from within. 

In her writings, Anna Julia Cooper demonstrates her 

adhesion to the main issues of the progressive agenda: 

                                                 
18 I find that the point is very interestingly addressed concerning 
racial oppression and privilege in Sullivan (2020). 
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universal education, political agency, economic growth, 

especially for women
19
Σ ŜǘŎΦ Lƴ ά²ƻƳŀƴƘƻƻŘΥ ! ±ƛǘŀƭ 

Element in the Regeneration of a Raceέ όмуусύΣ ǿŜ ŦƛƴŘ 

an original mixture of Christian and progressive motives, 

ŦƻǊ /ƻƻǇŜǊΩǎ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎ ƛǎ ƛƴǎŜǇŀǊŀōƭŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ 

spiritual regeneration of the nation. For Cooper, the 

emancipation from slavery had been a step forward, but 

remained the quŜǎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ άǿƻƳŀƴƘƻƻŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŀŎŜέ 

(1998, 62). And this requires acknowledging that black 

women have still to be situated in the collective effort 

towards social progress: 

hƴƭȅ ǘƘŜ .[!/Y ²ha!b Ŏŀƴ ǎŀȅ άǿƘŜƴ ŀƴŘ 
where I enter, in the quiet, undisputed dignity of 
my womanhood, without violence and without 
suing or special patronage, then there the whole 
Negro race enters with me.έ It is not evident than 
that as individual workers for this race we must 
address ourselves with no half-hearted zeal to 
this feature of our mission. The need is felt and 
must be recognized by all. (Cooper 1998, 63). 
 

This fragment is considered one of the first written do-

cuments on intersectionality. The term intersectionality 

as a method of analysis and as a method of giving form 

to the experiences of those who are caught between 

different axes of oppression is vivid. The potential appli-

cations of it are infinite and current scholarship is vibrant 

ŀƴŘ άƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƪƛƴƎέΦ L ǿƻǳƭŘ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƻ ǊŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ 

that Cooper introduces just before this paragraph and it 

is the suggestion that we should take the position of 

women, more particularly, of Black women as indicators 

of progress. Cooper adopts and extends the criterion 

suggested by the historian Thomas Babbington Macau-

ƭȅΩǎΣ ǾƛȊΦ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ǘƻ άƧǳŘƎŜ ŀ ƴŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ Ǌŀƴƪ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

scale of civilization from the way they treat their wom-

ŀƴέ ό/ƻƻǇŜǊ мффуΣ ррύΦ LŦ .ƭŀŎƪ ǿƻƳŜƴ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ Ǿǳƭ-

nerable people in society, they were the true indicators 

of social progress. If we want to add complexity to our 

social analysis, a proper contemporary reinterpretation 

of this criterion is that the scale of civilization of one 

nation is to be measured by the level of wellbeing of the 

most vulnerable among us, whose lives might be put in 

                                                 
19 {ŜŜ ǘƘŜ Ŝǎǎŀȅ ά¢ƘŜ IƛƎƘŜǊ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ²ƻƳŜƴέ όмуфлς1891) 
in Cooper (1998). 

danger because of continuing oppression on the basis of 

race, gender, class, ability, sexuality, or ethnicity. 

This criterion would find important similarity to the 

ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ άƭŀǘŜǊŀƭ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎέΣ ǿƘƛŎƘΣ ŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ aŀu-

ǊƛŎŜ IŀƳƛƴƎǘƻƴΣ ƛǎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ !ŘŘŀƳΩǎ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴǎ to the 

radicalization of pragmatism. For Hamington, the radical-

ƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǇǊŀƎƳŀǘƛǎƳ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ƻŦ άŀǇǇƭȅƛƴƎ ŀ ǎǘǊƻƴg-

er egalitarian approach to social issues, one that was 

ƪŜŜƴƭȅ ǘǳƴŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻŦ ŎƭŀǎǎΣ ǊŀŎŜΣ ŀƴŘ ƎŜƴŘŜǊέ 

(2009, 43). The concept of lateral progress, is proposed 

ƛƴ !ŘŘŀƳǎΩǎ Ŝǎǎŀȅ ά! aƻŘŜǊƴ [ŜŀǊ όмфмнύέ 

The man who insists upon consent, who moves 
with the people, is bound to consult the feasible 
right as well as the absolute right. He is often 
ƻōƭƛƎŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǘǘŀƛƴ ƻƴƭȅ aǊΦ [ƛƴŎƻƭƴΩǎ άōŜst pos-
ǎƛōƭŜΣέ ŀƴŘ ƻŦǘŜƴ ƘŀǾŜ ώsic] the sickening sense of 
compromising with his best convictions. He has 
to move along with those whom he rules toward 
a goal that neither he nor they see very clearly 
till they come to it. He has to discover what peo-
ple reŀƭƭȅ ǿŀƴǘΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ άǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀƴnels 
in which the growing moral force of their lives 
ǎƘŀƭƭ ŦƭƻǿΦέ ²Ƙŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŘƻŜǎ ŀǘǘŀƛƴΣ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ƛǎ 
not the result of his individual striving, as a soli-
tary mountain climber beyond the sight of the 
valley multitude, but it is underpinned and up-
held by sentiments and aspirations of many oth-
ers. Progress has been slower perpendicularly, 
but incomparably greater because lateral. (quot-
ed in Hamington 2009, 44) 
 

CƻǳǊ Ǉƻƛƴǘǎ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛȊŜ !ŘŘŀƳǎΩǎ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƭŀǘŜǊŀƭ ǇǊog-

ress ƛƴ IŀƳƛƴƎǘƻƴΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴ όнллфΣ ппς45). First, 

social progress is preferred to individual progress. Sec-

ond, Addams would have assumed that the circum-

stances draw the line between the haves and have-nots, 

not previously fixed moral status. Third, the connection 

of what human beings have in common can lead to 

broader understandings. Fourth, the coordination of 

different institutions is the force that leads to wide-

spread improvement. I think Hamington is right in re-

gaining lateral progress as a key concept of radical 

ǇǊŀƎƳŀǘƛǎǘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǇƘƛƭƻǎƻǇƘȅΦ L ǿƻǳƭŘ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƻ ŀŘŘ ΨŦŜƳƛ-

ƴƛǎǘΩ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴΦ wŀŘƛŎŀƭ ŦŜƳƛƴƛǎǘ ŀƴŘ ǇǊŀƎmatist 

social philosophy, i.e. a social philosophy which takes the 

perspective of the oppressed and puts social vulnerabili-

ty as its core concept in the centre is, in my opinion, the 
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most promising way in which real social growth is collec-

tively produced. 

 

5. Concluding Remarks: The Epistemology of the Op-
pressed as A Radical Feminist and Pragmatist Approach 
to Social Philosophy 
 

The contributions presented here to a radical feminist 

and pragmatist approach to social philosophy do not yet 

form yet a comprehensive form of knowledge. There are 

Ƴŀƴȅ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ !ŘŘŀƳǎΩǎΣ DƛƭƳŀƴΩǎ ŀƴŘ /ƻƻǇŜǊΩǎ 

philosophy that should be added and further developed 

and included in a more comprehensive account of what I 

ƘŜǊŜ ƭŀōŜƭƭŜŘ ŀǎ άǘƘŜ ŜǇƛǎǘŜƳƻƭƻƎȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƻǇǇǊŜǎǎŜŘέΦ CƻǊ 

ƛƴǎǘŀƴŎŜΣ !ŘŘŀƳǎΩǎ ǿƻǊƪǎ ƻƴ ǇŀŎƛŦƛǎƳ ŀƴŘ ƻƴ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ 

ƳŜƳƻǊȅΤ DƛƭƳŀƴΩǎ ǳǘƻǇƛŀƴ ƭƛǘŜǊŀture, essays on political 

economy and the androŎŜƴǘǊƛŎ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΤ /ƻƻǇŜǊΩǎ ƛƴǎƛƎƘǘǎ 

ƻƴ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƭƛǘŜǊŀǘǳǊŜΣ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅΣ ŀƴŘ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΦ {ƛƳƛƭŀǊƭȅΣ L 

would also include Mary ParƪŜǊΩǎ CƻƭƭŜǘ ǊŜŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǳŀƭƛ-

Ȋŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǇƻǿŜǊΣ 5ǳ .ƻƛǎΩ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŀŎŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳΣ 

and the advancements of many other pragmatists from 

past to present that might have been overlooked by the 

the scholarly orthodoxy. 

I hope to have shown how relevant and exciting this 

approach to social philosophy would be, and not merely 

ŦƻǊ ƛǘǎ ƛƴǘǊƛƴǎƛŎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘΦ ¦ǎƛƴƎ !ŘŘŀƳǎΩǎ ŀnd 

Hull-IƻǳǎŜΩǎ ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛƳŜƴǘŀƭƛǎƳ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǎŜǊǾŜ ǘƻ 

produce social knowledge that would lead to concrete 

social intervention. In the process, all social agents 

would be equally involved thus allowing the recipients of 

social intervention to regain their political agency. Gil-

ƳŀƴΩǎ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ƭƛǘŜǊŀǊȅ ŦƻǊƳǎ 

should show two things. First, that gender bias occurs 

when androcentric prejudices are not examined and sus-

ǇŜƴŘŜŘΦ ²Ŝ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǾŜǊȅ ƴŀƠǾŜ ƛŦ ǿŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŀǘ 

several millennia of patriarchal domination would have 

not left any trace in our culture. Indeed, the failure to 

challenge and make such bias explicit has caused a lot of 

suffering. Second, that the literary genre in which social 

criticism is expressed is not as important as its practical 

effect in consciousness-raising. Finally, Cooper found the 

words to articulate that which seemed impossible to 

articulate: the ontological negation that results from the 

implicit dynamics of exclusion within emancipatory 

groups. Using AdŘŀƳǎΩǎ ŀƴŘ /ƻƻǇŜǊΩǎ ŎǊƛǘŜǊƛŀ ōŀǎŜŘ 

upon vulnerability and lateral progress would confer a 

radical feminist and pragmatist approach to social phi-

losophy not only a descriptive method of analysis, but 

also its necessary normative dimension. 
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Abstract: Over the last decades, different approaches 
linked to decolonial tradition have shifted the pendulum 
of critique from claims of universality towards individual 
accounts and experiences. However, in what we can call 
άƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ǘǳǊƴέΣ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǊŀƭ ƧǳǎǘƛŦications for first-person 
perspectives are not always evident. In this paper, I 
explore the boundaries of epistemic relevance regarding 
the role that subjective accounts and experiences play in 
the critique of injustice. For that, I start by inverting the 
question of objectivity in the critique considering the 
particularity of different experiences. The issue, in this 
case, is the position from where philosophers speak in 
their attempts to describe experiences of suffering. With 
regards to first-person standpoint, the question that is at 
stake is whether philosophers are capable of describing 
ƻǘƘŜǊǎΩ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎΦ Lƴ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǘŜǊƳǎΣ Ƙƻǿ Ŏŀƴ ǿŜ ǎƘŀǊŜ 
experiences of injustice after all? Next, I argue that there 
ought to be, in the debate, a distinction between two 
dimensions of justice. According to usual distinctions of 
άŦƛǊǎǘ- and second-ƻǊŘŜǊέ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘŜǎΣ L ƛƴǎƛǎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜo-
retical claims related to the narrative turn refer to de-
mands of first-order justice: it is about moral recognition 
ƻŦ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎΩ ŜǇƛǎǘŜƳic claims, opening to the possibil-
ity to confront defective notions of universality and blind 
spots in theories of justice. However, these claims do not 
have justification criteria themselves, requiring, thus, 
normative dependencies which are external to experi-
ences ς these are situated in second-order justice. I 
argue, then, that this model has the advantage of incor-
porating the insights of decolonial theories without 
neglecting the potential for the critique of injustice. 

 

Keywords: affects; narratives; epistemic injustice; suffer-
ing; decoloniality 
 

ά.ǳǘ Ƙƻǿ ŎƻǳƭŘ L ƘŜƭǇ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎ ǎƻǊǊȅΚ ²Ƙŀǘ 
affects a person most if the ugly nature of 
suffering itself, not the quality of the suf-

ŦŜǊŜǊΦέ όΧύ 
ά¢Ƙƛǎ ƭƛŦŜ ƛǎ Ŧǳƭƭ ƛŦ ƘƛŘŘŜƴ ǇŀǘƘǿŀȅǎΦ LŦ ȅƻǳ 

know, sir, you know; iŦ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿΣ 
ȅƻǳ ǿƻƴΩǘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ƳŜ όΧύέ 

ά¢ƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ŀƴŘ ƴƛŎŜǎǘ ǘƘƛƴƎ ƛƴ 
ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘ ƛǎ ǘƘƛǎΥ ǘƘŀǘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ 
ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜΣ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ŀƭƭ ƻŦ ŀ ǇƛŜŎŜ όΧύΦέ 
όDǳƛƳŀǊńŜǎ wƻǎŀΣ The Devil to Pay in the 

Backlands) 

 

When it comes to the different approaches associated to 

the liberal tradition, it is possible to see that they share 

an attempt to find criteria of justice that would not 

obstruct the plurality of world perspectives, but rather 

make it possible to reconcile them. In view of the ten-

sions amid particular preferences, liberal theorists chose 

to abstain from criticizing them, arguing that it would 

not be their role to determine the contents of individual 

preferences. A behavior explained by a self-preservation 

logic: if critique were oriented by moral imperatives 

related to notions such as authenticity or a good life, it 

would end up putting at risk a supposed objectivity and 

impartiality claimed by liberal justice criteria. Political 

theories turned their attention to the universality of 

demands of justice, shaping, one way or another, criteria 

that transcend the partiality and contingency of particu-

ƭŀǊ ǿƻǊƭŘ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜǎΦ !ŘŀƳ {ƳƛǘƘΩǎ ƛƳǇŀǊǘƛŀƭ ǎǇŜŎǘa-

ǘƻǊΣ 5ŀǾƛŘ IǳƳŜΩǎ ƧǳŘƛŎƛƻǳǎ ǎǇŜŎǘŀǘƻǊ ƻǊ WƻƘƴ wŀǿƭǎΩǎ 

veil of ignorance are theoretical solutions that try to 

prevent theories from any particularity which would, so 

to speak, hinder finding impartial criteria for justice. By 

drawing a line between public reason and private 

sphere, subjective experiences as self-description and 

singular narratives must be restricted to this last one, 

not being a matter of justice anymore. 

More recently, however, feminist and decolonial 

theories have moved their attention to the role of par-

ticular narratives in the social critique. Calling into ques-

tion the strict separation between public and private, we 

find a renewal role that singular accounts and narratives 

could have in the elaboration of a theory of justice. Due 

to their particularity, experiences would be heterogene-

ous pieces which cannot fit into a homogeneous puzzle 

ƻŦ ŀ άǎǳǇǇƻǎŜŘ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎŀƭƛǘȅέΦ ¢ƘŜ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǊŜŀǎƻƴ ς 

which is subjacent to this ideal of universalization ς has 

been attacked as restrict or exclusionary: instead of a 

plurality of worldviews, it assumes rather a hegemonic 

standpoint which results in different forms of epistemic 

violence. 

In light of these circumstances, the issue I would 

like to discuss in this paper is: what is exactly the epis-

temic relevance of subjective accounts and experiences 

in the critique of justice? Before addressing this ques-

tion, however, I would like to invert the problem of 

objectivity in the critique given the particularity of 

experiences. The issue, in this case, would be: which is 
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the place from where the philosopher speaks in their 

intention to describe suffering experiences from other 

individuals? Here we move into an epistemic realm, 

that is, to what extent can we talk about experiences 

that are not our own? In other words, to what extent 

can we share subjective experiences ς ƴŀƳŜƭȅ άǎŜŎƻƴŘ-

person standpoƛƴǘέ ς or, in a closer sense than I am 

discussing, can we move from a first-person to a third-

person perspective ς as in social critique? If we always 

speak in first person and if there is any cognitive or 

epistemic limit of experiences, from where would the 

capacity of criticizing desires and choices of experienc-

es that are not our own come from? How can we share 

experiences of injustice after all? 

 

Where do we speak from? Sharing experiences of injus-
tice 

 

Firstly, in order to address this issue, it could be useful to 

remember the distinction Peter Strawson (2008) pro-

posed between resentment and moral indignation: 

whereas resentment is taken as a reaction to an offense 

or indifference directed to oneself, moral indignation is 

an unpersonal and uninterested attitude. Unlike resent-

ƳŜƴǘΣ ƛƴŘƛƎƴŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜǎ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ άǊŜŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 

ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΩ ǿƛƭƭǎΣ ƴƻǘ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ƻǳǊǎŜƭǾŜǎέ ό{ǘǊŀw-

son, 2008, p. 256). Strawson, then, distinguishes person-

al reactive attitudes from what he calls vicarious 

attitudes: thƻǎŜ ƻŦ ǇǳǘǘƛƴƎ ȅƻǳǊǎŜƭŦ ƻƴ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ŜƭǎŜΩǎ 

shoes, although the offense is not directed to yourself. In 

other words, you can be dominated by a feeling of indig-

nation in face of an experience of injustice, regardless of 

the fact it is directed to you. In his words: 

What we have here is, as it were, resentment on 
ōŜƘŀƭŦ ƻŦ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ƻƴŜΩǎ ƻǿƴ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ŀƴŘ 
dignity are not involved; and it is this impersonal 
or vicarious character of the attitude, added to 
its others, which entitle it to the qualification 
ΨƳƻǊŀƭΩ ό{ǘǊŀǿǎƻƴΣ нллуΣ ǇΦнруύΦ 

 

It is not clear, however, which criteria make it possible to 

entitle a vicarious (or indirect) attitude as being moral. 

Although Strawson contributes to distinguish between, 

on the one hand, resentment as a direct reactive att i-

tude and, on the other hand, indignation as a feeling of 

whom observes and perceives an experience of injustice, 

this should not lead us to assume that every feeling of 

indignation is morally legitimate per se. I can feel indig-

nation for an attitude directed to someone close to me 

or with whom I have some emotional tie, without this 

feeling laying down the moral justification of the action. 

Additionally, in these cases, affects are majorly ambiva-

lent: taking sides may be highly motivated by emotional 

ties, which, in turn, can act on the impartiality of a moral 

judgement. Such difficulty can be partly explained by the 

ŦŀŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ {ǘǊŀǿǎƻƴΩǎ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘ Ƙŀǎ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ 

to bring the role of affects into the analytical debate ς 

more specifically regarding the problem of moral deter-

ƳƛƴƛǎƳ όŀǎ ƘŜ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛȊŜǎΣ άƛǘ ƛǎ Ǉƛǘȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǘŀƭƪ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǊŀƭ 

ǎŜƴǘƛƳŜƴǘǎ Ƙŀǎ ŦŀƭƭŜƴ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ŦŀǾƻǳǊέ ό{ǘǊŀǿǎƻƴΣ нллуΣ 

p.268). Despite the oddness of this disuse, I would like to 

detain myself on the issue concerning the first-person 

perspective. What is exactly the difference between the 

experiences I feel in first person and the ones I feel in 

second person? More precisely: is experience a condition 

for the critique of injustice? 

Let us see a story told by Joaquim Nabuco, a promi-

nent Brazilian abolitionist. Born in the Massangana sugar 

mill, near Recife, in a wealthy white family of the rural 

aristocracy of the Brazilian state of Pernambuco, Nabuco 

tells his childhood memories living in a sugar mill. One of 

the most remarkable recollections of this period is the 

rupture from when slavery stops being something famil-

iar, felt through an acritical emotional tie, and starts to 

be questioned: 

I was sitting one afternoon on the landing out-
side the house, when I see rushing up to me an 
unknown young black man, about eighteen years 
old, who threw himself at my feet begging me, 
for the love of God, to have him bought by my 
godmother to serve me. He came from the 
neighborhoods, looking for a new master, be-
cause his, he told me, punished him, and he had 
fled, risking his life...This was the unexpected 
trait that made me discover the nature of the in-
stitution with which I coexisted familiarly so far, 
without suspecting the pain it concealed. 
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Nothing shows better than slavery itself the 
poweǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǾƛōǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎΦ ώΧϐ 
Thus, I fought slavery with all my strength, re-
ǇŜƭƭŜŘ ƛǘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƭƭ Ƴȅ ŎƻƴǎŎƛƻǳǎƴŜǎǎΦέ όbŀōǳŎƻΣ 
2012, p. 190) 
 

¢ƘŜ ŜǇƛǎǘŜƳƛŎ ƛǎǎǳŜ ƻŦ bŀōǳŎƻΩǎ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƛƴƧǳǎǘƛŎŜΣ 

which is clearly not the same as the experience of the 

slave who encounters him, is a standpoint shift from first 

to second person. What is the difference between both 

experiences? What allows Nabuco sharing this narrative 

as injustice? 

A first answer to this question is what we can call epis-

temic privilege of experience, as it has been the tendency 

in most of the recent literature associated to the narrative 

turn. Nabuco, obviously, does not (and he cannot) feel the 

same experience of the slave. His critical and reactive 

position is crossed by the feeling originated by a moral 

ŦŜƭƭƛƴƎ όŀ ǾƛŎŀǊƛƻǳǎ ƻƴŜΣ ŀǎ ƛƴ {ǘǊŀǿǎƻƴΩǎ ǾƻŎŀōǳƭŀǊȅύΥ ǿƘŜƴ 

facing the young black man in the condition of slave beg-

ging to be bought, Nabuco says he feels ς and, in a way, 

shares ς the pain that afflicted that man. Feeling, in this 

case, did not mean experiencing in first person (as in the 

concept of lived experience), but realizing, that is, being 

able to share, in second person, experiences which can 

intersubjectively be perceived as unfair. 

Nevertheless, the epistemic issues we see in this nar-

rative are not only inherent to lived experiences as a 

condition for the critique of injustice - what we can call 

epistemic privilege of experience, as it has been the 

tendency in the recent literature associated to the narra-

tive turn. Indeed, the privileged position of Nabuco, from 

which he narrates his perception of the injustice intrinsic 

to the condition of slavery, not only reveals his narrative 

as an example of the problem from a second-person 

perspective, but makes his account relevant as an ac-

count. Even though the role of black intellectuals, such 

as Luiz Gama, or of important characters in the Maroon 

resistance, such as Tereza de Benguela, was relevant to 

ǘƘŜ ŀōƻƭƛǘƛƻƴƛǎǘ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘΣ bŀōǳŎƻΩǎ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ƻƴŜ 

heard and which resists time. From the perspective of 

epistemic injustice, the issue of injustice does not only 

refer to the reflexive capacity of injustice. Beyond the 

second-person standpoint (that is, the perception from 

someone who does not suffer the experience of injustice 

directly), what is unfair here is the fact that the first-

person standpoint does not gain social or political rele-

vance
1
. It is not merely a circumstantial detail that we 

rarely hear first-person accounts from slaves. The fact 

that the account by MahoƳƳŀƘ DŀǊŘƻ .ŀǉǳŀǉǳŀΩǎΣ ŀ 

former slave who ran away to the United States, had 

been the only autobiography of enslaved people in Brazil 

corroborates the discrepancy of how these stories circu-

late and of the epistemic relevance they historically 

assumed in the perception of injustice
2
. The narrative of 

lived experience in first-person acquires different 

weights in the scope of injustice when it is socially set 

beforehand which of them matters. The absence of first-

person accounts and, especially, its effacement are 

problems of justice. Whereas some are heard, others are 

silenced; some are remembered; others, forgotten. 

When Frantz Fanon wrote Black skin, white masks, 

he alerts us to what is behind the claims of epistemic 

universality ς closely related, in this case, to the colonial 

discourse. There, Fanon articulates an intrinsic connec-

tion between his experience as a psychiatrist and his 

practice in a context of cultural dissonance that takes 

place in Argelia under the French colonial domination. 

                                                 
1 In Epistemic Injustice, a pioneer work on this discussion, Mi-
randa Fricker (2008) calls this problem testimonial injustice ς 
when accounts are not heard in their epistemic potential. This 
concept differs from what Fricker calls hermeneutic injustice: 
unlike testimonial injustice, which refers to the prejudice in light 
of the content of the account and depending on the author of 
the narrative, hermeneutic injustice embraces relations of in-
justice rooted in social practices which restrain individuals to 
perceive them as unfair.  
2 Certainly, the importance given to first-person accounts only 
refers to the epistemic dimension of injustice, but it is not enough 
to overcome political dimensions of injustice. It suffices to recall 
that Frederick Douglass, who would become one of the main 
characters of the abolitionist movement in the United States, left 
his memories in three autobiographies ς the first one, The Narra-
tive of the Life of Frederick Douglass, An American Slave, Written 
by Himself ς which would become a best-selling success. The 
moral meaning of epistemic acknowledgment does not replace 
the meaning of the social and legal dimensions that constitute the 
normative horizon of the vocabulary of justice. It is also for this 
reason that I dissent from the reflections about justice which 
reduce it to the epistemic dimension of lived experience, which I 
interpret as one of the pre-conditions so that the vocabulary 
available for the disputes about justice can be put in a more 
symmetric and, consequently, fairer way. 
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Under the perspective of psychiatric practice, claims of 

universality become even more latent since they assume 

a totalizing model of the subject category and its symp-

toms. This kind of resistance unfolds questions like: who 

can speak on behalf of the universal? Which universal-

ism? For whom? In sum, which voices have universal 

value, whereas others only have particular value? 

These were issues that, one way or another, mobi-

lized different sides of the decolonial thought. Fanon 

ŀǊƎǳŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ōŜƘƛƴŘ ǿƘŀǘ ǿŜ Ŏŀƭƭ άǳƴƛǾŜǊǎŀƭέ there are 

disputes between narratives that exclude perspectives 

which are prevented from being recognized in their 

epistemic claim. When bringing light into this issue, what 

is valid and consolidated as the center of the canonic 

speech contrasts with what Cŀƴƻƴ Ŏŀƭƭǎ άǘƘŜ ƭƛǾŜŘ ŜȄǇe-

ǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōƭŀŎƪ ƳŀƴέΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƴŀƳŜǎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀp-

ters of his book. Narrating in first person, he describes 

the experience of not recognizing himself in the sup-

posed universality of knowledge in the French colonizer 

in Argelia: a kind of racial and colonial scope which pro-

vokes a vertiginous strangeness ς a type of epistemolog-

ical de-identification. CŀƴƻƴΩǎ ŎƘƻƛŎŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ-person 

narrative brings an epistemic force into a struggle for the 

acknowledgement of a subjectivity forbidden to the uni-

versal category. Since it is directed to the theory, the 

critique is neither particular nor wants to affirm its per-

ǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŀǎ άƻǘƘŜǊ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎŀƭέΣ ōǳǘ ǊŜǾƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ Ƙƛǎ 

lived experience is not included in that colonizer dis-

course that, as such, wants to be worth as universal. He 

ƛǎ ǎŀȅƛƴƎΥ άL Řƻ ƴƻǘ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛȊŜ ƳȅǎŜƭŦ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƘŜƻǊȅέΦ 

²Ƙŀǘ ǿŜ ǎŜŜ ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ άƳŀƴέ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅΣ 

mostly connected to its desires ς an issue that Fanon 

elaborates from his professional experience as a psychia-

ǘǊƛǎǘΦ ά²Ƙŀǘ ŘƻŜǎ ǘƘŜ Ƴŀƴ ǿŀƴǘΚ ²Ƙŀǘ ŘƻŜǎ ǘƘŜ ōƭŀŎƪ 

Ƴŀƴ ǿŀƴǘΚέ ς he asks, transferring the emphasis of the 

ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ άƳŀƴέ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅ ǘƻ ŀƴ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ ǿƘƛŎƘ 

does not recognize itself in this universal category. The 

ōƭŀŎƪ ƳŀƴΩǎ ŘŜǎƛǊŜ ƛǎ ǉǳŜstioned as a volitive sphere that 

ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ Ŧƛǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅ άƳŀƴΩǎ ŘŜǎƛǊŜǎέΣ ǎƛƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ 

άǳƴƛǾŜǊǎŀƭέ ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴ ƻŦ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ aŀǊǘƛƴƛŎŀƴ 

black man ς Fanon argues ς is the French white man. 

Then, the particular becomes refractory to its encapsula-

tion in categories which is strange to it. It is the univer-

sal, not the particular, which is alienated from itself, 

being reduced to a self-referential and, therefore, ex-

ŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ǊŜŀǎƻƴΦ CŀƴƻƴΩǎ ŎƻƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴ ƛǎ ŜƳǇƘŀǘƛŎΥ ά¢ƘŜ 

ōƭŀŎƪ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ŀ Ƴŀƴέ όCŀƴƻƴΣ нллуΣ ǇΦ 1). 

The same is valid for language: while asking himself 

ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōƭŀŎƪ ƳŀƴΩǎ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅΣ Cŀƴƻƴ 

ōǊƛƴƎǎ ǘƘŜ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ άpetit-ƴŝƎǊŜέ ŀǎ ŀƴ ƛƴŎƻr-

poration of the colonial language: once being a simplified 

version of French language, the speaker of petit-ƴŝƎǊŜ 

self-subdues himself due to the colonialist discourse, so 

ǘƘŀǘ άŀƴǎǿŜǊƛƴƎ ƛƴ petit-ƴŝƎǊŜ is immuring the black per-

ǎƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ŜȄǘǊŜƳŜƭȅ ǘƻȄƛŎ ǎǘǊŀƴƎŜ ōƻŘƛŜǎέ όCŀƴƻƴΣ нллуΣ ǇΦ 

48). This means, first and foremost, that colonial subjec-

tion is also psychic subjection. For Fanon, what is exposed 

is the fact that colonial and racialized ways of life are 

specific ways of suffering, which, as such, must be faced 

under reactive models of political action. 

An analogous sense of language strangeness is nar-

rated by Kwame Appiah in his work entitled In my fa-

ǘƘŜǊΩǎ ƘƻǳǎŜΦ Lƴ ǿƘŀǘ ƘŜ Ŏŀƭƭǎ άǘƘŜ ƛƴǾŜƴǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ !ŦǊƛŎŀέΣ 

Appiah mentions the subterfuges of semantic violence in 

the speech of Alexander Cummel, an American Episcopal 

priest who defended that due to the colonization, de-

ǎǇƛǘŜ ǎƭŀǾŜǊȅΣ ǘƘŜ άŘƛǾƛƴŜ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜƴŎŜέ ƘŀŘ ƛƴƘŜǊƛǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ 

ownership of the Anglo-{ŀȄƻƴ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜΣ άǎǳǇŜǊƛƻǊ ƛƴ ƛǘǎ 

euphony, its conceptual resources, and its capacity to 

ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎ ǘƘŜ ΨǎǳǇŜǊƴŀƭ ǘǊǳǘƘǎΩ ƻŦ /ƘǊƛǎǘƛŀƴƛǘȅέ ό!ǇǇƛŀƘΣ 

1992, p. 19). The epistemic violence that Appiah ac-

counts is a result of an excluding sense of universal that 

can only deal with difference by eliminating it. In this 

scope between universal and particular, the issue re-

mains being which speeches are taken as universal and, 

mostly, who can speak on behalf of universal.  

Appiah concludes, in an ironic tone: 

Now, over a century later, more than half of the 
population of black Africa lives in countries 
where English is an official language, and the 
same providence has decreed that almost all the 
rest of Africa should be governed in French or 
Arabic or Portuguese (Appiah, 1992, p. 19). 
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Whose reason? Between particular and universal 

 

²ƘŜƴ ŎƻƴŦǊƻƴǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎǳǇǇƻǎŜŘ άǊŜŀǎƻƴΩǎ ǎǘŀƴŘǇƻƛƴǘέΣ 

decolonial critiques paved the way for a shift in the 

pedulum, moving it from universal to particular and 

confronting what was taken as defective notions of 

universal reason. However, whereas these critiques 

were originally directed to an epistemic widening and 

inclusion of discourses initially excluded of this universal, 

they started to play a role of self-validation, in which it 

was no longer clear to what extent their claims could go 

beyond their particular dimension. The result was that, 

from the centrality of the struggle for recognition of 

different narratives, these approaches changed their 

focus from what would be an epistemic critique to a kind 

of normative self-validation based on experience. First-

person narratives which could have a potential for cri-

tique started to be self-referenced, that is, instead of 

affecting and contributing to theoretical claims reas-

sessment, they remained mattering as particular ac-

counts. 

The epistemic relevance of the widen potential of 

the narratives rests precisely when it is able to transcend 

the particular character of first-person accounts. In other 

words, the problem of lack of epistemic acknowledge-

ment occurs when, even though accounts were heard, 

they were not taken in their potential of epistemic con-

tribution to overcome the status of a mere private story. 

In Plantation memories, Grada Kilomba complains about 

being criticized for her excess of emotivism and about 

being discredited. The categorization of her analysis as 

full of sentimentalism, little objective or little scientific 

όάȅƻǳ ƻǾŜǊƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘέύ ƳŜŀƴǘ ǘƻ ŘƛǎŎǊŜŘƛǘ ƘŜǊ ǎǇŜŜŎƘ ƻǊ ǘƻ 

silence her ς ǘƘŜ άŜƴŘƭŜǎǎ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǾƻƛŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

black subject and the desire to govern and rule how we 

ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘ ǊŜŀƭƛǘȅέ όYƛƭƻƳōŀΣ 2010, p. 34). 

As a scholar, for instance, I am commonly told that 
my work on everyday racism is very interesting, 
but not really scientific, a remark that illustrates 
the colonial order in which Black scholars reside: 
ά¸ƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ǾŜǊȅ subjective ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜΤέ άǾŜǊȅ 
personal;έ άǾŜǊȅ emotionalέ, άǾŜǊȅ specificΤέ ά!ǊŜ 
these objective ŦŀŎǘǎΚέ {ǳŎƘ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘǎ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴ 

like a mask, that silences our voices as soon as we 
speak. They allow the white subject to place our 
discourses back at the margins, as deviating 
knowledge, while their discourses remain at the 
centre, as the norm. When they speak it is scien-
tific, when we speak it is unscientific; 
 
universal / subjective;" 
objective / subjective;" 
rational / emotional;" 
impartial / partial;" 
they have facts, we have opinions" 
they have knowledge, we have experiences 
 
These are not simple semantic categorizations; 
they possess a dimension of power that main-
tains hierarchical positions and upholds white 
supremacy. We are not dealing here with a 
άǇŜŀŎŜŦǳƭ ŎƻŜȄƛǎǘŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǿƻǊŘǎέΣ ŀǎ WŀŎǉǳŜǎ 5Ŝr-
rida (1981: 41) emphasizes, but rather a violent 
ƘƛŜǊŀǊŎƘȅ ǘƘŀǘ ŘŜŦƛƴŜǎ ǿƘƻ Ŏŀƴ ǎǇŜŀƪΦέ όKilomba, 
2010, p. 51ς52)

3
. 

 
YƛƭƻƳōŀΩǎ ŎƭŀƛƳ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜǊ ǎǇŜŜŎƘ Ƴǳǎǘ ƴƻǘ ōŜ ŀŎƪƴƻǿl-

edged as merely a particular one, but rather be under-

stood in its potential of objectivity which precisely 

transcend the subjectively meaning of their singular 

experiences. When she reclaims the acknowledgment of 

people and identity groups whose speeches are system-

atically made invisible, this is not restricted to the sphere 

of particular experiences, but it ultimately encompasses 

a matter of justice: the epistemic reasons for exclusion 

or invisibilization of these discourses are unfair. This type 

of revindications refer, therefore, not only to a claim of 

particularity (characteristic of plural ways of life), but to 

a universalism that embraces justice demands. They 

bring, in sum, the moral potential of the struggle for the 

equality of epistemic recognition. 

DǊŀŘŀ YƛƭƻƳōŀΩǎ ǊŜǾƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ŦƻǊ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

speeches acknowledged as more than their own experi-

ences, i. e. , whose claims of validity transcend mere 

                                                 
3 Also in this sense of the relation between narrative and power, 
/ƘƛƳŀƳŀƴŘŀ ǿǊƛǘŜǎΥ άIt is impossible to talk about the single 
story without talking about power. There is a word, an Igbo 
word, that I think about whenever I think about the power 
structures of the world, and it is "nkali." It's a noun that loosely 
translates to "to be greater than another." Like our economic 
and political worlds, stories too are defined by the principle of 
nkali. How they are told, who tells them, when they're told, 
Ƙƻǿ Ƴŀƴȅ ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎ ŀǊŜ ǘƻƭŘΣ ŀǊŜ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘ ƻƴ ǇƻǿŜǊέ ό¢ƘŜ 
danger of a single story, p. 37) 
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particularity. The scope of epistemic validation ς what 

makes some speeches worth as particular, others as 

universal; some as central, other as peripheral ς is in 

itself a problem of justice. Nevertheless, the theoretical 

outreach of these narratives must precisely be able to 

overcome its relevance as restrictive to their particular 

character: if they do not bring the epistemic claim of 

transcending particularity, first-person accounts will 

continue to be just accounts. 

The normative potential of accounts centered on 

identity is not immune to these same ambiguities. On the 

example mentioned by Appiah, he argues that what 

makes Alexander Crummel feel entitled to make an asser-

tion about the semantic superiority of the English lan-

guage is his condition of Afro-American. He does not 

speak ς so he believes ς from the perspective of a white 

colonizer, but as a black man ς an identity scope that, for 

Appiah, can also bring distortions in his claims of speech 

legitimacy. This same option for an analysis focused on 

subjective experience ς but which intends to be, at the 

same time, shared in terms of identity ς leads Fanon to 

reduce, at times, the complexity of a culture to an almost 

archetypic construction of the post-colonial man. When 

Fanon claims for an identity position in his speech, is he 

speaking on behalf of all black subjects? Black men born in 

Martinique can speak on behalf of black female students 

in Paris
4
? What is shared and what is not between dark-

skinned black people from the suburbs of Paris of Senega-

lese ascendance who have just immigrated, and light-

skinned black people of diasporic origin in Rio de Janeiro? 

Lƴ ǎǳƳΥ ǿƘƻ Ŏŀƴ ǎǇŜŀƪ ƻƴ ōŜƘŀƭŦ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ άōƭŀŎƪƴŜǎǎέΚ 

The question proposed by Fanon in the beginning of 

his book ς what does the black man want? ς is, then, 

delimited by a kind of constitution of desire that neither 

Ŧƛǘǎ ǘƘŜ ǎǇŜŜŎƘ άǿƘŀǘ ŘƻŜǎ ǘƘŜ Ƴŀƴ ǿŀƴǘΚέ όǿƘƛŎƘ ŜƴŘǎ 

up meaning what does the white man want), nor neces-

sarily delimits a valid constitution for all black men. 

!ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ CŀƴƻƴΩǎ ǎǇŜŜŎƘ ƛǎ ƛƴ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΣ ǎǇŜŀƪƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ 

the lived experience of the black man, it brings the po-

                                                 
4 This is a concerƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ƛƴ CŀƴƻƴΩǎ ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘŀǊȅΦ 

tential of rupture and tensioning; it cannot be dissociat-

ed from his experience ς which can assume shared traits 

with other lived experiences ς, but cannot easily trans-

cend the pendulum between particular experience and 

universal category. In other words, any speech with 

claims of shared identities can reveal itself paradoxical. 

Furthermore, the potential of experiences in the 

constitution of individuals not only means a static stand-

point, but also a critical position on this place from 

where one speaks. It is precisely this critical awareness 

as a learning horizon that makes possible living other 

experiences. More than that, experiences unclose a 

multitude of possibilities: as subjects, we are not only 

located in the threshold of lived experiences; we are at 

the outset of what we can still live: experiences that can 

still be lived, other desires that can still be desired. 

Therefore, mƻǾƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎǊƛǘƛǉǳŜΩǎ ǇŜƴŘǳƭǳƳ ŦǊƻƳ ǳƴi-

versality to singular experiences does not easily solve the 

problems initially faced by the narrative turn. The ten-

sion between universal and particular as the horizon of 

constitution of the subject from a logic focused on af-

fects as a property persists in a paradoxical manner: 

particular takes the place of universal, relying in the 

ǎǳōƧŜŎǘΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ǿƘŀǘ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŦƻǳƴŘ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

horizon of the social vocabulary that precedes it. 

IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ CŀƴƻƴΩǎ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ōǊƛƴƎs an important 

contribution by questioning the colonization of the 

speech supposedly based on a universal rationality, 

whose claim of universality validates itself only exclud-

ing. Even though the epistemic contribution of the lived 

experience does not automatically concede the moral 

criteria that transcend its phenomenological imma-

nence, it can pressure flawed notions of injustice. In 

ǘƘŜǎŜ ŎŀǎŜǎΣ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜǎ ŀǊŜ ǊŜƭŜǾŀƴǘΣ ōe-

cause they reveal that the supposed impersonality of 

universal reason is, in fact, equally concrete and particu-

lar, with the difference that it imposes itself more coer-

cively than the other. 

Neither every translation of different narratives 

means speaking on behalf of the other as a denial of 

difference nor every representation must take the form 
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of replacement. Representations can mean, as Spivak 

proposed in relation to its meaning in the German vo-

cabulary, not only the replacement of another (Ver-

tretung), but an exhibition, presentation (Darstellung) ς 

the other who speaks for herself, mitigating ways of 

epistemic violence
5
. The dialog between the Shaman 

Yanomami Davi Kopenawa and the French anthropolo-

gist Bruce Albert, whose intense conversations resulted 

in the monumental work The Falling Sky, is an example 

of these translation efforts in which the theoretical 

disposition goes from speaking on the behalf of to listen-

ing to the other. Without denying the risk of a reduction-

ist confrontation of perspectives, inherent to language 

itself, Albert spent four decades interacting with Davi 

Kopenawa, in a position of a mediator who creates a 

bond of mutual trust. Only after this commitment, it 

became possible to respond to new conceptual tools and 

ǘƻ ǿƻǊƭŘ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜόǎύ όƻǊ άǿƻǊƭŘǎ ƻŦ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜǎέΣ ǘƻ 

use an expression by Viveiros de Castro) based on radi-

cally different ontologies. An encounter that somehow 

echoes the potential mode of translation assumed by 

the shamanic entity itself
6
ΦάL ƭƛƪŜ ǘƻ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ 

ǘƻ ǿƘƛǘŜǎΣ ǎƻ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ Ƴŀȅ ƪƴƻǿέ 
7
. The verbs Kopena-

wa uses in this statement have their own force: explain-

ing and knowing bring an unsettling and conscious 

                                                 
5 άThey must observe how the pretense of the world in repre-
sentation ς its scene of writing, its Darstellung ς dissimulates 
ǘƘŜ ŎƘƻƛŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƴŜŜŘ ƻŦ ΨƘŜǊƻŜǎΩΣ ǇŀǘŜǊƴŀƭ ǇǊƻȄƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ 
agents of power ς Vertretung. In my opinion, the practice must 
be attentive to the double sense of the term representation, 
instead of trying to reinsert the individual subject through 
ǘƻǘŀƭƛȊŜǊ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǎ ƻŦ ǇƻǿŜǊ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǎƛǊŜέ ό{ǇƛǾŀƪΣ мфууΣ ǇΦ поύΦ 
6 άIn anthropology, the image of the shaman is known as a 
diplomat or a cosmic translator; the one who travels around 
different worlds and deals with subjects who are different, but 
equally human. To go back and tell what he saw, the saman 
cannot confuse the perspectives, otherwise he runs the risk of 
ōŜƛƴƎ ŎŀǇǘǳǊŜŘ ōȅ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΩ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ƻŦ ǾƛŜǿΣ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛǾŜƭȅ ǘǳǊƴƛƴƎ ƛƴǘƻ 
somebody else. In the theory of shamanic translation, a same 
referent, object or word can mean another thing entirely, de-
pending on the perspective. There is not an Adamic, absolute 
language, responsible for equaling the differences between 
ǿƻǊƭŘ ŀƴŘ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜǎέ ό!ǊǘƘǳǊ LƳōŀǎǎŀƘȅΣ The art of holding the 
sky through the difference, Suplemento Pernambuco, p. 12. n. 
162, August 2019). 
7 Turner & Kopenawa, 1991, p. 63. 5ŀǾƛ YƻǇŜƴŀǿŀΩǎ ƛƴterview 
to Terence Turner, a representative of the American Anthropo-
ƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ !ǎǎƻŎƛŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭ ŎƻƳƳƛǘǘŜŜΣ ŦƻǊƳŜŘ ƛƴ мффм ǘƻ ƛƴ-
vestigate the situation of the Yanomami tribe in Brazil. Quoted 
in The Falling Sky, p. 63. 

pretension of truth, which, for that matter, arrogates an 

epistemic superiority. Kopenawa has the consciousness 

of whom he is talking to, the sentence is less arrogant 

and more ironic. The tone is disconcerting, provocative. 

And Kopenawa knows that. 

!ŎŎƻǳƴǘǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ YƛƭƻƳōŀΩǎΣ CŀƴƻƴΩǎΣ !ǇǇƛŀƘΩǎ ŀƴŘ 

YƻǇŜƴŀǿŀΩǎ ǊŜǾƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜΣ ƛƴ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǿŀȅǎΣ ŀ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƻŦ 

struggle for epistemic recognition, not only as repre-

sentativity ςby making themselves seen and heard ς but 

ōȅ ǊŜǾŜŀƭƛƴƎ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ǘƘŜ άǳƴƛǾŜǊǎŀƭέ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 

epistemic categories is constituted excludes other invisi-

bilized accounts in this process. Its pressure is funda-

ƳŜƴǘŀƭƭȅ άƳŜǘŀŎǊƛǘƛŎέΣ ǎƛƴŎŜ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŎƭŀƛƳǎ are not disput-

ing the content of the critique per se, but the acknowl-

edgement that their critical potential should be equally 

heard. When these claims pressure the canon, they do 

not do it only from a condition of particularity ς a lived 

experience in particular ς, but from a process of rectifi-

Ŏŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŜǇƛǎǘŜƳƛŎ ƛƴƧǳǎǘƛŎŜΦ .ȅ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ άL Řƻ ƴƻǘ ǊŜŎƻg-

ƴƛȊŜ ƳȅǎŜƭŦ ƛƴ ȅƻǳǊ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎŀƭέΣ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ŀǊŜ 

neither reduced to their particularity nor they impose 

themselves as a new universal; instead, they press theo-

ries towards correction and widening. As Spivak says: 

Lǘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ŀōƻǳǘ ŀ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ άƘƻǿ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ 
ǿŜǊŜέ ƻǊ ŀōƻǳǘ ǇǊƛǾƛƭŜƎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎǘo-
ry as imperialism as the best version of the story. 
It is, on the contrary, to offer an account of how 
an explanation and a narrative of reality were es-
tablished as normative (Spivak, 1988, p. 48). 

 

Epistemic recognition and moral justification: Distin-
guishing first- and second-order injustice 
 

If, on the one hand, the inclusion of these perspectives 

enables to create a theoretical vocabulary which is al-

ready disposed in the demands for justice in an imma-

nent way, their justification criteria depend, on the other 

hand, on a constant tension between particular experi-

ences and social norms. None of them brings justifica-

tion criteria a priori, but express a majorly negative func-

tion of criticism and correction, putting in question the 

ǎǳǇǇƻǎŜŘ ƴƻǊƳŀǘƛǾŜ ƴŜǳǘǊŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ άƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ƻŦ ǊŜŀƭi-

ǘȅέΦ LƴǎƻŦŀǊ ŀǎ ǘƘŜǎŜ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜǎ ŀǊŜ ŘƛǊŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƻ ŘŜǎŎǊƛp-




