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IRANDA Fricker’s Epistemic Injustice famously focuses onharms against a person

pecifically in their capacity as a knower” (2007, 1). In the wake of her book,

iscussionsofepistemic injustice have largely involved,ifnot centered upon,capacities.

abilities. Though theliterature has grown to address issues of epistemic injustice
oing far beyond theinteraction of individual knowersandtheir particular abilities—
nging from the role of institutions to embedded cultural practices to dynamic sys-

ms and even complex technologies—the harmsin questiontypically trace back to
eit impact on, and assumptions concerning, the abilities of knowers. Furthermore,

sumptionsaboutthe relationship between certain kindsofabilities, certain kindsof

owing, and the goodlife abound.

While there is increasing scholarship on disability and épistemic injustice, our aim
in this chapter is to suggest that social epistemology would benefit from a deeper en-

gagement with the rich literatures in disability studies and philosophy of disability.

ore specifically, we hopethatthis piece acts as motivation for social epistemology as a

field, and debates concerning epistemic injustice in particular, to further (a) engage the
fields of disability studies and philosophy ofdisability and (b) more directly address the

problem ofableism.
_ Weproceed in three steps. In section 1, we edeiait the import of ableism asit
telates to concerns in social epistemology and then turn,in sections 2 and3, to the

issue of epistemic injustice, testimony, and intellectual disability. In section 4, we
discuss the latter in termsofthe nelationship between Autistic people and communi-
Cation norms.
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In the majority ofcases, assumptionsabout others’ abilities underwrite the very concept

of epistemic harm, and such assumptionsrun therisk ofbeing ableist. By “ableism,” we Vette

will use Talila “TL” Lewis's definition, as developed in conversation with “Dustin Gibson losoy

and Black and other negatively racialized Disabled people.’It goes as follows: ‘ast

degr
A system that places value on people’s bodies and minds based on. societally me
constructed ideas of normalcy, intelligence, excellence and productivity. These
constructed ideas are deeply rooted in anti-Blackness, eugenics, colonialism and
capitalism. This form ofsystemic oppressionleadsto people andsociety determining
‘whois valuable and worthy based on a person’s appearance and/ortheirability to sat-
isfactorily [re]produce,excel and “behave.” You do not have to be disabled to experi- Fan
ence ableism. (Lewis 2020, n.p.)

To ay
Insofar as a given academicfield engages in debates concerning “abilities,orits abili

cognate term “capacities, without taking the problem of ableism seriously, then Pa

the door opens to discrimination against people with disabilities as well as the larg

many ramifications of such discrimination. Given how ableism can negatively im- ledg

pact people—and given that everyone, if they live long enough,will experience thro

disability—there is the possibility of such discrimination against even people a

considered to be able-bodied.! In other words, ableism can negatively affect people be |:
regardless ofdisability status. is

_ Manyofthe storied distinctions in the literature on epistemic injustice—whethe C

concerning testimonial, hermeneutical, contributory, or related forms—make funda
mental assumptions about the meaning ofability, not to mention the assumption tha

the epistemic actors in the situations under consideration both know andarealso abl
to comprehend and complywith the normsatplayrelative to such abilities. As Barbar

Vetter writes:

Whenappealingto abilities, philosophers tend to start with some everyday example Car
such as the ability to play the pianoorto hit the bull's eye with an arrow. They then bei;
point out somegeneralpoints aboutthoseabilities, and go on to transfer those ge- 127:
neral points onto the moredifficult but philosophically moreinteresting cases that Ex
they are interestedin: the ability to make choicesfor reasonsor to act otherwise than
one did, or the cognitive abilities relevant for virtue epistemology. But this direct

' Furthermore,it’s possible. that a person can be discriminated against on the basis of perce!
disability. The Americans with Disabilities Act was specifically written to provide protections 4g4
this: “To be protected by the ADA, one must havea disability, which is defined by the ADA asa phyS
or mental impairment that substantially limits one or more majorlife activities, a person wh?
a history or record of such an impairment, or a person whois perceived by others as having su
impairment.”



  
   

   

   

  

  

   
  
   

  

  
   

   

DISABILITY AND SOCIAL EPISTEMOLOGY 515

projectionis illicit ifthere is no one characterization that coversall abilities. We must
have some independentreason for thinking that our preferred characterization of,
say, theability to play the pianoapplies to the casesthat are of interest in the respec-
tive philosophicaldebate. Butoften thatis precisely whatis at issue.”

Vetter claims that unexamined assumptions about ability play a profoundrole in phi-
sophy, especially in epistemology. This suggests thatliteratures which usethis concept

without furthercritical reflection open themiselves up to ableism of various sorts and
degrees (Reynolds2016, 2020).3

2. THE CASE OF DISABILITY AND

| TRANSFORMATIVE EXPERIENCE
F tHeeee eetete HC OTE NRO U ENN C LENO NCCLS NUT yO es SEN se ee ta eur eee eee eeeeseenaeeebasoeodesceassenegenecececsctenenes PARP R es eee ease edadeccsecasacerensrecsssccreceseeoses

0 appreciate the insights that engagementwith disability studies and philosophyofdis-
bility provides, consider how the concept of—and certain experiences of—disability
eused in theliterature on transformative experience (Paul 2014).* Thatliterature has
rgely agreed on onepoint: situations that involve harms which outweigh any know-

ledge gained by the epistemic transformationsthat they bring aboutare not worth going
‘through. For example, L. A. Paul writes, “in caseslike [being eaten by] sharks, we don’t
need to perform an assessmentof the outcome by cognitively modelling whatit would
be like, because we know what the results would be: we know every outcomeis bad,
whateverit is like” (Paul 2014,128;cf. 27). ,
Campbell and Mosquerageneralize from this quotation to develop whattheycall

 

The Shark Claim: One can evaluate and compare certain intuitively horrible
outcomes(e.g., being eaten alive by sharks) as bad, and worse than certain other
outcomes even if one cannot grasp whattheseintuitively horrible outcomesarelike
[cf Paul 2014, 127;cf. 27]. (Campbell and Mosquera 2020,3551)

_ Campbell and Mosquera continue by noting, “Paul discusses other examples such as
_ being hit by a bus and having yourlegs amputated without anesthesia [Paul 2014: 28,
_ 127; 2015: 802-803].” They contrast the shark problem with what theycall the Prior
ExperienceClaim, whichisat the core ofPaul’s theory oftransformative experience: |

* Vetter 2019, 218, references omitted, ‘The literature which Vetter here references largely ignoresquestions raised by or grounded in experiences of disability. Given the aims at hand, we will, on theWhole, focus far more heavilyonliteratures explicitly informed by such experiences.
* There is already a literature that discusses this issue in relation to Fricker’s work, including thepotolarshtp ofElizabeth Barnes, Josh Dohmen,Anastasia Philippa Scruton, Alex Miller Tate, and Shelleyremain,

* This sectionis adapted from Reynolds 2024.
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The PriorExperience Claim: One cannot evaluate and comparedifferent experien-
tial outcomes unless one can grasp what these outcomesarelike, which one can do
only ifonehaspreviously experienced outcomesofthat kind [cf. Paul 2014,2, 71-94).
(Campbell and Mosquera 2020,3551)    

   

  

   

   

   

“Evaluation” and “comparison” are here construed as functions of cognitive model-
ling. By virtue of having experiences ofX kind,it is assumed that one can cognitively
model outcomespertaining to X in such a manner that one can judge—evaluate and
compare—their subjective value. For Paul, “subjective value” just means the value(s)

Wh
son

attached to undergoing X kind(s) of experience(s). As she details at length, the prior bias
experienceclaim is especially pertinent to experiences the undergoing of which trans- me
form oneas a knower. The following problem immediately arises: What distinguishes ‘
transformative experiences, to which theprior experience claim applies, from sharky fie
experiences, to which the Prior Experience claim does not apply despite one notever oe
having undergone such experiences? .
Campbell and Mosquera attemptto solve this problem in two ways. Theyfirst adopt

an approach that assumesa precise boundary betweenthe twosorts ofexperience. This, cal
expectedly, runs into the sorites paradox, and so they dismiss that solution. They then for
turn toa vagueness approach.After exploring supervaluationist, epistemicist, and ontic fe
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vagueness accounts, they argue that none solve the problem. This is because whether
one focuses upon linguistic indecision, ineliminable uncertainty, or vagueness “out

there” in the world, the problem of drawing a non-question-begging distinction be-
tween “normal” and “sharky” cases of the evaluability of outcomes remains, Onthis
basis, they concludethat the shark problem is indeed a threat to Paul’s accountoftrans-
formative experience. :
But this conclusion is wrong for two reasons: (A) the experiential kinds under

discussion fail to characterize the core issue of personally transformative experi-

énce. (B) the real “shark problem”has been misidentified as a merely epistemolog-

ical concern without taking into accountits larger normative dimensions. Wefirst
address (A).

Paulherselfdistinguishes between experiencesthatare epistemically transformative,

whichprovide novel phenomenological contentand can’t be cognitively modeled, and

experiences that are personally transformative, which provide novel phenomenolog-
ical content, can't be cognitively modeled, and also alter one’s senseofself, priorities,

preferences, and thelike (2014, 155-156; cf. Barnes 2015). Paradigmatic cases of persone ‘

ally transformative experience include “becoming a vampire” “being a parent,’ “tell
gious conversion,’ and “beingin love.’ By contrast, “eating a durian,“seeing the auror

borealis,’ and “flying in a plane” are cases of epistemically transformative experien¢

These two typesare regularly run together by Campbell and Mosquera(see, €.8-. 202°
3550), but they are distinguished by Paul:

Ifwe hadindividual-level data that couldtell us how likely a particular outcome was
for us and howwed respondtoit, then we could arguethatbiglife choices should be

pr

e
m
t
h
e

p
e
t



 

. DISABILITY AND SOCIAL EPISTEMOLOGY 517

made in the same way that we choosenot to step in front of a bus or to be eaten by
sharks. In caseslike the bus or the sharks, we don’t need to perform an assessment of

the outcome by cognitively modeling what it would belike, because we know what
the results would be: we know every outcomeis bad, whateverit is like. ... But for the

sortsofbig life choices I've been focusing on, we don’t have sufficiently detailed data
to do this, andit’s not clear weever will. (Paul 2014,127, ouritalics)

 

  

  

  

  

  

 

  
  
  
  

 

  

  

  
  

 

  
  
  
  

  

 

   

  
  
  
  

 

  

“WhenPaulrefersto “big life choices,’ this is a shorthandfor experiences whichare per-
-sonally transformative, not merely epistemically transformative. Note that the same

event or process can bebothepistemically and personally transformative, which,tell-

ingly, is a case ofspecialinterest with regard to decision theory.
Consider leg amputation.It results not only in an epistemic transformation (one the

mere contentofwhichislikely notitselfworth the pain; cf. Reynolds 2022), but in a per-

sonal transformation (one the content ofwhich we cannot know without beingchanged

as persons). Thus, focusing on the intuitive horribleness of the amputation goes only

partway. Whatever purchasethe claimsofintuitive horribleness may have for epistemi-

cally transformative experiences, they do not necessarily transfer to personally trans-

formative experiences, Since Paul's work patently focuses uponthelatter, not the former,

the pertinent question is instead aboutthe intuitive horribleness of post-amputation

life. It is about how oneis transformed upon becoming,for example, a wheelchair or.

prosthetic user.
What doesleg (lower, upper, or what have you) amputation necessarily result in?

Disability. It means one will no longer be able to walk solely using the means of one's

biological body (assuming one was ambulatory before). On a social modelofdisability,

amputation necessarily results in impairment in the sense that one’s body shifts from a

phenotypical to an aphenotypical form—in this case with respect to shape, overall func-

tion, and mode of movement(Cross 2016;cf. Silvers 1998). It also necessarily results in

disability in the sense that one will now encounter a world not designed for one; one will
instead encounter a world by andlarge designed for ambulatory people. Thatis to say,
one must now live in a world in which wheelchair users (or prosthetics users,etc.) are

often stigmatized andin which one must deal with the many, complexeffects ofableism,
whetherin regards to sociallife, employment, healthcare, political representation, or

what have you (Toombs1995; Kafer 2013).

Social scientific research concerning people with lower-leg amputation offersev-

idence regardingits horribleness. It turns out that the “intuitive horribleness” with

respect to becomingparaplegic through a traumatic event gets one aspect of such ex-

perience correct: it is a difficult ability transition. It can throw people into depres-

sive and suicidal states, especially during the first year (Kennedy and Rodgers 2000).
But that research also showsthat afterwards many people cometo find new normals,

new modesofflourishing, and cometo enjoy their new paraplegiclife (Kennedy and

Rodgers 2000).
Does being paraplegic iin and ofitselfmean one’s life will necessarily go worse? No.

There is a significant body ofwork demonstrating such a claim to befalse (e.g., Barnes
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2016; Begon 2020). This research shows that the relationship between various im-
paired/disabled states and well-being is instead extremely complicated (Campbell and
Stramondo 2017). That relationship is a product of a host of contextual factors, not
factors merely pertaining to one’s particular form ofembodiment(cf. the exchange be-
tween Barnes 2018; Francis 2018; Howard and Aas 2018).

In short, and as Elizabeth Barnes hasarguedin the greatest detail, disability is not
bad simpliciter. However one mightultimately judge this literature, to focus merely
on the moments of becoming impaired (and especially if that transition involves
painful, even tortuous experiences) misses the point about not simply whatit is like
to be disabled in this or that manner in a narrowsense, but whatlived experiences
of disability amountto in any given case. To focus on the moments of a shark attack
or the momentsof amputation, anesthetizedornot,fails to appreciate the importof
the thesis ofpersonally transformative experience and instead functionsasa red her-
ring by emphasizingdiscrete, highly painful experiences and/orability transitions
that ignore or distort a wide range of evidence concerning the lived experiences of
disability.
Being non-ambulatory will result in one experiencing a world designed for ambu-

latory and otherwise able-bodied people. That world is often frustrating to navigate

and frustrating in many other respects dueto the exclusions of today’s built world, a

world which doesnot, on the whole, practice universal design, but instead able-bodied
design (Hamraie 2017). Still, if one listens to the testimony of people whoin fact use

wheelchairs for mobility, such disabilities by themselves do not thereby makelife hor-
rible (Mairs 1996; Kafer 2013).

Let us assume that, at minimum, you must use a wheelchair of somesort to get
aroundafter either of these events. What doesresearch say about the well-being of
wheelchair users with respect to their lived experience? It suggests that most experi-

encethe use of a wheelchair in terms of freedom andasa toolthat affords them self-

determination to do a hostof activities (Wolbring 2003). Depending upon context,

certain electronic wheelchairs allow greater,faster, and—for some—even more enjoy-

able freedom of movementthan using one’s own two legs would.If that strikes you as
strange, just consider the amountof people who purposely and joyfully use scooters,
electric bikes, or any number of other powered devicesto get from pointA to B as op-

posed to simply walking. In sum,the mere fact that one uses a wheelchair does not en-

tail that one’s life will be horrible, and intuitionsthatit will be horriblefly in the face of

evidence concerningthelived experience of those whoactually use wheelchairs (Galli
etal. 2015).

‘To take anotherofPaul's central examples, consider how strange it would beto claim
that Paul’s opening discussion ofbecoming a vampirefails to demonstrate the problem
of transformative experience merely because beingviolently bitten in the neckis intu-
itively horrible. In the same way, to infer from the presumed intuitive horribleness of

becoming paraplegic to the intuitive horribleness of being paraplegic fundamentally
misunderstandsthe natureofdisability, ability, and the role ableism playsin evaluative
intuitions.
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3. EPISTEMIC INJUSTICE, TESTIMONY, AND

INTELLECTUAL DISABILITY
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While, as seen above, issues related to the testimony of disabled people are too easily
dismissed or misunderstood, they becomeparticularly complex when the focus is not
_on physical disability, but when one instead heeds the lived experiences ofthose who are
cognitively disabled, including those for whom interpersonal verbal communicationis

difficult or impossible.° A numberofphilosophers ofdisability have previously noted

how certain cognitive disabilities can be more complex than other formsofdisability on

a numberoffronts. Furthermore, as Eva Kittay observes, “cognitive disability remains
among the moststigmatized formsofdisability” (Kittay 2019,95).

One ofthe reasonsthat cognitive disability can be especially problematic in academic -

discourseis that certain power dynamics, whichaffectall forms and experiencesofdisa-
bility, become especially crucial. Not only in termsofscholarship butalso in terms ofthe

history of disability rights movements, cognitively disabled individuals have been ex-
ceptionally marginalized. Drawing on feminist epistemology, Jackie Leach Scully argues
that power functions epistemologically in at least three ways. First, “the epistemic re-
sources available to membersofa society are generated and maintained within existing
structures ofpower and domination”(Scully 2020, 298). Second, poweris differentially
distributed andleads to the need for what Du Bois calls “double-consciousness,’ a fixed

ability to consider oneself both from the perspective of the oppressed and disadvan-

taged (in Du Bois’s context, “the Negro”) and from that of the oppression (in Du Bois’s
context, white American Jim Crow culture). “It is a peculiar sensation, this double-

consciousness, this sense of always looking at one’s self through theeyes of others, of

measuring one’s soul by the tape ofa world that looks on in amused contempt andpity”

> Not everyone uses the language of cognitive vs. intellectual disability in the same way. For
instance, “intellectual impairment” is the preferred locution of much of the medical and psychological
communities, as evidencedby the definition manual of the American Association on Intellectual and
Developmental Disabilities (AAIDD), whichis closely followed by the DSM.In the introductionto their
Cognitive Disability and Its Challenge to Moral Philosophy, Licia Carlson and Eva Feder Kittay write that
“we've chosen the term ‘cognitive disability; under which we include conditionslike autism, dementia,
Alzheimer’s, and [what has historically been called] mental retardation, rather than ‘intellectual
disability? The former is broader. Also, some forms of cognitive disability do not imply diminished
intellectual capacity (e.g., autism)” (Carlson and Kittay 2010, 1 n.1; see also Carlson 2010b and Francis
2009). Even the definition used by the AAIDDincludes more thanjuststrict intellectual functioning: “a
disability characterized by significant limitations bothin intellectual functioning andin adaptive heavier
as expressed both in intellectual functioning and in adaptive behavior as expressed in conceptual,social,
and practical adaptive skills” (American Association on Mental Retardation 2002,1). In whatfollows,
we use the language of cognitive disability and intend our use of the term to cover the widercategory of.
disability, though it should be noted that many of the sources on which we draw focus primarily on the
more restricted class. But it should also be kept in mind that the boundariesofthis class are both instable
and permeable (Carlson 20104,317).
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(Du Bois 1997, 38). Double-consciousness, for Du Bois,is not just a sensation;it poses an

existential challenge to make sense ofthese two waysoflookingattheself.

. These structural problems meanthatcases ofcognitivedisability are unique,raising a

numberofissues that can bedefensibly sidestepped with other kindsofdisability. Here,
let us mention two.First, cognitive disability has been taken to undermine autonomy
to a greater degree, and perhapsin a different way, than,say, many formsof physical
disability. While a wheelchair user may notbe able to access a workplace without en-
vironmental accommodation, cognitive disability is often taken to rule out the kind of
autonomythat mostformsoflabor today presuppose.Thehistory ofdisability advocacy
is one in which advocacy onbehalfofthose with cognitivedisabilities has had profound

- effects on the lives and opportunities of manyintellectually disabled individuals.Licia
Carlsonargues thatsuch advocacyis epistemically important to prevent supposedly dis-

engaged neutral philosophers from ruling out autonomyandthepossibility ofgiving—

and having others receive—epistemic input on one’s ownlife (Carlson 2010a). Carlson _

goes on to arguethat “there is a presumption ofauthority on thepart ofthedisengaged

moral philosopher, and a corresponding dismissalof the authority of those whoare in
embodied, concrete relation to persons with intellectual disabilities” (Carlson 2010a,

320). This is true not only ofphilosophical discussionsofintellectual disability, but cul-

turally as well, andit plays out in educationalaccess, interactions with medical personal,

and a hostofothersituations (Pefia-Guzman and Reynolds 2019). The epistemiclimita-

tions that somecognitive disabilities cause can be modified,at least toa significant de-

_ gree, through a rangeofpractices that we canlabel, follow Eva Feder Kittay, as practices

ofcaring.
Amongphilosophersof disability, Kittay has donea significant amount of work to

develop this insight. As she shows in a numberof places, one can often gain epistemic
access to another's experience andinterior world throughpractices ofcare. “Seeing how
much care my daughter requires and the impact on hercaregivers has led menotonly to

think ofthe obligationsothers have to caregivers but also to consider what can go wrong

in the nested dependencies in whichcare is embedded. ... 1 have cometo see howeasily

one can draw the wronglesson from the particularity of a caring experience” (Kittay
2010; 140). ‘This is why, for Kittay, we needto differentiate attempted care from care as a
success term—thatis, a normative sense ofthe wordcarethat picks out “care as it ought
to be practicedifit is to do what care is supposed to do”(137). Kittay usesall-caps CARE

to refer to this normative sense of the term. While to:care is used to describe action oF
comportmentregardless ofconsequenceand withoutreference to the normative frame-

work in which those actions or comportments are judged, to CARE refers to acts oF

‘needs as understoodrelative to the normative frameworkofcare ethics. For Kittay, then,

“our relationships to others come with additional (although not alwaysprivileged) ep
istemic access to the other—and with such knowledge comesspecial responsibilities to

respondto that individual’s CARES.”®

   

® Kittay 2019, 175. Also relevant here is Barrett Emerick’s work on cmipaly asa corrective t0

testimonial injustice; see Emerick 2016. :
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In-such a case, closeness might actually increase thelikelihood of overruling or im-
properly interpreting the cared-for’s testimony. One involvedin offering testimony on

_ behalfof another whohascognitive disabilities thus needs to make sure that they’re not

allowing their attempt at care to contribute to testimonialinjustice:

Notonly negligentor abusive behavior, but even good intentions borneofthe carer’s
own needs anddesires to be helpful, to do what she is sure is good for the cared-for
even ifthe cared-for has good reasonto reject these ministrations, can interfere with
the care that is genuinely needed.(Kittay 2019, 140)

This particular issue isn’t unique to carers; given that the experience of a particular

disability can range so widely between individuals, there’s a similar risk involved with
individuals with one kind ofdisability speaking on behalf of other individuals with

the samedisability. Susan Brison writes about “the dilemmaof speaking only for one- .
self versus speaking, without warrant, on behalfofa larger group” in the contextof the

traumaofsexualassault, though the dilemmaapplies to disability as well (2002, 29; see

also Alcoff 1991). She elaborates:

The hazard of presumingto speak for all members of a group, for example,for.all
women (something white, middle-class academic feminists have been all too prone
to do), can be avoided,atleast to someextent, by makingclear the backgroundfrom
which one writes andrefraining from overgeneralizing in one’s conclusion. ... We
need not speakfor other survivors oftraumain order to speak with them.’

Furthermore, this need to speak with, and to do so well, is of particular importance

when thinking about social epistemology and cognitive disability. If this risk exists be-

tween individuals with a particular disability, there will be a similar, and likely greater,

risk of speaking on behalf of a group of individuals with a disability that one does not
have oneself. As many people whocritique care ethics have argued, such a frame-

work can inadvertently undermineself-advocacy and can too easily center the voice

_and concernsofthe carer over the cared-for. That is an omnipresent threat for symbi-
otic caring relationships, one whichillustrates the complicated nature of communica-

tion such relationships present. ‘This is a further reason why working towards a more

nuanced understanding of the unique ways in which cognitively disabled individuals
are epistemic agentsis a task social epistemology needsto take up. As we understand

it, an increased focuson collaborative knowing could take at least two forms. On the
morerestricted view, two discrete knowers would enable each other’s knowing through

the kind ofCARE we've beentalking aboutin this section. Or one could seek to develop

7 Brison 2002, 30. Thus her advice: “Those of us writing (and using in our scholarship) first-person
narratives of group-based trauma have to be careful not to speak only for ourselves, while avoiding
speaking, without adequate knowledge or authorization, for others” (94).



Jama IMA Avabards IGLANPAAING VLAN Lb bavi i

 

a more communal-based view in which it is a group—or federation—rather than
individuals that know.’

4. AUTISM AND COMMUNICATIVE NORMS
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In this final section, we briefly explore anotherkindofepistemicfailure arising from an
asymmetry in communicative norms. Most generally, communicative normsare those
communication patterns and practices that are assumed to be the default, if not the
standard, for communication within a particular social domain. Communicative norms
vary across cultural contexts; but even within a particular culture, variation in com-
municative practice can function to exclude individuals for whom those normsare ei-
ther not possible orrequire significantly more effort. More specifically, communicative ©
normsthatare often taken for granted by non-disabled individuals systematically disad-
vantage certain disabled subpopulations. While this point can be true for a number of
disabilities, here we focus on autism.

Speaking of autism is itself complicated, given the significantly wide range of
experiences to which the term refers."° It is both a contested diagnosis and an identity
that people claim, including those who havegreatpride around it. In what follows, we
will focusfirst on issues surrounding diagnostics. At present, an autism spectrum diag-
nosis is given on the basis of behavioral symptoms, rather than underlying physiolog-
ical differences (see Sample 2013, 76). Educational diagnoses of autism in the United

® Details of what, among other issues a community of care looks like will depend on which
approach is pursued, though wedon’t have the space to unpackthedetails here. For instance, Emerick’s
"2016 account of empathy moreclosely aligns with thefirst of these two approaches. See also Piepzna-
Samarasinha 2018. |

* See also Dinishak 2021 for related themes.
© Cf. the work of Lydia X. Z. Brown. “Based on the work of Lorna Wing and Judith Gould in their

1979 Camberwell study, autism was rebornas a so-called spectrum disorder. Autism was, in other words,
reconceived of, notas a-single disorder with fixed deficits, but as a conglomeration ofseveral disorders
and syndromes with many deficits. .. . Interestingly, in the most recent version of the Diagnostic and
Statistical Manual—the newly released DSM-5—these separate diagnostic labels have been collapsed
undera singular designation ofAutism Spectrum Disorder. Autism is now explicitly measured in terms
ofgradation ofseverity. Rejecting a strict categorical diagnosis (i.e., either one meetscriteria or not) and
moving toward a dimensionalone(i.e., to what degree does one meetcriteria), the DSM-5 version of
autism is not so much a coherent group ofpathological signs and symptomsbutis rather understood
as a spectral range of pathologicalreferents anchored by oppositional poles of severity” (McGuire 2016,
50-51). Jami Anderson and Simon Cushing gosofar as to suggest that “the term ‘autistic’ might meet

the fate of the outdated term ‘neurotic} which turned out to be a pseudo-scientific term for an inexact
clumping together of unrelated phenomena” (Anderson and Cushing 2012,5; see also 10), In individual
work, Cushing argues that “we do not have a clear conception of what autism is... . If autism is to be
a collection of such [psychological] modules (or defects in various modules) then we either need to
know thejustification for grouping them together (the ‘bundle’ problem again) or we need a common
explanation at the level ofneurology” (Cushing 2012,38).  
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States under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act are distinct from med-

ical and psychological diagnoses, which use the Diagnostic and Statistical Manualof

Mental Disorders (DSM,currentlyinits fifth edition). The DSM-V diagnosticcriteria
for Autism Spectrum Disorderinclude “persistent deficits in social communication and
social interaction across multiple contexts” and “restricted, repetitive patterns of beha-
vior, interests, or activities” that “causeclinically significant impairmentin social, occu-
pational, or other importantareasofcurrent functioning?"

Reflecting on the earlier DSM-IV diagnostic criteria for autism, David DeVidi

writes that it “looks ratherlike it might make it a matter of definition that the goal of
enabling meaningful reciprocal relationships for those with autism is quixotic” (2013,

187). DeVidi also notes that “it is unfortunate... that so many discussions of autism in

the philosophicalliterature focus[] on those with Asperger’s syndrome and othersat

the ‘high functioning’ end ofthe autism spectrum,”This runstherisk of “distort[ing]
the picture of what autism involves” (DeVidi 2013, 189) and further marginalizes the

input of others on the spectrum in ways continuous with the previous section of the

present paper. And while apparentdisabilities have their own dangers(e.g., infantiliza-
tion, offensive beneficence,pity), invisible disabilities (including some manifestations

of autism) can be particularly problematic insofar as the non-disabled participant in|

communication may not be awareofthe other's disability, and they thus assumedefault
communicative normsthat exclude or disadvantage the other (see Stramondo 2010).

This makesit easier to discount their testimony.
The characteristic communication deficits having to do with interpreting the prag-

matic componentof the “communicative content of speech’ have significant interper-

sonal implications; “the inability to grasp significant components of whatis being said

meansthatoften,in the normalrun ofconversation, a person with autism will not bein a
position to appreciate the rangeof[social] options actuallyon offer” (DeVidi 2013,190).

Autistics can often havedifficulty understanding dominantsocial cues. This leadsto dif-
ficulty understanding sarcasm, for instance, or how verbal insults between individuals

sometimes function as a sign of friendship and closeness rather than true insults. But

the breakdown for communicative normsisn’t unidirectional. Formsofdirect or blunt

communication, often favored by Autistics over the use of “social lubricants” (e.g., in-
directly saying, “T'll think aboutit” rather than the more straightforward “No”), can be
interpreted by neurotypical individuals as rude and questions taken to be disguised
suggestionsorcriticisms. Thus, the supposed “inability” cuts both directions—it is the
inability of able-bodied people to understand andappreciate a widerset of social cues
(or lack thereof) that is equally at play.
Or consider the following characteristic of many Autistics, for whom the preference

for routine and familiarity can impede social interactions:

"| Diagnostic andStatistical Manual ofMental Disorders, 5th edition, 2013. Racial intersections of how,
wedefine disability in terms ofadaptive function are discussed in Brosco 2010, 4off.
® DeVidi 2012, 189; it should be noted that many Autistics find language of “high functioning”vs.

“low functioning”to be incredibly problematic.
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One complicatingfactor [ofsocial interaction for Autistics] can (at somerisk ofover-
simplification) be phrased thus: “No”often doesn’t mean no. Whilethis is subject toa
great dealofindividualvariation, when a person with autism is asked whether or not
a particularactivity (going for a walk, stoppingin at the bank,etc.) would bea good
idea, especially when the suggestionis outside ofroutine,the first response can be an
“automatic no,’ Repeated discussion can be required before the routine-breakingac-
tivity can happen.... It is regarded as badpractice to acceptthefirst response to such
important questions. .. . But it takes someone who knowsthe person well to know
whenthefluctuation hassettled into a decision.”

Theability for non-Autistics to “read” Autistics—andthe reverse!—can require a degree
of interpersonal knowledge and trust between individuals that extant educational and
social contextsrarely facilitate, .
The “problems” Autistic communication and interpersonal interaction cause are

better. understood as a function of communicative norms, not merely a characteristic
or disposition inherent in one participant, namely the Autistic person. Gallagheretal.
(2022) suggest that social interactions should be understood as a form of embodied-
situated performancethat they call a “meshedarchitecture” Like physical architectures,
social architectures can function to exclude rather than being accessible to disabled
individuals. If Autistics are not able to satisfy neurotypical communicative norms and ©
are not given sufficient opportunity to employ their own preferred norms, we then have
reason to think that Autistic testimonywillfail to enter into usualsocial exchanges. And
this is exactly what contemporaryresearch finds. :

In a recent study,social communication was examined between Autistics as well
as between Autistic and non-Autistic partners. Rather than focusing on video orspe-
cifically designed interactions, Morrison et al. evaluated real-world unstructured
interactions for participant evaluation oftheir interlocutors. The study found that “au-
tistic participants did not share the TD [typically developing” or neurotypical] pref-
erence for TD overautistic partners, and in contrastto traditional conceptualizations
of autistic sociability, reported feeling closer to their partners than did TD adults,
disclosing more about themselvesto autistic partnersrelative to TD partners.”4

Furthermore, Autistic participants evidenced a “greater interest in future interac-
tion with other autistic adults” (Morrison etal. 2020, 1076) than did TD participants.
Morrisonetal. also connect their work to the DEP (double empathy problem) frame-
work, which “posits a communication gap between autistic and typically developing
(TD) people in which differences in social expression and understanding present
barriers for cross-diagnostic interaction and connection” (1068). They concludethat

3 DeVidi 2013,191. See also Timpe 2016,30.
4 Morrison etal. 2020, 1076. Though the researchers don’t draw this connection,this finding relates

to “access intimacy,” whichis “that elusive, hardto describe feeling when someoneelse‘gets’ your access
needs. . .. Access intimacyis also the intimacyI feel with many otherdisabled and sick people who have
an automatic understanding of access needs out of our shared similar lived experience of the many
different ways ableism manifests in ourlives” (Mingus 2011,n.p.).
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social motivation is thus a function of communicative social norms. As one of the

researchers summarized, “these findings suggestthat social interaction difficulties in

autism are not an absolute characteristic of the individual... . Rather, social quality is a

relationalcharacteristic that dependsonthefit between the person andthesocial envi-
ronment.”This relational approach explains why both the social interactions between

Autistics and neurotypical individualscan bedifficult for both participants, rather than

simply an experience on the Autistic side of the interaction.If that’s the case, then the
social difficulties can be ameliorated through accommodations in the social environ-

ment rather than placing the entire burden on Autistics (e.g., the pressure to engage in

masking behaviors).!° Amandine Catala, Luc Faucher, and Pierre Poirier have recently

_used similar considerations to develop a relational account of epistemic agency that
enablesus “to better understand how epistemic injustice arises and to design moreeffec-
tive interventionsto foster greater epistemic justice for autistic people.”

Otherdisabilities can impact social interactions as well. Certain physical disabilities

makeit more difficult to dress in socially approved ways(e.g., having one’s clothes kempt
or wearing makeup, etc.), and can also make it harder to get someone on time given
increased transportation demands,lack of accessible transportation, fatigue, or pain.
Eachof these plays directly into social norms and expectations regarding appearance

and punctuality, Similarly, the need for directed/supported typing"orthe use ofan aug-

mented communication device can make social interaction dependenton the presence
ofa properlytrainedaid or functioning technology.

Butit is not just the content or reception oftestimony that dependson socialfactors
and communicative norms. Similar issues can arise not just with testimony, but other
epistemic situations—when conferences are organized in ways that disadvantage par-

ticipation by Autistics(e.g., by not havingsufficient sensory breaks that may be needed)

'’ Morison et al. 2020, 1078 (italics added). These results shouldn't be particularly surprising, as
they were suggested by autistic self-advocate Jim Sinclair in his 1993 “Don’t Mourn for Us”: “[Autism]
does not mean thechild is incapable ofrelating at all. It only means you're assuming a shared system, a
shared understanding of signals and meanings, that the child in fact does not share.It’s as if you tried to
have an intimate conversation with someone who has no comprehension of your language. Of course
the person won't understand what you're talking about, won't respond in the way you expect, and may
well find the whole interaction confusing and unpleasant. . . . It takes more work to communicate with
someone whose native language isn’t the same as yours, And autism goes deeper than language and
culture; autistic people are “foreigners” in any society. You're going to have to give up your assumptions
about shared meanings. You're going to haveto learn to back upto levels morebasic than you've probably
thought about before, to translate, and to check to make sure yourtranslations are understood. You're
going to have to give up the certainty that comes of being on your own familiar territory, of knowing
you're in charge”
6 Forrelated issues, see Timpe 2022 and Nelson 2020.
” Catala, Faucher, and Poirier 2021, 9013. Non-individualistic approaches to social epistemic

dependenceare discussed in Greco 2021.

8 Onour view, directed/supported typingis distinct from facilitated communication, which we take
to be problematic in at least some forms (see Helmsley, Bryants, and Schlosser 2018). Part of whatis at
stake in thelatter qualification is that there is significant ambiguity concerning that to which practice(s)
of“facilitated communication”refer.
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or those with other disabilities (e.g., when roomsare notset up so that Deaf audience

memberssee both their interpreters and the visual aids). Sometimesthe failure to have
mutually accessible normsresults in injustice, as found, for example, in the frequency of

police shootings of Autistic (especially Black and brown male) adults (see, for instance

McGuire 2016),

One way that Autistics have fought back against these normsis through Autistic

pride and by support of the larger neurodiversity movement. Though even here,
there is concern that the movementoften excludes people who cannot substantively
engagein it.

5. CONCLUSION
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Asindicatedearlier, we in no way maintain that the issues canvassed in this chapter
exhaust issues at the intersection of disability and social epistemology. On the
contrary, we hope that it spurs further research and conversation in a number of

directions related to that intersection. Here, let us also briefly mention a few other
epistemic issues related to disability that we haven't been able to explore in greater

depth. We haven't considered, for instance, the ways that accommodations and com-
- municative technology can open up opportunities for education and the securing of

knowledge.” Or how digital technologies are changing interactions between those
with disabilities and those without.” Or how structural injustices impact learning
whether onehas a disability in the first place given current diagnostic practices. As

with other kinds ofsocial identities; there are importantissues at play in the relation-
ship ofboth disability and epitemalogyia theory and in practice—andspecifically
with respect to social power.”!

If one of the primary tasks of social epistemology is to investigate “the epistemic

effects of social interactions and social systems, and especially if such inquiryis
done as a step toward having “well-designed social and interpersonal practices and
institutions,’ then we need to give more collective attention to disability (Goldman
and Blanchard 2015). We look forward to a deepening of work on these issues in the
future,

9 See,for instance,Satterfield et al. 2015; McDonald and Lopes 2014; and Bouck 2010.
* See, for instance, Raja 2016 and McGuire 2016: “Thepopularization of the Internet has also been

a key technological developmentin the history of autistic self-advocacy. Insofar as it can be accessible
to autistics who communicate solely via computer and to those whofind sustained social stimulation
stressful and/or impossible, the Internet represents a unique discursive spaceofautistic resistance” (62):

*" See 'Tremain 2017; Tuana 2006; Scully 2020; Kafer 2013; McRuer 2018; and Piepzna-Samarasinha
2018. These issuesare related to what Goldmanrefersto as a third branch ofsocial epistemology, namely
“assessing the epistemic consequences of adopting certain institutional arrangements or systemic
relations as opposedto alternatives” (Goldman and Blanchard 2015,n.p.),
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