Microaggressions, equality, and social practices1

Microaggressions are the everyday, minor and apparently innocuous ‘degradations, and putdowns’ experienced by members of oppressed, systematically disadvantaged or marginalised
groups.2 They are a subject of psychological research and recent campaigns, but have received
little attention from political philosophers.3 Campaigns against microaggressions are also
controversial, with some suggesting that those who protest take offence too easily or are
oversensitive.4 Indeed the very features that define microaggressions make room for this
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challenge: namely, that they are minor and seem innocuous.
One aim of this paper, then, is to give an account of what microaggressions are and what
makes them objectionable. Psychologists disagree over the boundaries of the concept
‘microaggression’, including where the line lies between these and overt discrimination.5 I offer a
definition of microaggressions based on psychology, but constrained by the requirement that the
concept pick out a distinctive form of injustice. The account of what makes microaggressions
wrong thus helps to refine the boundary between microaggressions and other forms of
discrimination. I argue that where microaggressions are an everyday experience they make a
distinctive contribution to relations of oppression and marginalisation.
The paper’s other aim is to demonstrate that microaggressions ought to be of greater
interest to political philosophers. In particular, social or relational egalitarianism is an increasingly
popular position but is often regarded as poorly defined.6 It puts having the right kinds of
relationships at the heart of its theory of justice. Yet accounts of the relationships to be avoided
are frequently left at an abstract level, in terms of domination, oppression and marginalisation.
What kinds of relationships are desirable is often merely gestured at, with examples like citizens
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shaking hands rather than bowing.7 Where more detail is given the focus tends to be on relations
between state and citizens, rather than relations amongst citizens.8
The case of microaggressions provides a promising start to filling out what creating the
right kinds of relations between citizens would involve, largely by exposing an overlooked
tension amongst types of social or relational egalitarianism. It is a familiar thought that focusing
on the basic structure, and so a society’s major institutions, misses some of ‘where the action is’.9
The case of microaggressions resurrects a challenge of this form with particular force for the
increasing number of social or relational egalitarians who adopt such an institutional approach.
Collectively, microaggressions form a social practice that is not amenable to the usual responses
to a challenge of this form. Instead, shifting this social practice requires addressing, in detail, the
social mechanisms that sustain it, which results in a very different approach to understanding
what social equality demands than has been popular hitherto.
I begin, in section 1, with a definition of microaggressions. In sections 2 and 3, I outline
what is wrong with microaggressions, defending an approach that focuses on how they
collectively structure our relationships over one that sees each microaggression as a tiny
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individual harm. In sections 4 and 5, I then defend microaggressions as a social practice that
those who find relations of oppression and marginalisation objectionable must address, but one
that fits uneasily with existing approaches to the site of justice.

1.

What are microaggressions?

I start with some examples:10
Clutching your bag closer on seeing a young black man approach on the street.11
Saying, ‘what are you’, to enquire about someone’s racial or ethnic group or asking, ‘but
where are you really from?’12
Telling an Asian American that he or she speaks English well.13
Saying, ‘cheer up love’, to a woman walking down a street.
A man stating, ‘what a shame’, in response to learning that a woman is gay.
These acts are all microaggressions, as Chester Piece who coins the term describes: ‘subtle,
innocuous, preconscious, or unconscious degradations, and putdowns’.14 Pierce deploys the term
to address racism, mentioning sexism, but the term is now also used to describe experiences of
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other systemically disadvantaged and marginalised groups.15 Expanding on Pierce’s definition
and drawing on recent work in psychology, I propose that microaggressions are behaviours that
meet the following three individually necessary and jointly sufficient conditions.16

1.1.

The conditions

First, microaggressions are minor or subtle, such that individually the behaviours seem
innocuous.17 They include particular turns of phrase, body language, comments, or tone of voice.
These are often minor, consisting of little variations of body language or tone or phrasing, or,
where they are not minor acts, the behaviours are still subtle so that they appear innocuous in
their context, say, by being hard to detect. Their seeming innocuousness is demonstrated by
some of the likely responses to microaggressions. So, the recipient of a microaggression may be
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uncertain that any wrong has been committed, for instance, doubting whether some comment
was meant ‘that way’ or whether what she experienced really happened. When the perpetrator is
challenged, they may accuse the recipient of oversensitivity given the behaviour’s minor nature.
The perpetrator may make excuses that appeal to a lack of knowledge of the act’s wrongness, or
by denying that the offence was ‘meant’ or any wrong was done in this particular instance.18
These excuses look possible precisely because the behaviour appears innocuous.
Second, psychologists such as Derald Wing Sue and Pierce variously label
microaggressions unintentional, unconscious, or preconscious.19 I suggest that the best
interpretation of this condition is that to be a microaggression, the act has to be such that it is
plausible that the perpetrator did not intend the act to have the effect of degrading or putting
down the other.20 While some microaggressions may consist of acts that we are unaware of
performing, like clasping a bag more tightly, other microaggressions may be acts we are aware of
performing, such as asking the only woman in the room to take notes. That the behaviour’s
effects are plausibly unintentional is a central part of what makes microaggressions distinct from
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overt acts of racism, sexism, homophobia, transphobia, ableism, and so on. Further,
microaggressions are acts whose effects are not only plausibly unintended but usually are so.
Here, then, I permit cases where microaggressions are performed intentionally, but these will be
outliers. As Samantha Brennan remarks in discussing small-scale inequalities, we do not tend to
intend each other such small harms.21
The third condition is that microaggressions constitute a particular kind of putdown or
degradation. On the face of it, microaggressions look like a diverse or even disunified kind: they
take many forms and psychologists offer varying taxonomies.22 Microaggressions may echo
stereotypes about a group, for instance, asking someone who is trans whether they have had ‘the’
operation, or subtly demeaning individuals on the grounds of their group membership, such as
telling an Asian American that she speaks English well.23 Microaggressions may highlight that an
individual deviates from some norm for her group, such as telling a woman to ‘cheer up’, or that
being a member of some group is deviating from the normal, like asking ‘how can two women
have sex?’. Alternatively, microaggressions might be acts that invalidate or deny the existence of
oppression of, or discrimination against, a group, for instance, making a joke about the death of
Michael Brown.24
So, what unites these disparate forms of putdown as microaggressions, aside from their
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seeming innocuous and being plausibly unintentional? Shortly, I defend defining
microaggressions in a way that captures a particular kind of injustice. With that goal in mind, two
further features serve to unify various putdowns as microaggressions. First, in paradigmatic
cases, microaggressions are committed by those belonging to the dominant group with respect to
the attribute to which the microaggression calls attention.25 If performed by members of the
same group, acts may not be aggressions: the same action or utterance can have different
meanings depending on who makes it. The suggestion here is that the functional role of
microaggressions in structuring unjust relations, discussed in section 2, is most obvious when
performed by the dominant group.
Second, microaggressions can occur only towards members of subordinated groups:
those that are oppressed or marginalised. Following Iris Marion Young’s analysis, an oppressed
group is one whose members face systemic injustice, where either structures or exercises of
power by others reduce their chances or exclude them. Marginalisation is one dimension of
oppression whereby some group is excluded.26 It is only given that one belongs to a
subordinated group that the behaviours amount to putdowns and degradations in the sense that
makes them microaggressions, and only where the putdowns in question are group-based, in
aiming at the subordinated facet of the person’s identity. The same behaviours, insofar as there
are parallels, towards members of groups not subordinate in the relevant respect — that is, the
respect targeted by the behaviour — are at worst instances of discourtesy or thoughtlessness.
One might object that microaggressions can occur to anyone: everyone can face minor
behaviours that unintentionally put them down. But calling these microaggressions appears to
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overstate the harm in a way that, as argued shortly, calling those that occur to subordinate groups
does not. More importantly for my purposes, if there is a harm, it is of a different kind. To see
this, consider the case of the white South African, often asked ‘yes, but where are you really
from?’. This does not appear to be an equivalent case, nor the same kind of injustice, as the black
British person asked ‘yes, but where are you really from?’.27 I take the difference here to be
intuitive, but for those who disagree the following sections return to defend in detail the
distinctive kind of harm of the second kind of case.
Microaggressions, then, are those minor or subtle details of interactions between people
that fulfil a certain role: namely, functioning as a particular kind of degradation or putdown while
appearing innocuous and plausibly unintentional. It is worth briefly noting the relationship
between microaggressions and micro-inequities or implicit bias, with which philosophers may be
more familiar. Implicit biases underpin some microaggressions but so, too, could explicit biases,
consciously adopted stereotypes, or ignorance of a background context that makes an act
problematic. Further, as Samantha Brennan notes, not all behaviours resulting from implicit bias
are ‘micro’, such as shooting faster on seeing a black person holding an object than a white
person.28 So, too, I follow Brennan in taking microaggressions to be a subset of micro-inequities
— the small-scale inequities that individuals may face — including only negative behaviours.29
Microaggressions are further distinguished as a subset of micro-inequities by the
particular way in which they function. So, in what follows, I consider the relational effects of
microaggressions instead of any distributive effects, like not getting job interviews or good
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grades, which have been the focus in discussions of implicit bias and micro-inequities in
general.30 Sally Haslanger argued recently that focusing on implicit bias and features of individual
psychology might distract us from the broader structure from which inequalities like racism and
sexism arise.31 I will defend microaggressions as amongst the social practices that constitute that
broader structure, examining what incorporating such social practices into thinking about
equality might look like.

1.2.

Defending the method

Before that, however, the definition above faces some methodological issues. First, coming up
with uncontroversial examples of microaggressions is tricky: behaviours not so obviously
offensive that they fail to be microaggressions, nor so inoffensive that they fail to be
microaggressions. Some might say, for example, that clutching your bag closer or asking women to
take notes are instances of overt discrimination. Indeed, one interesting feature of Chester
Pierce’s older discussion of microaggressions is his examples. In one case, Pierce discusses a
white woman so uncomfortable about sitting next to a black man on an airplane that a white
man intervenes to swap seats for the sake of the woman.32 To modern sensibilities this looks
instead to be a case of overt racism. Over time then we may change what instances we label
microaggressions. But that changeability should give us hope, not make us think there are no
such things as microaggressions. Insofar as people are unwilling to be intentionally racist, some
microaggressions might be able to be tackled by altering how they are perceived.
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Second, I deviate from some psychologists by insisting that microaggressions are minor
or subtle and plausibly unintentional. Some, like Derald Wing Sue and his co-authors, have
started to elide the categories of overt and unintentional by including some explicit attacks as
microaggressions.33 However, there is good reason not to run the two together: namely, insisting
on the plausibly unintentional and minor or subtle nature of microaggressions lets that term pick
out a particular kind of injustice.34 The nature of the injustice is detailed below but, for now,
consider that, in contrast to many forms of overt discrimination, it would be difficult and
undesirable to legislate directly against microaggressions given the degree of intrusion into
personal life that would be required to detect them.
The same desire to pick out a particular form of injustice explains a second feature of the
definition. Some might object to insisting that microaggressions are by definition only performed
against those belonging to oppressed or marginalised groups, in order for the act to count as a
putdown of the relevant sort. Yet without that restriction the definition would fail to pick out a
particular injustice, insofar as there is a difference in kind in the harm where the act targets some
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marginalised or oppressed aspect of identity — a claim to which I return.
For those who disagree with such normative motives guiding a definition, this paper
should be taken to concern only that large subset of microaggressions that are seemingly
innocuous, plausibly unintentional, and target subordinate groups. Yet to reject the goal of
delineating a normative concept that picks out a particular form of injustice requires defending
some alternative approach to its analysis. Owing to the nature of the concept, it is not obvious
what that alternative could be. Microaggressions are not yet an ordinary language concept. Thus,
intuitions about ordinary usage are not yet a reliable guide to conceptual analysis of the term
‘microaggressions’, even if one holds that they are usually so.
So, too, even if there are such things as natural kinds that ‘carve nature at its joints’,
microaggressions are an unlikely candidate.35 Some might object that the role of science is to
provide us with a value-free and objective account of entities like microaggressions and that only
afterwards should we proceed with normative analysis. However, the motivating interest of the
investigation within psychology is precisely in investigating a particular aspect of the negative
experience of oppressed or marginalised groups, and so likely involves values in carving out the
phenomenon in question.36 Further, if one were to attempt to exclude values by denying that the
purpose of investigating microaggressions is to examine a feature of the experiences of
subordinate groups, what then would guide the definition or unify the kind? After all,
microaggressions consist of a cluster of different actions with varying effects. Thus, although it
may seem desirable to separate the question of how to define a microaggression from any
normative analysis, in this instance to do so looks misguided.
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2.

What’s wrong with microaggressions

Microaggressions are described as an ‘everyday’ experience for members of marginalised or
oppressed groups: something frequently experienced throughout their lives. The examples
offered range from workplaces to parties, and from acts by strangers to those by friends.37 For
this paper, I take the claim that microaggressions are everyday in this sense as an empirical
assumption, but one with some support.38 So, my question is, what is wrong with
microaggressions, when they are everyday? Some may be tempted to see microaggressions as
merely minor irritations, even if frequent. Others may suggest that microaggressions are mere
symptoms of injustice, suggesting that while it is only where societies are unjust (say, pervasively
racist or sexist) that people commit microaggressions, microaggressions themselves do not
contribute to the injustice. However, I argue that, when everyday, microaggressions structure and
perpetuate unequal status of the kind to which egalitarians object and so are not merely a byproduct of injustice. Collectively, microaggressions form a social practice that contributes to
structures of oppression and marginalisation.39
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Not all instances of unequal status may be objectionable for egalitarians. For example,
some would find ranks of managers and supervisees acceptable despite the hierarchy of status
involved. But sometimes status hierarchies are objectionable. A core feature of societies that are
characterised by unjust social inequalities is a ranking of people, implicitly or explicitly, as having
greater or lesser standing on the grounds of characteristics like race, sexuality, gender, and the
like. That form of hierarchy underpins oppression and marginalisation. So, what distinguishes
the one kind of hierarchy from the other?
In brief, hierarchies of status are troubling for those who object to oppression and
marginalisation at the least when the hierarchies have a unified and pervasive importance among
members of society. A hierarchy has unified importance when members of the society largely
share in the ranking system expressed through the hierarchy, although they may do so to varying
degrees, more or less explicitly. It has pervasive importance where its way of ranking people
influences one’s standing across different spheres of life. These two features can be connected: a
hierarchy is more likely to be pervasive where it is also unified.40
What makes a society ordered by a pervasive and unified status hierarchy troubling is that
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this kind of status follows a person across her life.41 Paradigmatic instances of oppression and
marginalisation include societies ordered by precisely such unified, pervasive hierarchies of status
on the basis of features such as caste, race, or gender. Further, this kind of hierarchy grounds
marginalisation: to be excluded depends upon a widespread and fairly unified perception of
lesser status that makes some into outsiders. More broadly, these hierarchies support oppression
by underpinning the structures and exercises of power that limit some groups. As a brief
illustration, being at the bottom of a status hierarchy, so being seen as lesser, can leave some less
able to make themselves heard when protesting some injustice.42 Their views may be discounted
owing to the standing of the group to which they belong, say, on the grounds of a stereotype
that members of their group are overemotional or unreasonable.43
Microaggressions are not merely symptoms of objectionable status hierarchies but,
instead, when everyday they help to structure and perpetuate these hierarchies, by partly
constituting the hierarchies’ pervasive and unified nature. By ‘structure’, I mean that the
hierarchies have the form that they do partly through these small scale interactions. Lindsay
Pérez Huber and Daniel Solorzano claim that ‘racial microaggressions are a form of systemic,
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everyday racism used to keep those at the racial margins in their place’. Below, I outline some of
the ways that this ‘keeping in place’, or locating within a status hierarchy, occurs.44
First, because they are everyday, experiencing microaggressions makes one’s status
salient in all sorts of spheres and in all kinds of interactions. As such, microaggressions help turn
an inequality between groups into a pervasive status hierarchy, rendering it the kind of unequal
status that follows people across a life. Sometimes microaggressions make status salient through
highlighting it or reminding people of it, such as when someone stares at a same-sex couple
kissing, or tells a black person that they are ‘so articulate’.45 Alternatively, they make unequal
status salient through asserting it, as in making a joke that women should make the coffee or do
the washing up. Making salient that feature by virtue of which, given broader social attitudes, one
has a lower standing can act as a reminder of one’s lesser status.46 So too, that feature may be
made salient to others: to bystanders witnessing the interaction or the rest of the group of which
one is a member. This last also provides a way in which microaggressions can serve to unify a
status hierarchy, by reinforcing it in the minds of others.
Second, microaggressions can also make the subject of the microaggression feel
like an outsider: excluded or a deviation from the perceived norm. They do so by
emphasising a person’s ‘otherness’ which marks them out as having lesser standing
within a society that is racist, sexist, homophobic, transphobic, classist, ableist and so
on.47 So, they can serve to express the stereotyped differences between the groups:
clutching a bag closer as a young black man approaches, for example, or excessively
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commenting on a black woman’s change of hairstyle.48 Third, microaggressions can act as
reminders that members of the group are expected to confine themselves to certain roles
or behaviours or be penalised. Microaggressions can be a way to police the borders of
what is acceptable for a particular group, like telling a woman to ‘cheer up love’ if she
fails to smile on the street, or making a comment that ‘all Asians are good at maths’. In
serving these second two functions, microaggressions contribute to the unified nature of
the hierarchy by raising, and sometimes reinforcing, the purported differences between
the groups. Without these purported differences the hierarchy would lose a part of its
internal logic since these features are used to distinguish and separate the group.
Further, the very innocuousness of microaggressions is essential to their being
able to perform these roles in perpetuating troubling status hierarchies, through
contributing to the pervasiveness of the ranking system across a life. It is because they
are innocuous-seeming that microaggressions are hard to detect, object to, or prevent.49
So too, it looks likely that many perform microaggressions who would not tend to be
overtly or aggressively racist, sexist, homophobic or otherwise discriminatory, given they
are so minor and subtle.50 That innocuousness, then, lets them spread out.
Hence, we have normative reasons to label a diverse set of phenomena
‘microaggressions’. While microaggressions vary — for instance, being invalidations or
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insults, consisting of body language or speech acts — their wrongfulness is best
understood by considering them collectively. That collective impact also explains why a
response to any one microaggression can easily appear an overreaction, and yet why they
are objectionable. Further, it accommodates the variety in the experience of
microaggressions: some microaggressions might pass unnoticed, and yet the collective
practice still contributes to unequal relations. This account of the wrongfulness of
microaggressions gives us reasons of justice to address acts that seem innocuous, minor,
unintentional. This is a kind of injustice that distorts relations of equal standing among
citizens in a particular way, being in part constitutive of, and a causal contribution to,
relations of oppression and marginalisation.

3.

Defending the structural approach

Some may disagree with characterising microaggressions in terms of their collective role in
structuring unequal relations. Instead, they may be tempted to analyse microaggressions as tiny
individual harms, then ask whether the perpetrator bears responsibility, especially since this is the
form that the analysis of implicit bias and micro-inequities has generally taken.51 Indeed, without
an account of how individual microaggressions wrong or harm people, some might dispute that
any collective harm could emerge.
However, microaggressions are not unique in being apparently innocuous, individually,
but collectively harmful. For example, climate change or environmental damage are partly a
product of clusters of individual acts that, taken on their own, may be unobjectionable. The
individual innocuousness of microaggressions, then, is not a particularly pressing objection to
regarding their collective effects as harmful, any more than in the case of trivial emission-
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producing acts.
Still, though, one might prefer to characterise microaggressions in individual terms, as a
tiny harm to relationships or a personal slight. However, then microaggressions would be
experienced by those belonging to no subordinated groups too: if A makes a slightly impolite
remark to B, B’s relationship to A may suffer just a little or B may feel slighted, even if B faces
no other disadvantage. As such, it looks like the individual account fails to pick out a particular
injustice, which was the guiding aim of defining microaggressions in the first place. For those
who belong to no subordinate group, the damage could not be a tiny reminder of one’s lesser
status owing to one’s group, nor can it be a reinforcement of exclusion where one is not already
marginalised. Indeed, it is doubtful that such an individual account succeeds in picking out a
distinctive kind of putdown at all. All that would distinguish microaggressions is being plausibly
unintentional and seemingly-innocuous and a great many cases of minor rudeness or
inconsiderate behaviours fall under that description. Then, one might question the usefulness of
the term ‘microaggression’, given that we have words enough to describe such rudenesses
already.
Some might object by claiming that there is more similarity between dominant and
subordinate groups than is supposed above. In particular, people can be reminded of stereotypes
about dominant or privileged aspects of identity too. Take a man visiting a ‘mother and baby’
group where the women present make jokes about his incompetence at baby-related tasks, or
boys being told to ‘man up’ or teased for crying.52 However, while harm may be done to men
through these stereotypes and reminders, microaggressions proper function differently and in a
way that results in a distinctive kind of harm. In these examples, the little reminders do not
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function to put the men or boys into their lower status place qua group membership. Men are
not, overall, disadvantaged by the assumption that duties to care fall on women, nor that they are
the stronger gender. Instead, the reminders suggest that particular men and boys, as individuals,
are failing to act in the ways deemed fitting for their higher status group. While these reminders
may be harmful, then, they do not harm or act as putdowns in the same way as microaggressions
proper: they do not structure relations across a life in ways that marginalise or oppress people on
the basis of their group membership.53
Regardless of the difference, one might nonetheless insist that the term
‘microaggressions’ ought to be extended to include slights targeting privileged aspects of identity,
seeing the kind of putdown in question as somehow still sufficiently unified. Even then, though,
microaggressions would become an issue of justice only collectively and against a background of
marginalisation and oppression to which they contribute: only then would microaggressions
change from tiny harms to a distinctive kind of injustice that patterns unjust relations.54 Thus,
there remains a crucial difference between the experience of dominant groups and others, in that
members of dominant groups are not wronged in the same way as are members of subordinated
groups.
Thus far, however, I have ignored an alternative way to characterise
microaggressions as individual harms: namely, each microaggression could be regarded as
a tiny knock to an individual’s self-esteem. Psychology might provide some support: after
all, Chester Pierce coined the term to describe the experiences of those visiting him in
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therapy.55 Further, some hold that possessing self-esteem — or at least its background
conditions — is a matter of justice. So, this version of an individualistic approach might
let us say the term ‘microaggressions’ captures a particular injustice and a distinct kind of
putdown, namely, an assault on self-esteem.
Is this self-esteem approach a viable alternative to a structural account? It might
be pragmatically unwise, given that one criticism often levelled against objections to
microaggressions is that people are being oversensitive. Further, picking out what counts
as a microaggression by what assaults self-esteem would include a great many slights
unrelated to any shared aspect of identity, as well as those targeting dominant aspects of
identity. Conversely, it would exclude many experiences current labelled
microaggressions, such as ‘othering’ microaggressions that point to a supposedly
distinctive but not in itself dis-valued feature of a group (e.g., being good at maths).
Finally, even were one willing to accept the pragmatic risks and the unusual scope of the
definition, a problem remains. A view regarding any slight to self-esteem as an injustice is
extremely demanding. The more customary approach is to claim that justice requires that
all possess the social bases of self-respect. It is unclear that amongst these bases one
would include the absence of ever experiencing any subtle innocuous-seeming slights of
any sort.
None of the above is to deny that microaggressions could harm self-esteem.
Indeed, many include equal respect as one social basis of self-respect. Thus,
microaggressions might be objectionable to those egalitarians who regard the social bases
of self-respect as required by justice, insofar as microaggressions perpetuate unequal
respect as described in section 2. Microaggressions might even be one mechanism by
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which possessing unequal standing has such an impact on self-respect, by reminding
people of their lack.

4.

Equality and institutions

When everyday, microaggressions contribute to injustice by structuring the status
hierarchies that structure relations between citizens. That should make them of interest
to political philosophers, as I argue in the remainder of this paper. For a start, as a
consequence microaggressions should feature in the account of relationships among
citizens required of those approaches that take social equality as their goal. In particular,
the case of microaggressions demonstrates that fine-grained details of individual
behaviour may contribute to status hierarchies of a kind objectionable to social/relational
egalitarians. Yet microaggressions differ from the issues that have hitherto largely
preoccupied such egalitarians, such as the arrangement of economic systems, welfare,
laws or state bureaucracies and how these might be arranged in ways that protect people
from social inequalities.56
That difference is, I suspect, a consequence of the tendency towards an institutional
focus in political philosophy, exemplified by the Rawlsian emphasis on the basic structure and so
on a society’s major social and political institutions.57 One type of relational/social egalitarian,
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who I suggest we label ‘social egalitarians’, share that institutional approach.58 That manifests not
only in which issues social egalitarians take as central, like the arrangement of the welfare system,
but also in taking their theory to be directly descended from Rawls.59 The relation to Rawls is
further reflected in an emphasis on securing the social bases of self-respect, which motivates a
concern for equal status as one such social basis.60 In contrast, microaggressions consist of finegrained details of individual interactions. As a result, the institutionally-minded social egalitarians
are likely to regard microaggressions as lying outside of the domain of justice.61 On their way of
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thinking, principles of justice should order the basic structure but not fine-grained details of
behaviour within that structure, aside from citizens possessing a sense of justice.62 Further,
insofar as one’s desire is that citizens possess the social bases for self-respect, little slights like
microaggressions look irrelevant. Instead, what matters is that all have sufficient standing overall
to possess the social basis of self respect, and that might be consistent with experiencing some
microaggressions.
Yet I have argued that microaggressions, if everyday, are a way in which patterns of
unjust relations are structured and so perpetuated. On the face of it, those pursuing social
equality should regard what sustains racism, sexism, transphobia, ableism, and the like as ‘where
the action is’.63 Indeed, for a second kind of social/relational egalitarian, who I label ‘relational
egalitarians’, microaggressions are easy to accommodate. Relational egalitarians also hold that
justice involves the elimination of relations of oppression, marginalisation and domination, but
are not committed to restricting justice to a basic structure or institutions alone. This last might
be a result of a commitment to starting with existing injustices, which leaves open what counts as
the primary site of justice, and of taking Iris Marion Young rather than Rawls to be the
tradition’s central figure.64 Further, relational egalitarians are not necessarily motivated to object
to status hierarchies by a desire to secure self-respect; for instance, they may think that status
hierarchies are intrinsically unjust. Relational egalitarians can thus attend to fine-grained details of
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individual interactions, along with any other ways that unjust patterns emerge in social relations.65
Hence, microaggressions present a challenge to social egalitarians in particular. Social
egalitarians have to explain how such fine-grained individual interactions can fit into an
institutional theory of justice, or why microaggressions can justifiably be overlooked despite the
way that they unjustly pattern social relations. This challenge arises precisely because by
definition social egalitarians are concerned with the unjust status hierarchies to which
microaggressions, if everyday, contribute. The form of this challenge is familiar: namely, that an
institutional approach to justice misses out some of ‘where the action is’.66 Feminists make the
same case with the slogan ‘the personal is political’.67 Cohen does so in arguing that the
difference principle, according to which social and economic inequalities are to be arranged to
the ‘greatest benefit of the least-advantaged members of society’, should apply not only when
ordering the basic structure but also to people’s ‘legally unconstrained’ economic choices about
what jobs to do or what incentives to demand.68
Considering microaggressions might provoke parallel disputes to those arising in these
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other cases. So, for example, it might be observed that coercive state mechanisms or principles
of justice look out of place when dealing with microaggressions, given the spheres in which they
occur, just as some hold they do in family interactions, like who does more household labour.
Alternatively, some may argue that worrying about microaggressions underestimates the effects
of the basic structure. Following Joshua Cohen, one might hope that in a society with a just basic
structure people would simply become more just.69 Others might claim that microaggressions are
not where the action is, since status hierarchies would never emerge if we had ensured fair
equality of opportunity, equal basic liberties, and the like.70
Raising these parallels suggests that many possible reasons for objecting to including
microaggressions within the remit of political philosophy do not apply to microaggressions alone.
But, more interestingly, these parallels also help to clarify the nature of the challenge to social
egalitarians and, perhaps, refine a dimension of the wider debate over adopting an institutional
approach. So, two natural responses to injustices apparently arising outside the domain of justice
are, first, to expand that domain by adding institutions to the basic structure and, second, to rely
on citizens’ sense of justice. The first option is common when considering the family. The
second may be tempting in instances like the gendered division of household labour or
incentive-seeking, where we can understand these as choices where citizens should, or would, be
guided either by the very same principles that order their society or by principles of justice
appropriate for that sphere.71
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Microaggressions fit poorly either way. We would not want to call fine grained details of
individual interactions of this kind a matter of institutional arrangements, nor include all the
realms of life in which they occur as belonging to a society’s basic structure. Yet
microaggressions are also plausibly and usually unintentional in their effects; the person clutching
her bag closer does not intend to put the other down. That puts pressure on characterising the
solution to microaggressions in terms of citizens choosing in accordance with principles of
justice. Someone who performs a microaggression is not usually choosing to commit an
injustice, nor aiming to continue relations of social inequality. Nor is it obvious that all who
commit microaggressions lack a sense of justice. Someone could be fully committed to seeing
people as free and equals and to supporting the just institutions, yet unwittingly commit some
microaggression. Indeed, there is no reason to think that would be especially rare: a sense of
justice is not likely to dictate such fine-grained details of interactions, nor need microaggressions
result from any directly unjust individual attitudes, as I elaborate below. Thus, microaggressions
pose a challenge for social egalitarians. On the one hand, when everyday, microaggressions
contribute to a pattern of injustice by structuring relationships of unequal status. On the other,
they do not fit easily within an institutional approach to justice, nor the usual ways to
accommodate apparent counter-examples to that approach.

5.

Social norms and social practices

At this point, it might be observed that the fact that racism, sexism and other forms of inequality
are often perpetuated without direct intention and through ‘informal’ social structures ought not
be surprising.72 Indeed, microaggressions are probably only one instance of a more general
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challenge faced by those social egalitarians who desire to focus on institutions and principles of
justice and yet tackle structures of racism, sexism, and other forms of unjust social hierarchy.73
To conclude the paper, however, I suggest that we ought to take a piecemeal approach when
dealing with the various phenomena making up these social structures.
For a start, some ways that our relations are patterned by informal social structures can
be addressed through familiar means. For instance, the influence of implicit biases on
distributive outcomes is amenable to correction by institutional measures. When the concern is
the pattern of distribution of, say, good jobs, possible responses include affirmative action,
redistributing benefits attached to jobs, or removing identity-revealing information from CVs. In
contrast, what makes microaggressions problematic is how they collectively shape social relations
and for that there are no equivalent institutional workarounds. Further, a central commitment
among social and relational egalitarians is that relational inequalities cannot be simply addressed
through the redistribution of other resources, so status hierarchies would not be so easily
compensated for as, say, benefits accruing to jobs.
So, what should we do about microaggressions? Some might hope that re-characterising
the sense of justice would suffice. Rather than characterising the sense of justice as applying
principles of justice directly to individual choices, it could be seen as an ethos, or set of social
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norms, that citizens internalise, which then pervasively shapes their behaviour.74 Perhaps that
kind of ethos would operate without our having to devote attention to it on particular instances,
such that we would not unintentionally engage in acts going against it, which might include
microaggressions. But this hope reveals the need to attend to the details of the social
phenomenon in question.
Considering the case of microaggressions suggests that sometimes social inequality is a
product not of the wrong social ethos or norms but, rather, the wrong social practices. These
can be distinct.75 Social practices are common patterns of behaviour within a society or
subgroup. Social practices are constituted by that pattern: there is nothing more to a social
practice than the pattern of behaviour persisting. In contrast, social norms being, as Elizabeth
Anderson describes, ‘a standard of behavior shared by a social group, commonly understood by
its members as authoritative or obligatory for them’, could persist, albeit in an unstable way,
where the pattern of behaviour no longer does.76 So, too, in contrast to social norms, social
practices need not be experienced as authoritative or obligatory by those participating in them.
Further, there are social practices that are not socially enforced, where none will sanction others
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for failing to comply.77 Social practices might emerge and persist for a range of reasons, including
factors of individual psychology, bias, habit or historical happenstance, as well as being
underpinned by social norms.
Thus, social practices can sometimes come apart from social norms and the claim here is
that microaggressions are one such example. Insofar as microaggressions are a common
experience amongst members of subordinate groups, they form a social practice: a pattern of
behaviour common in a society. But there is no social norm or cluster of norms directly
underpinning that social practice as a whole. Those who commit microaggressions do not tend
to regard themselves as meeting a ‘standard of behaviour’ that they understand as authoritative
or obligatory for them when performing a microaggression. So, too, people do not tend to be
sanctioned for refraining from committing microaggressions.
Having said that, some microaggressions are related to social norms. So, there may be
subgroups within which refraining from particular microaggressions is sanctioned: imagine the
member of a rugby club who refrains from any kind of political incorrectness. But
microaggressions also occur in contexts without such sanctioning. So, too, some
microaggressions reflect norms that the perpetrator has internalised about the group in
question’s behaviour, say that women ought to be, and are expected to be, pleasant.78 But not all
microaggressions are so clearly tied to particular social norms about appropriate behaviour for
individuals.
Further, despite such relations, the distinctness of a social practice as compared to a
social norm has practical significance in the case of microaggressions. As a consequence,
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correcting this social practice might not, or not only, require ensuring that we have a sense of
justice or anti-discriminatory social norms, since these are not the only factors that produce the
social practice in question. For example, we might need to alter associated social norms that,
while they do not make some microaggression obligatory for us or lead us to sanction those who
fail to put down others, nonetheless result in microaggressions. These will include some norms
of politeness. Recall the aeroplane example earlier, where a white man gets up and swaps seats
since a white woman looks uncomfortable sitting next to a black man. Now, I take it, this
behaviour appears rude (as well as racist). But then, perhaps, it might have been construed by the
white man as polite, attending to the comfort of the woman. Alternatively, as another example,
education might be required, for instance, on the correct terminology to use when discussing
someone’s identity or the particular background context and historical injustices that, say, make
commenting on a black woman’s hair a microaggression.
Thus, here I echo Lawrence Lessig’s criticism of the treatment of social norms within law
and economics as a kind of ‘blob’ to be pushed from all sides, without paying attention to the
detail of particular cases. To undermine bad social norms, Lessig suggests, we have to address
the particular social meanings and social roles involved.79 I suggest that similar attention to detail
would be required to shift social practices like microaggressions and so secure social equality.
Not only that, but how to do so likely varies across differing microaggressions depending on
their particular and varying roots in social norms, historical context, among other factors.80 As
such, taking the nature of social practices seriously also has normative implications. In particular,
insofar as microaggressions structure relationships of the kind egalitarians find objectionable,
being oppressive or marginalising, they must attend to fine-grained features of our interactions.
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They cannot instead rely on general appeals to the side effects of having the right institutions or
a sense of justice to do the work: these institutional strategies may well leave the phenomenon of
microaggressions largely intact. Hence, relational and social egalitarian accounts of what relations
of social equality look like and how we could secure them will be costly to construct, requiring a
wealth of details about how our social interactions are structured and maintained. Further,
providing these details will no doubt give rise to a series of particular normative issues that will
have to be addressed, including, for instance, how to balance the demands of achieving social
equality against concerns about excessive intervention in people’s lives, or whether one can
permissibly seek to undermine social norms that only indirectly contribute to microaggressions.
So, to conclude, the goal of this paper has not been to answer how to end
microaggressions. Instead, it has been to argue that microaggressions are both an injustice and an
interesting case for political philosophers. In particular, the case of microaggressions suggests
that social practices are amongst the phenomena that we should think about when we are
concerned with justice, not only institutions and individual choices. Social practices, too, can
structure and pattern our relationships in ways that can be unjust. Considering microaggressions,
then, presses home that the social realm is a site of justice — or, at least, injustice — for any
account that makes the heart of justice a matter of having the right kinds of relations among
citizens.
However, the case of microaggressions also suggests that accommodating the social
realm within an account of justice will not be straightforward. Addressing social injustices, where
phenomena like microaggressions pattern relationships among citizens, requires engaging with
the details of social interactions and their underlying mechanisms. This paper tackles only a very
small part of that task. Considering this kind of detail is an unfamiliar task for many political
philosophers, surprisingly, even for social egalitarians with their claims to be centrally concerned
with the nature of our relationships. But it ought not be.
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