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Act	 in	 the	 world	 of	 choices	 and	 rights?	 Limited	 opportunities	 and	 epistemic	
injustice	as	a	consequence	of	conditioned	lived	space		
 

Veronica Lövgren, Department of Social Work, Umeå university, 
veronica.lovgren@umu.se 

 
Background: Recent studies have identified increased opportunities for participating in the 
community for young adults with intellectual disabilities. However, paternalistic and 
infantilising attitudes remains. As	Carlson	(2010:15)	notes,	people	with	intellectual	
disabilities	are	rarely,	and	have	seldom	been,	seen	as	“knowing	subjects	in	their	own	
right”.	Paternalistic	attitudes	towards	people	with	intellectual disabilities	have	marked	
them	as	‘eternal	children’	or	non-adults.	This	has	worked	against	an	articulation	of	their	
experiences,	and	further,	has	encouraged	skeptical	attitudes	concerning	their	credibility	
(Atkinson,	2005;	Atkinson	&	Walmsley,	2010;	Carlson,	2010).	Such	skeptical	attitudes	
often	rest	upon	stereotypical	generalizations	of	the	group.	This view has implications in a 
number of areas, not at least in relation to the welfare system. An	example	might	be	when	
staff	in	disability	care	settings	question	what	persons	with	intellectual disabilities	reports	
simply	because	of	being	ascribed	to	a	certain	category	-	as	intellectually impaired.	This	can	
be	understood	that	persons	with	intellectual disabilities	as	a	social	category	perceive	a	
lack	of	testimonial	credibility	(Fricker,	2007).	But	not	be	listened	to,	or	then	one’s	
reports	and	stories	are	not	taken	seriously	will	also	affect	one´s	hermeneutical	resources,	
resources	to	conceptualize,	communicate	and	even	for	oneself	make	sense	of	
experiences.	This	can	be	seen	as	an	epistemic	injustice,	which	“consisting,	most	
fundamentally,	in	a	wrong	done	to	someone	specifically	in	their	capacity	as	knowers”	
(2007:1).		
 
Method: The methodology is empirically grounded in semi-structured qualitative interviews 
with 13 middle-aged men and women in long-term receipt of disability services. The analyses 
were conducted both thematically and by using discursive tools such as interpretative 
repertoires and subject position, and in light of Fricker’s (2007) work on epistemic injustice.  
 
Results: The analyses highlight that practices within disability services risk to create a 
circumscribed and conditioned lived space for people who receive such services. This is 
illustrated by discussing: Marginalising structures inflects understanding of oneself; Working 
life and paradoxical discourses; and Gendered ranges of socio-spatial mobility. All examples 
point at limited resources in the form of experiences and social interactions, and the social 
knowledge gained in such experiences.  
 
Conclusion: Although guided by the ambition to care and protect, structural transactions 
provided by the welfare system run the risk of simultaneously depriving individuals of 
experiences as well as the hermeneutical resources necessary to interpretatively frame and 
make sense of their situation. The interviewee are put in an unfair disadvantage when it comes 
to making sense of social experience, as well as articulating expectations on support. Support 
that often is essential in relation to exercising choices and making claims of legal rights, and 
creating a, for one self satisfactory, everyday life.  
	


