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Abstract
Being the victim of a microaggression, that is, a relatively 
minor act of hostility that targets someone's (marginal-
ized) social identity, can be distressing, but so can merely 
being in doubt over whether one has been the victim of 
such aggression. To address this last problem, Regina Rini 
has proposed a novel understanding of microaggressions 
that is meant to eliminate such doubts. On her “Ambiguous 
Experience Account,” whenever members of marginalized 
groups believe they might have been subjected to a micro-
aggression, a microaggression will have been committed 
even if the would- be perpetrator was not motivated by 
prejudiced aggression. This article challenges this account 
on grounds of being incompatible with people's lived ex-
periences, including those of the would- be victims, and 
argues that we should instead accept the conventional ac-
count on which microaggressive acts must be consciously 
or unconsciously motivated by prejudiced aggression. 
At the same time, it shows that those falsely suspected of 
having committed microaggressions will still merit blame 
sometimes for having failed to signal that their behavior 
was respectful of others, which lessens the concerns that 
Rini's conceptual engineering seeks to address. I conclude 
by drawing out some implications for the debate on micro-
aggressions and attributional ambiguity.

1 |  INTRODUCTION

Microaggressions are commonly defined as comparatively minor acts of hostility that target 
other people's (presumed) social identities (Elder,  2021; Freeman & Stewart,  2019; Perez 
Gomez,  2021) or, more narrowly, as ones targeting their (presumed) marginalized social 
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identities (Dover, 2016; Friedlaender, 2018; McTernan, 2018; Pierce, 1970; Rini, 2020; Sue, 2010).1 
The kinds of behaviors that have been labeled “microaggressions” are highly diverse, leading 
some scholars to argue that the concept is too broad to be analytically useful (Lilienfeld, 2017). 
For example, in a seminal article on microaggressions,2 Derald Wing Sue et al. (2007) identify 
all of the following behaviors as instances of racial microaggressions (the ensuing list is not 
exhaustive):

• Referring to someone as “colored” or “oriental”
• Displaying a swastika
• Asking a Black person: “Why do you have to be so loud/animated? Just calm down.”
• Mistaking a person of color for a service worker
• Television shows and movies that feature predominantly white people, without representa-

tion of people of color
• Overcrowding of public schools in communities of color
• The statement: “I believe the most qualified person should get the job.”
• The statement: “There is only one race, the human race.”

Whether or not the term “microaggression” has become too much of a catchall, which 
is an issue I bracket here, this article proceeds on the assumption that there are clear in-
stances of such aggression—think of one in which someone refers to a Black person as 
“colored” in order to offend them (cf. Sue et al., 2007) or of one in which the (implicit or 
explicit) belief that members of a particular ethnic minority are not full- blown citizens 
leads someone to ask one of its members where they are from (Perez Gomez, 2021)—that 
are morally problematic for at least two reasons. First, by attacking people's social iden-
tities, they are plausibly understood to involve (wrongful) discrimination (Altman, 2016). 
Second, at least when encountered regularly, they can harm people by impairing their 
long- term welfare and ability to function (e.g., Friedlaender, 2018; McTernan, 2021; Perez 
Gomez, 2021; Rini, 2020; for an overview of empirical evidence for such cumulative harms, 
see Williams, 2020).

In fact, and this brings us to a related problem that will concern us here, Chester 
Pierce (1970), Regina Rini (2020), and Christina Friedlaender (2021) have argued that even 
merely being in doubt over whether one has been the victim of such aggression can have 
adverse effects by causing people to fret over whether they were shown disrespect by an-
other person (some examples shortly). To address this last problem, Rini (2018, 2020) has 
proposed a novel understanding of microaggressions that is meant to eliminate such doubts. 
On her “Ambiguous Experience Account,” whenever members of marginalized groups be-
lieve they might have been subjected to a microaggression, a microaggression will have 
been committed even if the would- be perpetrator was not motivated by prejudiced aggres-
sion (Rini, 2018, 2020). In this contribution, I challenge this account on grounds of being 
incompatible with people's lived experiences, including those of the would- be victims, and 
argue that we should instead accept the conventional account—called the “Motivational 
Account” by Rini—on which microaggressive acts must be consciously or unconsciously 
motivated by prejudiced hostility. At the same time, I show that those falsely suspected of 
having committed microaggressions will still merit blame sometimes for having failed to 
signal that their behavior was respectful of others or simply not intentionally disrespectful, 
which lessens the concerns that Rini's conceptual engineering seeks to address and further 

 1For an overview of how the term “microaggressions” has evolved since it was coined by Chester Pierce in the 1970s, see 
Friedlaender (2021).
 2According to Google Scholar, the article in question has been cited more than 5000 times.
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weakens our reasons for accepting her revisionist account of a microaggression.3 I conclude 
by drawing out some implications for the debate on microaggressions and attributional 
ambiguity.

2 |  TH E PROBLEM OF ATTRIBUTIONA L A M BIGU ITY

Before considering in more detail why we should be troubled by cases where people are in 
doubt over whether others committed microaggressions against them, it is instructive to look 
at some scenarios where such doubts can arise. One comes from an experience that Sue had on 
a plane with a fellow academic:

Just before takeoff, the attendant proceeded to close all overhead compartments 
and seemed to scan the plane with her eyes. At that point she approached us, 
leaned over, interrupted our conversation, and asked if we would mind moving 
to the back of the plane. She indicated that she needed to distribute weight on 
the plane evenly. Both of us (passengers of color) had similar negative reactions. 
First, balancing the weight on the plane seemed reasonable, but why were we 
being singled out? After all, we had boarded first and the three White men were 
the last passengers to arrive. Why were they not being asked to move? Were we 
being singled out because of our race? Was this just a random event with no 
racial overtones? Were we being oversensitive and petty? Although we complied 
by moving to the back of the plane, both of us felt resentment, irritation, and 
anger. In light of our everyday racial experiences, we both came to the same 
conclusion: The flight attendant had treated us like second- class citizens be-
cause of our race. (Sue et al., 2007, p. 275)

As Rini (2020, p. 51) has noted about this incident, it is not clear that the flight attendant on 
Sue's plane was actually motivated by racism, whether consciously or unconsciously. The rea-
son for this is that there is at least one prima facie plausible alternative explanation, namely 
that she asked Sue and his colleague to move simply because they were already sitting closer 
to the back of the plane.

Another example may be found in cases where people are asked where they are from. While 
this is often a perfectly innocent question, when directed to a member of an ethnic minority, 
it can, and sometimes does, involve an assumption on the part of the interlocutor that the 
person in question must come from abroad, which is problematic insofar as it presupposes an 
ethnicity- based conception of what a member of the relevant society looks like or is supposed 
to look like (Perez Gomez, 2021). (Of course, such assumptions may come to light when saying 
that one is from the same country as the interlocutor leads to the follow- up question, “No, I 
mean where are you really from”).

Still another example, which has not been discussed within the literature on microaggres-
sions yet, might be found in cases where people only ever criticize Islam for being patriarchal 
without acknowledging that other religions within their country have patriarchal elements too 
and in their most orthodox versions are usually highly female- unfriendly as well. Whereas 
such oversight could be accidental, it can also bespeak a prejudiced desire to target Muslims. 

 3After revisions for this article were largely finished, David Schraub (2023) published a paper in which he defends a related claim, 
namely that it can be negligent for people to create situations where others are left uncertain over whether they were 
microaggressed against even if they were not. This article, as I see it, is complementary to his in two ways. First, by providing an 
in- depth critique of Rini's influential revisionist conception of a microaggression and, second, by offering criteria for determining 
whether people are guilty of such negligence and showing how signaling can help to avoid it.
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Consider, for instance, the Islam criticism of Dutch far- right politician Geert Wilders. In re-
proaching Islam for failing to respect women, he has, to the best of my knowledge, never men-
tioned that Orthodox Calvinists in the Netherlands also endorse patriarchal norms, as evinced 
by, among other things, the fact that as late as 2012, the Orthodox Calvinist party SGP had to 
be forced by the European Court of Justice to allow women to stand for election and the fact 
that during the 2021 national elections, this party's electoral list still did not feature any female 
candidates.4

What is pertinent for us is that even if there is no ill will in cases like the ones just mentioned, 
the behaviors in question will still be problematic if, and when, they produce doubts among 
people as to whether they were microaggressed against. The reason, as Rini points out, is that 
this not rarely causes “targets to ruminate on the incident long after it occurs because they have 
no clear cause to reference” (Rini, 2020, p. 76), which can not only be emotionally taxing (see, 
for instance, Sue's experience in the plane incident) but may also distract them from activities 
in which they prefer to invest their time and energy instead, especially when they experience 
such ambiguity regularly as some people report to do (e.g., Friedlaender, 2021; Pierce, 1970; 
Rini, 2020; Sue, 2010; Williams, 2020). While there will sometimes be the possibility of asking 
the suspected perpetrator whether she was acting microaggressively, it is important to observe 
that this may not provide clarity. For one thing, those accused of such aggression often have 
self- interested reasons to deny the accusations, given that within many contemporary soci-
eties, there exist taboos on aggressive behavior (Pinker, 2012) as well as on being prejudiced, 
including racially prejudiced (which, according to Pierce and Frielaender, helps to explain why 
microaggressions against African Americans have become more common in the United States 
as macroaggressions against this group have declined; on this view, the former are now a more 
salonfähig vehicle for expressing racial animus. See Friedlaender, 2021; Pierce, 1970). For an-
other, the suspected aggressors will sometimes be unaware of the fact that they were driven by 
prejudiced hostility.

You might hope that at least the flight attendant could know the truth, since it 
is the contents of her mind that make all the difference. But since we are talking 
about unconscious motivations, not even she could confidently know the truth. 
According to Sue, she might think that she was responding to innocent geometry 
even if in reality she was expressing unconscious racism. (Rini,  2020, p. 53; cf. 
Elder, 2021; Friedlaender, 2018)

Besides not necessarily providing clarity, then, asking others as to whether they are being mi-
croaggressive with one can be costly and consequently deter people from asking this question 
at least some of the time. These costs are generated by the fact that there is always a nontrivial 
chance that, like the flight attendant on Sue's plane, they will be indignant that you suspect 
them of having committed a prejudiced hostile act, which may lead them to respond in an ir-
ritated if not outright aggressive manner (Friedlaender, 2021; Sue, 2010).

3 |  RIN I'S ACCOU NT OF M ICRO AGG RES SIONS

For the reasons just mentioned, Rini is right that there is something troublesome about situ-
ations where people are in doubt over whether they were the target of a microaggression even 
when they were not. However, I want to suggest in this section and the next that her proposed 

 4In resisting this requirement, the party invoked the belief that “the man is the head of the woman” and that “participation of 
women in both representative and administrative political organs” is “incompatible with woman's calling.” See SGP v. The 
Netherlands (2012).
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solution ought to be resisted, which involves redefining what it means for someone to commit 
a microaggression.

According to what she terms the “Motivational Account of Microaggression,” “what makes 
an act or event count as a microaggression is that it is caused by a perpetrator's . . . prejudiced 
motivation” (Rini, 2020, p. 54). Because this account, which is the conventional one within the 
scholarly literature, makes it impossible to know in many cases whether a microaggression 
was committed (see the examples given in the previous section), she rejects the Motivational 
Account in favor of what she calls the “Ambiguous Experience Account.” On this alternative 
account, “what makes an act or event count as a microaggression is that it is perceived by a 
member of an oppressed group as possibly but not certainly instantiating oppression” (p. 70). 
As she goes on to explain, what the Ambiguous Experience Account does is that it “shifts our 
moral focus to the victim's experience” by giving this person the authority to decide whether 
a microaggression has occurred (p. 73), which helps to prevent situations from arising where 
members of marginalized groups face uncertainty over whether someone was being microag-
gressive with them with all the potential distress that may come with this. This is because as 
long as they assign a nontrivial probability to this possibility—as we saw Sue did in the plane 
case—a microaggression will have occurred even when the supposed perpetrator was not con-
sciously or unconsciously motivated by prejudiced hostility.

I believe there are several problems with redefining the term “microaggression” thus. For 
starters, there is a sense in which Rini's agent- relative conception of such aggression appears 
underinclusive by failing to recognize as microaggressive cases where people engage in small 
forms of prejudiced hostility against others, or more narrowly against members of marginal-
ized groups, but where their prejudiced hostility is not noticed by the targets, perhaps because 
these individuals did not see or hear what happened. However, since Rini could respond to 
this by accepting a disjunctive account of microaggressions under which such aggression also 
occurs when someone engages in a small act of prejudiced hostility regardless of whether it is 
noticed, I do not want to put much weight on this objection.

A more serious objection to her Ambiguous Experience Account is that it leads to contra-
dictory conclusions when two or more members of a marginalized group reach different ver-
dicts on whether a particular action or omission constituted a microaggression against them. 
An example of this is provided by Rini herself (p. 72), who imagines a case where Sue and 
his colleague—who are both understood to be members of marginalized groups—disagree 
about whether the flight attendant's request for them to sit in the rear amounted to a microag-
gression. Based on the Ambiguous Experience Account's criterion for deciding this matter, it 
would seem here that it is both true and false that a microaggression was committed.

Rini's response to this ostensible contradiction is to say that in such cases, one of the in-
dividuals involved, namely the one who believed that were was a microaggression, was the 
victim of a microaggression, whereas the other, namely the one who believes there was not a 
microaggression, was not.

We do not have to say who is right, because the key question in microaggression 
is about the experience of the victim. If one person is having an ambiguous expe-
rience of possibly encountering oppression, then a microaggression has happened 
to them. If the other person is not having that sort of experience, then no micro-
aggression has happened. On the Ambiguous Experience Account, there's nothing 
odd about this situation. (p. 72)

One reason why I think we should resist making the notion of a microaggression agent- relative 
this way is that such agent- relativity does not chime with people's everyday—or as it is com-
monly called these days, their “lived”—experiences. Suppose that Sue and his colleague had 
an argument about whether the flight attendant has committed a microaggression simpliciter. 
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According to Rini, this would be a category mistake in the same way that it appears a category 
mistake for people to have discussions about which color is prettiest, supposing this to be a 
completely agent- relative matter. However, when we have disputes over whether someone was 
being aggressive, we normally believe there to be an objective or non- agent- relative fact of the 
matter, which I assume is an intuition we have strong reasons to want our definition of a mi-
croaggression to capture (cf. Olsthoorn, 2017).

Apart from being counterintuitive, there is also a moral problem plaguing Rini's proposed 
redefinition of this term. There seems to be something deeply condescending about telling 
someone who complains about having suffered a microaggression, “sure, if you believe that 
you have been treated aggressively based on a (marginalized) social identity of yours, then that 
will be true irrespective of whether the perceived perpetrator engaged in prejudiced hostility 
toward you.” Such a reply would not take seriously the person's complaints, as the problem for 
said individual will not normally be that she believes that someone ill- treated her but rather 
that, in her view, someone actually ill- treated her, where “actually” means in an objective or 
non- agent- relative manner. Yet, if this is correct, then knowing that a microaggression was 
committed under Rini's definition is unlikely to offer much consolation to the supposed vic-
tims, who will most likely still want to know, and be more interested in, whether they have 
suffered a microaggression in the conventional sense.

4 |  M ICRO AGG RES SIONS A N D SIGNA LING FA ILU RES

While sharing Rini's diagnosis that merely believing that one might have been the victim of 
a microaggression in the conventional, or what Rini calls the “motivational,” sense can be 
problematic, I have thus far criticized her proposed solution, which involves redefining the 
term “microaggressions,” on grounds that this redefinition is incompatible with people's 
lived experiences and does not take seriously the concerns of those who believe that they 
were microaggressed against. My aim in the current section is to suggest that even if these 
criticisms are warranted, those who are falsely believed to have committed microaggres-
sions in the conventional sense will still not always be in the clear. Whereas it would be 
wrong to accuse them of having committed a microaggression and expect them to apolo-
gize, as Rini thinks is appropriate,5 they will nonetheless be blameworthy in certain cases 
for having failed to signal that their behavior was respectful of others or simply not inten-
tionally disrespectful (recall that microaggressions are sometimes the product of uncon-
scious biases), which, if correct, lessens the concerns that Rini's conceptual engineering 
seeks to address and further weakens our reasons for favoring her Ambiguous Experience 
Account over the Motivational Account.

To focus attention, let us return to the three cases discussed within the penultimate sec-
tion. In each of these cases, I suspect that such signaling duties may have been violated. 
That is, to avoid incidents like the one experienced by Sue, it is plausible that airlines should 
under certain conditions explain their procedure for selecting passengers for the back row 
before asking individuals to move, just as there are good reasons for thinking that those 
who ask members of ethnic minorities whence they are should under certain conditions in-
dicate that they are not assuming them to be from abroad and that those who publicly crit-
icize Islam for being patriarchal should under certain conditions acknowledge that other 

 5Rini's belief that apologies are fitting is motivated by the thought that “when you do something that hurts someone, you ought to 
apologize even if it's possible it wasn't your fault” (2020, p. 73). Although a discussion of this principle is beyond this article's 
scope, I suspect it should be rejected on grounds that it makes people hostage to the unreasonable sensibilities of others as well as 
to any mistaken beliefs that others might have that cause them to feel hurt.
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religions have patriarchal elements too, in order to avoid creating the impression that they 
are targeting Muslims.

What grounds such duties and when they do they arise? As to the first question, I believe 
they are partially6 grounded in our psychological interests in being assured that others are 
treating us with basic respect or what Stephen Darwall  (1977) calls “recognition respect,” 
which is a type of respect that all humans are owed simply in virtue of being human and which 
microaggressions prevent us from enjoying—to bring this out, recall that such aggression may 
not only (cumulatively) harm us, but also discriminates against us by targeting our social iden-
tities. These interests are weighty ones, given that humans have evolved to be highly sensitive 
to their social standing (e.g., Koski et al., 2015) and given that those who fail to show us such 
respect are treating us as if we were morally inferior or simply had a lesser moral status than 
we do, which is why merely suspecting that we are on the receiving end of a microaggression 
can be so distressing (see the penultimate section). Another reason why it is important to as-
sure others that we are not, or simply not deliberately, disrespecting them when this can be 
reasonably doubted is that this helps to establish or preserve bonds of trust that, as research 
has shown, can facilitate human corporation within certain contexts (e.g., Balliet & Van 
Lange, 2013; Kim et al., 2022).

As to the second question, the duty to signal that we are not (intentionally) being aggressive 
with others or otherwise treating them in a disrespectful manner seems to arise under two con-
ditions. The first is that the would- be receivers of such signals currently lack sufficient evidence 
that they are being treated respectfully by us or would lack it if we engaged in a specific action or 
omission. Whereas this condition may have been satisfied in all the aforementioned cases, we 
can imagine versions of them where it has not. Suppose, for instance, that prior to embarking 
the plane on which Sue and his colleague suffered their alleged microaggression, the airline 
had announced at the gate that passengers in the row closest to the back might be asked to 
move all the way to the back in order distribute the plane's weight more evenly. In this case, it 
may not have been necessary for the flight attendant to inform passengers inside the plane of 
the airline's procedure for selecting people to sit in the rear, given that this information was 
provided already. Or suppose that all members of a newly formed ethnically diverse swimming 
class are asked to tell the other members whence they are. In this scenario, the swimming 
instructor may not need to indicate that she is not making any assumptions as to whether 
people are from abroad, given that everyone is asked this question, including those who look 
autochthonous, and given that it is not an unusual question to ask even if all participants were 
autochthonous- looking.

The second condition is that providing evidence that our actions are/were not disrespectful, or 
simply not intentionally disrespectful, can be done at reasonable cost. Like the previous one, this 
condition may have been satisfied in the original plane- boarding case; the original “where are 
you from” case; and the Islam criticism case. To see this, notice that it will not usually take 
much time, energy, or other resources for a flight attendant to explain the airline's policy for 
selecting passengers for the back row, nor will it be costly in most cases to clarify that in asking 
someone where they are from, one is not assuming foreign provenance. And while criticizing 
religions can be, and sometimes is, a risky business (cf. Villa, 2022), it is not significantly more 
costly within contemporary Western societies to condemn the patriarchal aspects of all (major) 
religions as opposed to only those of one particular religion, such as Islam. By contrast, there 
are other cases where evidence of our benign intentions cannot be provided at reasonable cost. 
This may be true, for instance, of relatively rare situations where for flight attendants to ex-
plain their airline's policy for selecting passengers for the back row risks causing a one- hour 
delay because the time window for taking off is about to close, which might justify withholding 

 6I do not aim to offer an exhaustive list of grounds here, although the two mentioned in this paragraph strike me as especially 
weighty ones.
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such explanations during boarding even when this will raise suspicions of microaggressive 
behavior.7

In passing, it is worth noting that how strong our signals that we are not (intentionally) 
disrespecting others should be when signaling is required—whereby the strength of a signal 
is understood to be determined by how costly it is for a person who is being disrespectful to 
send it (cf. Gambetta, 2009); on this view, simply saying that one means no disrespect need not, 
and in many cases will not, be sufficient, since this is something that a disrespectful agent can 
often say at little cost (“talk is cheap”)—and will vary from one case to the next depending 
on several different factors. Without attempting to offer an exhaustive list, one factor is how 
much microaggression the person(s) who might interpret our actions as disrespectful toward 
them is prone to suffer. All else being equal, the higher the amount—and, ceteris paribus, 
the relevant amount will be higher for members of marginalized groups than for members of 
more privileged ones—the stronger the signals will need to be, as the individual(s) involved 
will have greater reason to suspect that they are not being shown the respect they are owed. 
Another factor is how much reason there is to believe that a person A harbors negative biases 
against another person or group of people B. All else being equal, the more reason there is, the 
stronger the signals that A should send to B that A is not (intentionally) disrespecting B. So, 
for Geert Wilders to publicly criticize patriarchal aspects of Islam is likely to call for stronger 
signals than if a politician who does not have a track record of unfairly singling out Islam were 
to make these criticisms.

How does recognition of the posited signaling duties mitigate the concerns that Rini's re-
definition of the term “microaggression” seeks to address and, in so doing, further weaken our 
reasons for accepting this redefinition, which, to reiterate, are that those who are uncertain as to 
whether they were the victim of a microaggression in the conventional sense may, and not rarely 
do, end up fretting over this? The answer is that being aware of said duties can be expected to 
make it easier for people to bear such uncertainty. This is because once you know that someone 
whom you suspect might have committed a microaggression against you in the conventional 
sense should at least have signaled to you that they meant no disrespect, then you no longer need 
to worry that any frustration or annoyance that you feel toward this person is (entirely) mis-
placed. For example, even if  Sue and his colleague were not justified in concluding that the flight 
attendant's motivations were racist, they may still have been justifiably frustrated or annoyed that 
she did not provide any information on the airline's policy for selecting passengers for the back 
row. Likewise, even if  a member of an ethnic minority lacks sufficient reason for thinking that 
someone who has just asked about her provenance must be assuming that she is foreigner, she 
might still be justifiably frustrated or annoyed that her interlocutor failed to indicate that he is 
not making this assumption.

Lest I be misunderstood, I am not saying that it is always appropriate to blame people 
for failing to signal their benign intentions when they should have done so to avoid raising 
suspicions of potential microaggressions. Whereas a blaming response will be fitting when 
someone deliberately disregarded this duty or when they were not aware of its existence but 
should have been, it will not be when they were nonculpably ignorant about its existence. To 
illustrate, suppose Alf lives in a part of the country where there are (almost) no ethnic mi-
norities and that nobody ever alerted him to the fact that asking a member of such a minority 
where they are from might raise reasonable suspicions that one is assuming them to be from 
abroad. Under these conditions, for Alf to ask this question without flagging that he is not 
assuming foreign provenance—as I suppose arguendo he is not—seems an innocent omission 
for which a blaming response would consequently appear to be inappropriate. In fact, even 
when someone is blameworthy for having failed to signal their benign intentions, for others 

 7I say “during boarding,” as the flight attendant might be duty- bound to address such suspicions later, that is, after takeoff, by 
informing those who were asked to sit in the back why they were selected.
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to blame them for this will still not always be appropriate, given that they might not be in an 
epistemic position to know that blame is merited (cf. Coates, 2016; Rosen, 2004).

I have argued that while Rini is right to worry about the plight of those left second- guessing 
as to whether they were the victim of a microaggression, addressing this plight does not require 
us to redefine the term “microaggression” as she proposes. A better strategy would be to raise 
awareness of the fact that even when someone did not commit a microaggression against you, 
they may still have acted wrongly by failing to signal to you that their actions lacked ill intent. 
As I suggested, being aware that a person P should have engaged in such signaling but did not 
can provide solace to those in doubt over whether they suffered a microaggression at P's hands, 
since they will know that even if such aggression was not displayed, P still acted wrongly by 
putting them in this state of (enhanced) uncertainty. But that is not all. Another, hitherto un-
discussed, benefit of such knowledge is that it can empower people to confront potential micro-
aggressors where they might have been reluctant to do so otherwise based on their uncertainty 
over whether a microaggression was committed, which has at least two possible desirable ef-
fects. First, reproaching others for violating the posited signaling duties might supply us with 
additional psychological comfort stemming from the feeling that we are standing up for our-
selves and/or for other members of our social group who will have been targeted insofar as the 
would- be culprits were indeed acting microaggressively toward us. Second, it may help to deter 
future violations of these duties alongside repetitions of any microaggressions that were com-
mitted. To see this, notice that although no accusations of microaggression would be leveled 
in these cases, by communicating that someone should have signaled that their behavior was 
not microaggressive, or at least not intentionally so, said individual would still be subjected 
to criticism that they may wish to avoid in the future by abstaining from acts that risk being 
suspected of instantiating this type of aggression.

5 |  FINA L REM ARKS

The upshot of this discussion is that Rini and other scholars may have overestimated how bad 
it generally is for individuals to be uncertain about whether a microaggression in the conven-
tional sense was committed against them. As became clear, what they have failed to notice is 
that there are various cases where the potential microaggressors will have acted wrongly sim-
ply by having put the potential victims in such a state of uncertainty and that knowing this can be 
both comforting and empowering for the latter.

I want to end this article by mentioning one additional reason for thinking that the prob-
lem of attributional ambiguity is smaller than it may appear initially, which as far as I am 
aware has not been discussed within the scholarly literature either. This reason consists of 
the fact that although for many individual instances of potential microaggressions, it may 
be impossible for the would- be victims to know whether the would- be perpetrators acted 
microaggressively toward them (see Section  3), they might still be able to discover that 
some, and possibly a large share, of these incidents must have featured such aggression by 
comparing their overall experiences to those of other members of their social group as well 
as to those of members of different social groups. For example, if they find out that mem-
bers of their group experience potential microaggressions at both high rates and at signifi-
cantly higher ones than members of other groups, then this may allow them to infer that 
they are regularly exposed to this type of prejudiced hostility. In such cases, the stakes of 
knowing whether microaggressions were committed against you on specific occasions are 
lowered as well, since the knowledge that you are sometimes, if not frequently, subjected to 
this form of aggression will not depend on it.8

 8I thank the reviewers of this journal for helpful comments, as well as those at a previous journal to which this paper was sent.

 20416962, 2024, 3, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/sjp.12543 by U

niversiteitsbibliotheek G
ent, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [10/02/2025]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



400 |   de VRIES

ACK NOW LEDGM EN T
Open access funding provided by Universitat Zurich.

ORCI D
Bouke de Vries   https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7797-0166 

R E F ER E NC E S
Altman, Andrew. 2016. “Discrimination.” In The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Winter 2016), edited by 

Edward N. Zalta. https:// plato. stanf ord. edu/ archi ves/ win20 16/ entri es/ discr imina tion/ .
Balliet, Daniel, and Paul A. M. Van Lange. 2013. “Trust, Conflict, and Cooperation: A Meta- Analysis.” Psychological 

Bulletin 139(5): 1090–1112. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1037/ a0030939.
Coates, D. Justin. 2016. “The Epistemic Norm of Blame.” Ethical Theory and Moral Practice 19(2): 457–73. https:// 

doi. org/ 10. 1007/ s1067 7-  015-  9639-  8.
Darwall, Stephen L. 1977. “Two Kinds of Respect.” Ethics 88(1): 36–49.
Dover, Michael A. 2016. “The Moment of Microaggression: The Experience of Acts of Oppression, Dehumanization, 

and Exploitation.” Journal of Human Behavior in the Social Environment 26(7–8): 575–86. https:// doi. org/ 10. 
1080/ 10911 359. 2016. 1237920.

Elder, Chi- Hé. 2021. “Microaggression or Misunderstanding? Implicatures, Inferences and Accountability.” Journal 
of Pragmatics 179: 37–43. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1016/j. pragma. 2021. 04. 020.

Freeman, Lauren, and Heather Stewart. 2019. “Epistemic Microaggressions and Epistemic Injustices in Clinical 
Medicine.” In Overcoming Epistemic Injustice: Social and Psychological Perspectives, edited by Benjamin R. 
Sherman and Stacey Goguen. London: Rowman & Littlefield International.

Friedlaender, Christina. 2018. “On Microaggressions: Cumulative Harm and Individual Responsibility.” Hypatia 
33(1): 5–21. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1111/ hypa. 12390 .

Friedlaender, Christina. 2021. “Microaggressions and the Problem of Attributional Ambiguity.” In The Routledge 
Handbook of Social and Political Philosophy of Language, edited by Justin Khoo and Rachel Sterken, 232–46. 
New York: Routledge.

Gambetta, Diego. 2009. “Signaling.” In The Oxford Handbook of Analytical Sociology, edited by Peter Hedström and 
Peter Bearman, 168–94. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Kim, Jeongbin, Louis Putterman, and Xinyi Zhang. 2022. “Trust, Beliefs and Cooperation: Excavating a 
Foundation of Strong Economies.” European Economic Review 147: 104166. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1016/j. euroe 
corev. 2022. 104166.

Koski, Jessica, Hongling Xie, and Ingrid R. Olson. 2015. “Understanding Social Hierarchies: The Neural and 
Psychological Foundations of Status Perception.” Social Neuroscience 10(5): 527–50. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 
17470 919. 2015. 1013223.

Lilienfeld, Scott O. 2017. “Microaggressions: Strong Claims, Inadequate Evidence.” Perspectives on Psychological 
Science 12(1): 138–69. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1177/ 17456 91616 659391.

McTernan, Emily. 2018. “Microaggressions, Equality, and Social Practices.” Journal of Political Philosophy 26(3): 
261–81. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1111/ jopp. 12150 .

McTernan, Emily. 2021. “Taking Offense: An Emotion Reconsidered.” Philosophy & Public Affairs 49(2): 179–208. 
https:// doi. org/ 10. 1111/ papa. 12188 .

Olsthoorn, Johan. 2017. “Conceptual Analysis.” In Methods in Analytical Political Theory, edited by Adrian Blau, 
153–91. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1017/ 97813 16162 576. 010.

Perez Gomez, Javiera. 2021. “Verbal Microaggressions as Hyper- Implicatures.” Journal of Political Philosophy 29(3): 
375–403. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1111/ jopp. 12243 .

Pierce, Chester. 1970. “Offensive Mechanisms.” In The Black Seventies, edited by Floyd B. Barbour, 265–82. New 
York: P. Sargent Publishers. http:// books. google. com/ books? id= rjVCA AAAIAAJ.

Pinker, Steven. 2012. The Better Angels of Our Nature: Why Violence Has Declined, (Reprint edizione). New York: 
Penguin Books.

Rini, Regina. 2018. “How to Take Offense: Responding to Microaggression.” Journal of the American Philosophical 
Association 4(3): 332–51. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1017/ apa. 2018. 23.

Rini, Regina. 2020. The Ethics of Microaggression, 1st ed. New York: Routledge.
Rosen, Gideon. 2004. “Skepticism about Moral Responsibility.” Philosophical Perspectives 18: 295–313.
Schraub, David. 2023. “Microaggressions as Negligence.” Journal of Social Philosophy. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1111/ josp. 

12519 .
SGP v. The Netherlands. Eur. Ct. H.R. 2012.
Sue, Derald Wing. 2010. Microaggressions in Everyday Life: Race, Gender, and Sexual Orientation. Hoboken, NJ: 

John Wiley & Sons.

 20416962, 2024, 3, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/sjp.12543 by U

niversiteitsbibliotheek G
ent, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [10/02/2025]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7797-0166
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7797-0166
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2016/entries/discrimination/
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0030939
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10677-015-9639-8
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10677-015-9639-8
https://doi.org/10.1080/10911359.2016.1237920
https://doi.org/10.1080/10911359.2016.1237920
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pragma.2021.04.020
https://doi.org/10.1111/hypa.12390
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.euroecorev.2022.104166
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.euroecorev.2022.104166
https://doi.org/10.1080/17470919.2015.1013223
https://doi.org/10.1080/17470919.2015.1013223
https://doi.org/10.1177/1745691616659391
https://doi.org/10.1111/jopp.12150
https://doi.org/10.1111/papa.12188
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316162576.010
https://doi.org/10.1111/jopp.12243
http://books.google.com/books?id=rjVCAAAAIAAJ
https://doi.org/10.1017/apa.2018.23
https://doi.org/10.1111/josp.12519
https://doi.org/10.1111/josp.12519


    | 401
MICROAGGRESSIONS, ATTRIBUTIONAL AMBIGUITY, AND 
SIGNALING FAILURES

Sue, Derald Wing, Christina M. Capodilupo, Gina C. Torino, Jennifer M. Bucceri, Aisha M. B. Holder, Kevin 
L. Nadal, and Marta Esquilin. 2007. “Racial Microaggressions in Everyday Life: Implications for Clinical 
Practice.” The American Psychologist 62(4): 271–86. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1037/ 0003-  066X. 62.4. 271.

Villa, Virginia. 2022, January 25. “Four- in- Ten Countries and Territories Worldwide Had Blasphemy Laws in 2019.” 
Pew Research Center. https:// www. pewre search. org/ short -  reads/  2022/ 01/ 25/ four-  in-  ten-  count ries-  and-  terri 
torie s-  world wide-  had-  blasp hemy-  laws-  in-  2019-  2/ .

Williams, Monnica T. 2020. “Microaggressions: Clarification, Evidence, and Impact.” Perspectives on Psychological 
Science 15(1): 3–26. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1177/ 17456 91619 827499.

AU T HOR BIOGR A PH Y

Bouke de Vries is an associate professor in philosophy at Ghent University and was previ-
ously a postdoctoral research fellow in philosophy at the University of Zurich. His research 
interests include autism, migration, cultural and religious diversity, political extremism, so-
cial taboos, loneliness and sociability, and family ethics.

 20416962, 2024, 3, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/sjp.12543 by U

niversiteitsbibliotheek G
ent, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [10/02/2025]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense

https://doi.org/10.1037/0003-066X.62.4.271
https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2022/01/25/four-in-ten-countries-and-territories-worldwide-had-blasphemy-laws-in-2019-2/
https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2022/01/25/four-in-ten-countries-and-territories-worldwide-had-blasphemy-laws-in-2019-2/
https://doi.org/10.1177/1745691619827499

	Microaggressions in everyday life: Race, gender, and sexual orientation
	Abstract
	1|INTRODUCTION
	2|THE PROBLEM OF ATTRIBUTIONAL AMBIGUITY
	3|RINI'S ACCOUNT OF MICROAGGRESSIONS
	4|MICROAGGRESSIONS AND SIGNALING FAILURES
	5|FINAL REMARKS
	Acknowledgment
	REFERENCES


