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Contemporary philosophers have argued that framing new concepts can bring about both moral 
and epistemic progress. In this paper, I argue that such intelligibility also has downsides. This paper 
introduces the phenomenon of ‘over-intelligibility,’ which obtains when a concept truly applies 
and facilitates understanding, yet hinders someone as a knower. This takes place when concepts 
normalize or detrimentally standardize our epistemic lives.
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Do not ask who I am and do not ask me to remain the same: leave it to our bureaucrats 

and our police to see that our papers are in order.

—Michel Foucault1

If I knew who or what I were, I would not write….

—Gillian Rose2

Moral concepts render the world intelligible. The concept of genocide, or the concepts 
of marital rape and sexual harassment, enable us to recognize and redress distinctive 
sorts of wrongs.3 Framing apt concepts can thereby create both practical and epistemic 
progress. This point enjoys broad social uptake. Indeed, we seem to be living in a 
favorable age for moral intelligibility, as platforms such as TikTok and Tumblr facilitate 
the development of new concepts: concepts for kinds of harm (misogynoir, allism), 
concepts of identities (transfemme, bigender), and concepts of social roles (tradwives, 
e-girls). Contemporary philosophers have also picked up on this point, which informs, 
inter alia, Miranda Fricker’s notion of “hermeneutical justice,” Sally Haslanger’s 
treatment of “ameliorative analysis” and “conceptual engineering,” and Matthew 
Congdon’s work on “moral articulation.”4,5,6

Intelligibility can also have downsides. The poet and literary theorist Denise Riley 
asks, in a polemical spirit, “Can anyone fully inhabit a gender without a degree of 
horror?” She goes on to wonder, “How could someone…make a final home in that 

	 1	 Foucault 2010, p. 17.
	 2	 Rose 2017, p. v.
	 3	 The examples of marital rape and sexual harassment draw on Fricker (2007). Congdon (2024 

pp. 1–2) discusses genocide. Briggs and George (2023) argue that both “a catch-all notion of 
‘gender’” (p. 8) and the framework of “gender identity” (pp. 23–29) render some trans and 
gender non-conforming peoples’ experiences unintelligible, and that “unintelligible is dan-
gerous” (p. 8; emphasis in original).

	 4	 Fricker 2007.
	 5	 Haslanger 2000; 2012.
	 6	 Congdon 2024.
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classification without suffering claustrophobia?”7 Meanwhile, as more conceptual 
articulation takes place online, communities iterate increasingly quickly through 
preferred terminology. The more conceptually articulated someone’s life is, the more 
work it takes to keep up to date with the concept cycle. There are various ways in which 
gains of intelligibility can seem to come at a loss.

How can we make sense of intelligibility’s downsides—that is, the downsides of 
the knowledge and understanding that apt concepts bring about?8 It is tricky to provide 
a compelling account that moves beyond the familiar point that ignorance can have 
practical benefits. This article meets that challenge by providing an epistemic account 
of intelligibility’s downsides. It introduces the phenomenon of “over-intelligibility.” 
Over-intelligibility obtains when correctly deploying concepts (and thereby gaining 
knowledge and understanding) hinders someone as a knower. In the first section, I 
motivate the identification of over-intelligibility by presenting three cases in which 
knowers resist the application of concepts, although they have sufficient evidence 
that the concepts apply (Section I). I argue that these cases can plausibly be read as 
suggesting that intelligibility has epistemic downsides. This raises the question of how 
to make sense of such downsides.

This article’s proposed answer is that intelligibility backfires through normalization. 
By “normalization,” I mean epistemically bad standardization. Standardization 
consists in making our cognitive lives more similar to what is common among a group 
or collective. Standardization is epistemically bad when it hinders us as knowers.9 
This account is inspired by Foucault’s work on “the power of normalization.”10 But 
I also argue that Foucault’s own account of normalization, as well as treatments by 

	 7	 Riley 1988, p. 6.
	 8	 Throughout this article, I use “intelligibility” as synonymous with “knowledge or under-

standing,” where the disjunction is to be understood as either inclusive or exclusive depend-
ing on context.

	 9	 This article’s use of “epistemic” follows that of Fricker (2007), who holds that epistemic 
injustice is genuinely epistemic insofar as agents are harmed or hindered as knowers. My 
argument counts as “epistemic” mis-allocations of resources for inquiring, interpreting, and 
attending. Such a construal is controversial. While Friedman (2018) considers such consid-
erations epistemic, there is not consensus on this point. This article follows both Friedman 
and work within feminist philosophy (e.g. Longino 1980, Anderson 1995) in holding that for 
finite knowers such as us, any coherent conception of the “epistemic” must be sensitive to 
our interests and ends. This article’s identification of epistemic downsides of intelligibility 
nonetheless differ from identifying practical downsides of intelligibility insofar as the former 
downsides are grounded in how we are harmed as knowers, and are not like paradigm cases of 
knowledge harming my interests in e.g. privacy, security, or happiness.

	 10	 Foucault 1995, p. 184.
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subsequent Foucaultian thinkers, are insufficiently clear (Section II). This article 
addresses this shortcoming by articulating two accounts of how normalization obtains. 
These correspond to two different ways for standardization to occur, and for that 
standardization to be epistemically bad.

This article’s first proposal that normalization happens when concepts standardize 
salience in a detrimental manner (Section III). Our concepts not only pick out particular 
truths to know, but also render certain properties of objects and events salient. This 
enables us to converge on the truths worth knowing (rather than, say, massively 
disjunctive beliefs). Concepts render properties salient in a way that is conducive to 
collectively shared epistemic ends, and thereby generate collective convergence on 
what is treated as salient. When we use concepts, we both render the world intelligible 
(by gaining knowledge and understanding) and standardize (by making our mental 
lives more similar to what is typical within a group).11,12 This means that for knowers 
with idiosyncratic epistemic projects, intelligibility brings a tradeoff: knowing 
and understanding more via one’s concepts (and hence gaining intelligibility) also 
standardizes in a way that inaptly structures salience and thereby misdirects attention 
and inquiry. I will argue that this should not be understood as a case of failed or 
incomplete intelligibility, or as a case in which correctly applied concepts hinder 
understanding.

The article’s second proposal is that normalization happens when concepts 
detrimentally standardize the epistemic ends that knowers pursue (Section IV). 
Detrimental standardization of this sort, I will argue, comes in two sub-variants. 
First, a knower’s ends can be detrimentally standardized insofar they lack diversity 
in their ends, which in turn leads them to be stuck within a relatively narrow set of 
ways of inquiring and interpreting. Second, a knower can adopt ends because they fail 
to realize that they lack the latitude to inquire and interpret in a different manner. This 
is detrimental because it occurs through deception or a lack of awareness, and this is 
standardizing insofar as such deception or non-awareness renders knowers less likely 
to use their latitude to know differently.13

	 11	 Zagzebski (2001, p. 242) identifies “understanding” as “the state of comprehension of 
non-propositional structures of reality.” See also Elgin (2006) and Pritchard (2009).

	 12	 This implies that, in any case of standardization, there is some group that sets the relevant 
standard. This group can be an entire population, but it can also be a community or sub-cul-
ture. The boundaries of the relevant group need not be well-defined, and in many cases this 
“group” comprises many distinct or partially overlapping sub-groups. “Typical” is to be 
understood with respect to some particular subject matter(s).

	 13	 Both of these proposals are compatible with realism, understood as the view that for any given 
concept there is a fact of the matter about whether it is truly predicated of a given object or 
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This article’s account of normalization is put forward as a corrective to recent moral 
and political philosophers’ implicit embrace of the politics of legibility. According to 
the politics of legibility, oppression functions by obscuring the truth, so we make moral 
progress by discovering the truth, and epistemic progress through good politics. An 
opposing picture is suggested by James Scott’s influential account of legibility and state 
power in Seeing Like a State, whereby the modern state’s need for populations to be 
knowable motivates epistemic projects that both simplify and standardize those very 
populations.14 For Scott, the act of knowing is itself an exercise of power that creates 
“generic subjects” and “[s]tandardized citizens.”15 Rendering something intelligible 
is a way to homogenize it, and vice versa. While Scott identifies this normalizing 
dynamic at work between states and their populations, in this article I have followed 
Foucault in holding that subjects of knowledge additionally bring this normalization 
upon themselves, through their own acts of knowing. Diagnosing over-intelligibility 
provides a corrective to the politics of legibility.16

It might seem that there is nothing we can do to avoid normalization, insofar 
as intelligibility itself is normalizing. But while some amount of normalization is 
inevitable, we can also sometimes resist its encroachment. This article concludes with 
an epistemic argument in favor of cultivating what I call “zones of disarticulation.” A 
zone of disarticulation is an area of one’s life or world to which one declines to apply apt 
concepts. Such a zone can also be understood along collective lines, as the codification 
of a collective decision not to pursue intelligibility in a given domain. This preserves 
resources for knowing differently. Those who opt for disarticulation can seem self-
deceived, or insufficiently caring of the truth. But while raising one’s voice is one way 
of honoring the truth, so too is opting for silence.

I. CASE STUDIES

This section presents three cases of over-intelligibility. The first concerns concepts of 
sexual identity, the second concepts of sexual violence, and the third concepts of race. 
While these cases can be read in multiple ways, I will argue that one plausible reading is 
that they show that intelligibility can have epistemic downsides. The rest of this article 
will then explain how to develop such a diagnosis.

state of affairs, and that purported vagueness amounts to ignorance about whether a concept 
should be used in certain cases (see Williamson 2013).

	 14	 Scott 1998; see also Scott 1995.
	 15	 Scott 1998, p. 346.
	 16	 I would like to thank Bob Goodin for suggesting that I consider the connection to Scott.



671

A. Sexuality

The first case of over-intelligibility is drawn from the life of Susan Sontag; more 
specifically, the friction generated by Sontag’s notorious squeamishness of identity 
categories. “Susan hated labels,” said Sontag’s sister Judith.17 Sontag infamously 
refused to publicly call herself a lesbian or bisexual, in spite of lifelong erotic and 
romantic relationships with women. Mark Greif describes Sontag as a “partly closeted 
lesbian,” and Sontag’s biographer Benjamin Moser criticises Sontag for her “inability 
to be honest” about the “inescapable reality” of her sexuality.18,19

When Sontag finally went public, during a 2003 interview with Joan Acocella for 
The New Yorker, it was under duress. Acocella told Sontag that a forthcoming biography 
would detail Sontag’s relationships with women, and that Sontag should speak to 
Acocella “before they come out and point a gun at you”: “Say you’re bisexual and 
that’s that,” Acocella told Sontag.20 Acocella relates that “[Sontag] was terrified. She 
was absolutely terrified, and she said to me [Acocella], “I don’t know the words to use. 
I don’t know what words to use.” Acocella replied, “I’ll write them down on a piece 
of paper and you can look at them, and either you can say something else, or you can 
say these words.”21 What Sontag told Acocella, with “incredible halting difficulty” and 
in a “strangulated tone,” was the following: “That I have had girlfriends as well as 
boyfriends is what? Is something I guess I never thought I was supposed to have to say, 
since it seems to me the most natural thing in the world.”22

Sontag was told to make her erotic life intelligible according to a set of categories 
for sexual orientation that she herself did not want to use. Elsewhere Sontag said that 
she did not want to “talk about my erotic life any more than I talk about my spiritual 
life” because it is “too complex and it always ends up sounding so banal.”23 To Sontag’s 
critics, this resistance was a symptom of either cowardice or self-deception. Sontag’s 
critics have also charged her with a failure of solidarity for not coming out during the 
AIDS crisis.

	 17	 Moser 2020, p. 43.
	 18	 Greif 2009.
	 19	 Moser 2020, p. 10.
	 20	 Quoted in Moser 2020, p. 631.
	 21	 Moser 2020, p. 631.
	 22	 Ibid., p. 632.
	 23	 Heller 1992.
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Both criticisms miss Sontag’s perspective on the situation. She was not trying 
to keep her sexual identity private; she was denying that the vocabulary of sexual 
identities applied to her at all. And yet, this denial cannot be understood by citing the 
straightforward inaccuracy of the concepts bisexual or lesbian.

One can try to make sense of Sontag’s position via her point that her erotic life is “too 
complex” for her to talk about. Cora Diamond’s account of the “difficulty of reality” 
focuses on experiences which seem to present an “inability of thought to encompass 
what it is attempting to reach.”24 In such cases, Diamond holds, our “ordinary life with 
concepts” obscures the relevant “difficulty” by treating it “as if it were not there.”25 So 
Sontag might be understood as resisting the concepts bisexual and lesbian because they 
“pass by” the difficulty or complexity of her erotic life. These labels, like set phrases 
or slogans, might suggest that Sontag’s erotic life is somehow thereby fully described.

However, this does not explain resisting using a concept such as bisexual or 
lesbian. For we do not in general resist applying concepts because they fail to exhaust 
a phenomenon. Finding the word “love” inadequate for the depths of my feeling for 
someone would not typically motivate me to deny that I love them.

One might still think that Sontag pursues an intelligibility-adjacent good, such as 
understanding, by refusing concepts of sexual identity. For instance, perhaps Sontag 
worries that describing herself as a lesbian would lead others to misunderstand her 
by supposing that the gender of her romantic partners mattered more than it did to 
her relationships. This diagnosis of bisexual and lesbian as cases of failed intelligibility 
might explain many cases in which knowers refuse truth-conducive concepts.

But we need not read all cases of concept-refusal in this manner. I would suggest 
that it is prima facie plausible that someone who “hated labels” was not looking for 
a more accurate, precise, or in-depth way of bringing her erotic life into view. This 
article will argue that concepts such as bisexual and lesbian would standardize what 
about Sontag’s history and erotic life she treats as salient, and that this standardization 
of salience would be detrimental for Sontag’s own interpretive projects (Section III). 
This is not a matter of knowing better, or having more understanding. Rather, as I will 
argue, different ways of standardizing one’s mental life can be on a par with respect to 
how much knowledge and understanding they bring about, while nonetheless being 
more or less suited to different interpretive projects. Sontag was not trying to know 
better, but rather trying to know differently.

	 24	 Diamond 2003, p. 12.
	 25	 Ibid., p. 12.
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B. Sexual Violence

The second case study of over-intelligibility comes from the contemporary American 
novelist Danzy Senna. Senna’s novel New People contains a sexual encounter which, for 
the novel’s main character Maria, proves antagonistic to its corresponding concept.26

Maria asks herself, “Was it rape?” and considers: “He was ten years older. She said, 
maybe, maybe and he said, yes, yes and fucked her.” Maria relates that, later in college, 
“she wondered if it was rape. It fit the definition of the women in her self-defense 
class….But it didn’t really feel like it was rape. It was more like inserting a tampon. She 
hadn’t liked it, and she’d been glad when it was over. Just like she was glad when her 
period was over. It was gross, in the same way.” Maria then considers how she had felt 
at the time: “she’d also known, even on the T ride home that night, that she wasn’t any 
different …[a]nd she knew too that whatever had happened then was not the cause of 
the crookedness inside of her.”

There are many accounts that would categorize what happened to Maria as rape. 
This is clearest on accounts according to which sex without affirmative consent is 
rape,27 although accounts of rape as coerced sex could also count her experience as 
rape.28 One might hold that Maria is in denial about her own experience.

But we should not rule out trying to make sense of Maria’s point of view. For Maria 
does not afford the event the kind of significance that she suspects others around her 
might. The concept of rape, for Maria, presents a kind of standard script that she resists. 
Why might she do that?

Jane Friedman’s recent work on “clutter” offers one promising but inadequate 
strategy for explaining Maria’s resistance. Friedman, following Gilbert Harman, holds 
that one should not “clutter” one’s mind with beliefs whose value to the knower are not 
high enough to justify using limited mental storage and retrieval capacity to maintain 
them (e.g. massively disjunctive beliefs).29 Friedman argues that, in general, whether 
someone should form a belief partly depends on whether they are interested in the 
corresponding subject-matter.30 Adapting this solution to Maria’s case, one might hold 
that Maria is not sufficiently interested in her first sexual encounter in order to justify 
her using her limited epistemic resources to form further beliefs about it.

	 26	 Senna 2017, pp. 32–33.
	 27	 Dougherty 2015.
	 28	 Anderson 2016.
	 29	 Friedman 2018.
	 30	 Ibid., pp. 569–570.
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The “clutter” diagnosis fits awkwardly with Maria’s case. First, someone like Maria 
presumably regularly forms beliefs on a variety of matters that are even less important 
to her than whether her first sexual experience was rape (e.g. the color of paint on the 
wall in a coffee shop where she might sit). Second, the clutter diagnosis presupposes 
that knowers have a fixed, low level of interest in a given subject-matter. But part of 
Maria’s dilemma is that calling the encounter rape is precisely a way of increasing the 
amount of interest that she takes in it. So calling that belief ‘clutter’ misses part of 
Maria’s rationale for not forming it. This article’s account of over-intelligibility will 
draw on Friedman’s argument that interests affect what we ought to believe, but will 
develop this point in a way that overcomes these objections.

Once more, one might be tempted to hold that what we really see here is a failure 
of intelligibility. For if using the concept rape would misrepresent how important 
the event was to Maria, it seems natural to suppose that the concept fails to generate 
understanding. As in the case of resisting sexual identity categories, I acknowledge 
that many cases have such a structure. And yet, I would argue that this diagnosis 
misses some important points about Maria’s case. First, Maria does have a concept 
(gross) that she uses to describe her experience, but the widespread currency of 
the concept rape leaves her subtly worse off than before: alienated from her social 
environment, including the “women in her self-defense class,” who would use that 
concept, and perhaps expect a corresponding range of emotional reactions from 
Maria such as anger or trauma. This does not suggest that the concept rape is in need 
of further conceptual engineering. The ability of the concept rape to generate the 
expectation of certain emotional reactions is part of its proper functioning. But the 
proper functioning of a concept is compatible with its having downsides for some 
knowers. Second, the concepts that we use to describe sexual experiences can partially 
shape the emotional reaction we have about them.31 In Maria’s case, if she had used the 
concept rape, perhaps she would have come to feel differently about it. But we cannot 
capture this point by supposing that there is some fixed emotional state relative 
to which a concept succeeds or fails at generating knowledge and understanding. I 
will argue that we can better capture Maria’s resistance to using the concept rape by 
holding that Maria resists a standardization of what she treats as salient, in a way that 
would be detrimental given her own ends (Section III). As before, this is a matter of 
knowing differently, not knowing better or more.32

	 31	 See Gardiner 2023.
	 32	 I would like to thank an anonymous reviewer for raising helpful questions about this case.
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C. Multiraciality

New People’s Maria supplies a third case of over-intelligibility. Maria, like the multiracial 
heroines of many of Senna’s novels and short stories, experiences alienation that 
increases with the specificity of the racial categories through which she is known. Maria 
is caught up in a drama of over-recognition.

New People is a social satire that features a relationship between Maria and another 
multiracial man, Khalil. Maria constantly notices how she is being read racially, and 
the result is awareness that has heightened to unbearable sensitivity. She doesn’t want 
to be seen as white, and so “permed her hair in the curly direction so that she looked 
more biracial.”33 But she doesn’t trust this kind of racial performance, either in herself 
or others. Maria observes, of her future sister-in-law’s parallel efforts, that her “head 
wrap made her look like she was…trying to appear like an African objet d’art to the 
willowy white boy she was dating at the time.”34

It is precisely when Maria finds ‘her people’ that her racial consciousness torments 
her most. She and Khalil have agreed to feature in a documentary called “New People,” 
which is the filmmaker’s label for a new quasi-elite type: a culturally savvy, likely at 
least middle-class, multiracial person. This film celebrates Maria’s life, but she sees 
that life as a cliché in the making: “They will have dinner parties where they will serve 
jambalaya and all the guests will be witty and shining in shea butter.”35 Khalil embraces 
this vision and says, “We’re like a Woody Allen movie, with melanin.”36 But Maria feels 
differently: “Either I’m wooden or he’s wooden—one of us is wooden.”37

The success of Maria’s racial concepts seems to backfire, but it is tricky to explain 
what is going wrong. We might, with Diamond, say that Maria’s racial concepts pass 
over the “difficulty” of Maria’s reality—but the problem seems precisely that Maria’s 
concepts are so apt. Or we might appeal to Friedman’s clutter-considerations to suggest 
that Maria is forming “junk” beliefs that lack a connection to a subject-matter that 
interests her—but Maria seems almost too interested in, say, her sister-in-law’s racial 
performances. This case also differs from the previous two cases, insofar as Maria 
is highly invested in using her racial concepts, while she resisted using the concept 
rape, and Sontag resisted using concepts of sexual orientation. I will argue that Maria 

	 33	 Senna 2017, p. 32.
	 34	 Ibid., p. 13.
	 35	 Ibid., p. 101.
	 36	 Ibid. 2017, p. 15.
	 37	 Ibid. 2017, p. 123.
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faces a different kind of normalization, through which her concepts standardize her 
epistemic ends in a detrimental way (Section IV). This takes two forms. First, Maria 
has an impoverished set of ends, which leads her inquiry to become repetitive or stuck, 
and second, Maria fails to recognize her own latitude to inquire differently and thereby 
become unstuck.

Sontag’s interview with Acocella, Maria’s ambivalence about considering herself a 
rape victim, and Maria’s alienation from being a “new person” motivate this article’s 
contention that intelligibility can backfire. Anglo-American philosophers such as 
Fricker and Congdon have provided convincing accounts of the positive difference that 
framing apt moral concepts can make, but that tradition has not provided equivalently 
convincing accounts of the downsides.38 The next section turns to a different intellectual 
lineage in which it has been more common to note the downsides of conceptualization.

II. ANTI-INTELLIGIBILITY

Conceptualization can backfire. A version of this position, closely associated with the 
work of Judith Butler and Michel Foucault, was prominent in continental philosophy and 
critical theory circles from the 1970s through the 1990s. Butler and Foucault are often 
associated with opposition to treating certain kinds of categories (e.g. gender categories 
or mental illness categories) as natural, ahistorical, or having an essential nature. 
However, their respective oeuvres also defend the position that conceptualization or 
intelligibility can be inherently subordinating or dominating. This section examines 
those positions. It argues that the most plausible ways of spelling out such positions 
risk collapsing into the familiar point that the truth can be practically disadvantageous.

In The Psychic Life of Power, Butler speaks of the “self-colonizing trajectory of certain 
forms of identity politics.”39 For Butler, this turns on a kind of problem that accompanies 

	 38	 Queloz (2025) articulates a framework for evaluating concepts according to which concepts 
are better or worse according to how well or poorly they serve our needs. I am broadly sym-
pathetic to Queloz’s rich discussion; however, there are some key differences between his 
account and my own. First, Queloz holds that “moral, political, or legal concepts” work dif-
ferently from natural kind concepts (p. 294), and holds that the fact that “[t]here are many 
social worlds” explains why “theoretical virtues” underdetermine what concepts we ought 
to use (p. 177). By way of contrast, I do not hold that political (etc.) concepts work differently 
from other sorts of concepts, and develop my proposal in a manner explicitly compatible with 
realism. Queloz also develops an account of how “tidy-mindedness” in conceptual practices 
leads to the depletion of richness (ch. 10). However, Queloz develops this point in terms of 
a distinction between public and private needs, whereas I hold that normalization and its 
downsides cross-cut a public-private divide.

	 39	 Butler 1997, p. 104.
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the subject’s categorization: “Social categories signify subordination and existence at 
once.”40 Butler justifies the claim of “subordination” by claiming that the subject is 
“[b]ound to seek recognition of its own existence in categories, terms, and names that 
are not of its own making.”41 On Butler’s view, recognition is required in order to be a 
subject, and recognition occurs in accordance with norms (e.g. gender norms), which 
in turn invoke categories (e.g. man/woman). So the overall thought is that, in being 
recognized, someone is rendered intelligible in a way that dominates them, insofar as 
the categories that figure in that act of recognition have their origin external to the 
subject. But is it really a problem if such categories are not of my “own making”? This 
seems to presuppose too strong a standard of what it takes to be non-subordinated.

A different way of developing Butler’s argument turns on the point that subjects 
seek recognition through discourses that are “dominant and indifferent.”42 That is, 
the categories through which we recognize one another in everyday contexts, or even 
putatively liberatory contexts, have histories of domination: the sexological categories 
of 19th-century medical discourse, the gender categories of heteropatriarchy, the racial 
categories of 18th-century racial science. Perhaps, in being thus categorized, we are 
playing into the hands of these oppressive discourses. This is one way to understand 
Butler’s account, in Gender Trouble, of “the category of women” as it functions within 
feminism to define a group of “political subjects,” which on Butler’s view repeats the 
patriarchal pretense that sex is the stable underpinning to gender.43

But this falls short of telling us about drawbacks inherent to intelligibility. 
Recognizing someone as a woman and thereby as a “subject” of feminism may be an 
intelligibility-conferring practice, but the problems Butler identifies with that practice 
concern the way woman functions within it, not intelligibility itself.

Foucault’s work provides another influential reference point for critiques of 
intelligibility. This is most directly suggested by Foucault’s account of the interrelation 
of power and knowledge; for instance, his claim, in Discipline and Punish, that “power 
and knowledge relations… invest human bodies and subjugate them by turning them 
into objects of knowledge.”44 Foucault thereby suggests that rendering-intelligible 
is itself a way of subjugating. Likewise, in The History of Sexuality: Volume I, Foucault 
speculates that a proliferation of different sexualities is not a rebellion against power. 
Rather, the different “species” of sexuality are the effect of a “machinery of power” 

	 40	 Ibid. 1997, p. 20.
	 41	 Ibid. 1997, p. 20.
	 42	 Ibid., p. 20.
	 43	 Butler 1999, p. 2.
	 44	 Foucault 1995, p. 28.
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that uses a “principle of classification and intelligibility” in order to “strew reality” 
with such “species” and “incorporate them into the individual.”45

Here intelligibility itself is understood as a dominating force. But it is hard to see 
how to interpret this epistemic act or relation as one of subjugation or domination. 
Instead, Foucault has commonly been understood as pointing out how intelligibility 
makes possible subsequent acts of subjugation. For instance, Linda Martín Alcoff 
ascribes to Foucault the view that “bringing things into the realm of discourse can 
create new opportunities for discipline and normalization.”46 One example would be 
categories of sexual acts, such as sodomy, whose articulation as a distinct category 
renders criminalization possible. But in this case, it seems that the relevant problem 
is not intelligibility itself, but rather the unjust legislation that intelligibility makes 
possible. Moreover, it seems that this strategy ultimately identifies downstream 
practical consequences of intelligibility, leaving us with a version of the familiar point 
that knowledge can be disadvantageous.47

Finally, Foucault’s account of the “power of normalization” suggests the possibility 
of drawing a link between intelligibility and normalization.48 For instance, the 
examination, which “makes it possible to qualify, to classify and to punish” enables the 
school to assess its pupils in order to determine which students diverge from expected 
standards, which then enables penalties to be assigned so as to motivate the students 
to become more normal or similar to one another.49 As noted previously, it does not 
seem that the problem here is with intelligibility, but rather with a social process that 
intelligibility facilitates.

Some Foucaultian thinkers have made the stronger claim that intelligibility itself 
normalizes. For instance, Wendy Brown argues in States of Injury that the “discourse of 
politicized identity” reiterates the “normalizing principle of disciplinary regimes.”50 
How might this work? Elsewhere, by way of example, Brown claims that the effort to 
articulate “the feminist truth about women” creates a “unified discourse” in which 
“the porn star who feels miserably exploited, violated, and humiliated in her work 
invariably monopolizes the feminist truth about sex work.”51 Brown also notes that the 

	 45	 Foucault 1990, pp. 43–44.
	 46	 Alcoff 2018, p. 182.
	 47	 Clanchy (2023) articulates a particularly sophisticated contemporary variant of the pract-

cally-grounded approach.
	 48	 Foucault 1995, p. 184.
	 49	 Foucault 1977/1995, pp. 184–192.
	 50	 Brown 1995, p. 65.
	 51	 Brown 2005, p. 92.
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“putting into public discourse of heretofore hidden or private experiences” can bring 
about “homogenization.”52 These suggestions offer a promising avenue for making 
sense of the previous section’s cases. For one can understand Sontag as resisting the 
“homogenization” that a vocabulary of sexual identities would impose on her erotic 
life, or Maria as recalcitrant to how an activist discourse might “monopolize” the truth 
of bad sexual encounters. But we need a more precise account of how, exactly, such 
homogenization or monopolization takes place. Why should such dire consequences be 
associated with the mere application of a concept such as bisexual or rape? Brown claims 
that “speech, because it is always particular speech, vanquishes other possible speech.”53 
But this explanation risks looking like hyperbole. Although these concepts do not capture 
the full complexity of what they describe, as noted previously, we do not in general resist 
using words (such as “love”) that are similarly incomplete when used of their objects.

This article agrees with Butler and Foucault that intelligibility has downsides, 
and moreover, downsides grounded in its nature as an epistemic good. Moreover, it 
agrees with Foucault that “normalization” is a crucial concept for understanding 
intelligibility’s downsides, and with Brown that these downsides are closely linked to 
dynamics of monopolization and homogenization. But this article also seeks a more 
rigorous explanation for these points. Butler, Foucault, and Brown are right to be 
suspicious of intelligibility, but we need a better account of why they are right.

III. NORMALIZING SALIENCE

This section explains one way intelligibility has epistemic downsides: by standardizing 
knowers’ lives in a way that is inapt, given their epistemic ends. First, I introduce the 
scaffolding for this diagnosis. Concepts modulate salience, or affect which properties are 
particularly prominent, and therefore available to figure in inquiry and interpretation. 
Assignments of salience are apt if they facilitate a particular knower’s epistemic 
ends. Second, I argue that concepts can bring about normalization, or epistemically 
bad standardization, in the following way. How concepts modulate salience reflects 
collectively shared ends. This means that by deploying the same concepts, we become 
more similar with respect to what we treat as salient. This standardization of salience is 
epistemically bad for a knower just in case a concept’s way of modulating salience is not 
apt, given that knower’s epistemic ends.54 In such cases, there is normalization. Third, 

	 52	 Ibid., p. 85.
	 53	 Ibid., p. 83.
	 54	 This falls short of establishing that such an agent epistemically ought not form that belief or 
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I argue that this normalization, which arises from a mismatch between a knower’s 
ends and a concept’s way of structuring salience, should not be analyzed as a case of 
incomplete or imperfect intelligibility.

Concepts not only set forth necessary conditions for their application, but also affect 
which features are rendered salient, or particularly available to feature in “cognitive 
processes like memory, categorization, recognition, and even decision-making.”55 
What is salience? This is a difficult notion to define;56 I will spell out what I mean by 
drawing on Elisabeth Camp’s work on characterizations.57 Characterizations structure 
our thinking by rendering some features of an object more prominent than others.58 
Having a characterization is not a matter of endorsing certain “thoughts about the 
prominence, centrality, or fittingness of the characterization’s constituent features.”59 
Rather, a characterization “actually structure[s] one’s thoughts” in a way that 
makes certain properties readily cognitively available to figure in further inferences 
or interpretation.60 For instance, my characterization of a restaurant renders serving 
food prominent, or particularly likely to jump to mind when I think of restaurants. 
This explains why, when I walk past a building on Main Street that I recognize as a 
restaurant, I am more likely to attend to a menu posted on the window, or wonder if 
I might apply for a job there, than I would be if I simply characterized it as a building. 
Concepts not only express necessary conditions but also “characterize” or modulate 
salience (i.e. prominence), which affects the availability of an object’s properties for 
inference and inquiry.61

ought to suspend judgment. This section therefore does not make a case for permissivism (see 
White 2005).

	 55	 Reuter 2024, p. 1.
	 56	 Cf. Reuter 2024, pp. 2–3.
	 57	 Camp 2006; 2008; 2009; 2015; 2019. Other uses of Camp’s work for the purposes of moral and 

political philosophy include those of Fraser (2018), Whitely (2022), and Sliwa (2023).
	 58	 Camp 2015, pp. 610–611. One can also account for this point by appealing to the account of 

generics in Leslie (2007, 2008); see Leslie (2014, 2015) for discussion of connections to social 
philosophy.

	 59	 Camp 2015, p. 610. “Centrality” and “fittingness” are also part of Camp’s account of charac-
terizations. For the sake of simplicity I focus on “prominence,” which I treat as explicating 
what other philosophers have meant by “salience.” 

	 60	 Camp 2015, p. 610. Reuter (2024) explicates certain properties being salient in terms of their 
being “striking”(p. 2; compare Leslie 2007 and 2008).

	 61	 Camp distinguishes characterizations from concepts, insofar as the former do not specify 
necessary conditions for category membership (Camp 2015, p. 604). However, not all the-
orists of concepts hold them to be exhaustively characterized by necessary conditions; these 
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Characterizations form parts of perspectives. A perspective, as Camp defines it, is 
a disposition to characterize.62 Camp’s examples include political liberalism, political 
conservatism, and evangelical Protestantism.63 Rachel Fraser, building on Camp’s 
work, glosses a perspective as a “way of looking at the world” constituted by a “suite of 
interlocking dispositions.”64 Such dispositions are “attentional” (that is, dispositions 
to direct one’s attention in certain ways), “inquisitive” (suggesting which modes of 
inquiry are worthwhile), and “interpretive” (disposing one to make certain inferences 
and evaluations) (Fraser p. 4028). In the remainder of this article, I will use Fraser’s 
account of perspectives. If I have a feminist perspective, then in observing the dynamics 
of my classroom, I am disposed to attend to whether the male students are paying 
equal attention to female students’ points. Upon reading in the newspaper that the 
government has passed a new policy to expand healthcare provisions, I am disposed 
to ask what kinds of reproductive care are included. The way my concepts characterize 
subject-matters form parts of dispositions to attend, inquire, and interpret that make 
up my perspective(s).

Both characterizations (i.e. ways of structuring what is prominent or salient), 
and the related dispositions to attend, inquire, and interpret, can be evaluated as 
epistemically good or bad, depending on whether or not they are apt.65 Camp holds 
that our characterizations are better or worse depending, in part, on whether they are 
“conducive to achieving one’s current cognitive goals.”66 Conduciveness, or aptness, 
can be understood as consisting in how well or poorly a characterization facilitates an 
epistemic end. This introduction of aptness, given our ends, implicitly appeals to our 
finitude, or situation as non-ideal epistemic agents.67 There are many more facts to be 
known than any human knower can ever know; more interpretations to be made than 
any knower can ever make; more understandings to be achieved than any knower can 
accomplish. We have finite resources and therefore cannot attend to every property, 

include prototype theories of concepts and theories of concepts that emphasize salience (e.g. 
Leslie 2007; 2008; Reuter 2024). I will therefore assume that concepts can perform the func-
tion of characterizing in Camp’s sense, and speak of concepts themselves as “characterizing.”

	 62	 Camp 2019, pp. 18–19.
	 63	 Ibid., p. 25.
	 64	 Fraser 2021, p. 4048.
	 65	 The terminology of “aptness” draws on Srinivasan (2018), although the underlying notion 

explicated is Camp’s “conduciveness.”
	 66	 Camp 2015 p. 611.
	 67	 However, Camp (2019, pp. 33–41) argues that even an ideal language, at the purported end-

point of epistemic inquiry, will involve characterizations.
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ask every question, or achieve every interpretation. This is why Friedman argues that 
our interests play a role in determining which justified beliefs we ought to hold.68 A 
characterization, salience-affordance or disposition to inquire, interpret, and attend is 
apt if, for a given agent with a set of epistemic ends, that characterization, affordance, 
or disposition is conducive toward achieving that agent’s epistemic ends. It is inapt if it 
is not conducive toward achieving that agent’s epistemic ends.

This can help us make sense of Sontag’s resistance to being called bisexual or a 
lesbian. Consider the following example. An entry from the 16-year-old Sontag’s diary 
recounts a period she spent living in the Berkeley student dorms. This entry moves 
though a series of topics: the “dichotomy between the body and the mind” that Sontag 
describes as having been her “greatest unhappiness,” a lecture on aesthetics, her 
relationship with a man (Allan), a subsequent relationship with a woman (Harriet), a 
proclamation that she “want[s] to sleep with many people—I want to live and hate 
and die,” which she connects with her desire not to become an academic (“I don’t 
give a damn for anyone’s aggregation of facts”), scenes from gay nightlife in San 
Francisco with Harriet, a list of classical music titles followed by “Sex with music! So 
intellectual!!”, notes on Goethe and Myshkin, and a list of “gay slang.” In this entry, 
Sontag refers to her “lesbianism” and “my homosexuality.”69 What might the stakes 
have been, for the later Sontag, of declining to use these labels?

One point is that, in thinking of herself as a lesbian, when Sontag reflects on her 
own erotic history, the details relating to gender and same-sex life in San Francisco 
in 1949 may jump to mind more readily than details about the relationship between 
mind and body. In thinking about her relationship with Harriet, the role that Harriet 
played in introducing Sontag to San Francisco gay life might be more prominent 
in Sontag’s thinking than their shared intellectual life (“I read the first pages of her 
copy of Steppenwolf…”).70 Properties that are relevant to interpreting Sontag’s time in 
Berkeley as a narrative of gay awakening become salient or prominent; properties that 
are relevant to interpreting it as part of an autobiography of artistic awakening become 
less prominent. This point can explain why Sontag would have an epistemic reason 
to resist thinking of herself as a lesbian or bisexual: using those concepts structures 
what is salient in Sontag’s mental life in a way that can be inapt given her epistemic 
ends. In particular, focusing on gendered relationship dynamics can be inapt for a 
ruminative aesthete who links her erotic life with its “spasms of uncontrollable desire” 

	 68	 Friedman 2018.
	 69	 Sontag 2009, p. 20–43.
	 70	 Ibid., p. 25.
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to the “contemplation of infinity” (and who writes after this entry, “How dreary and 
monotonous [these notebooks] are!”).71 While the belief “I am bisexual” is not a junk 
belief in Friedman’s sense, it has what we might call a junky epistemic profile for Sontag, 
insofar as it renders gender-and-sexuality properties salient at the expense of others.

A similar point can be made about Maria’s first sexual encounter. The characterization 
of rape plausibly involves treating some of an event’s features as prominent, such as 
those involving failure of consent (e.g. “[s]he said, maybe, maybe and he said, yes, 
yes”), and others as less prominent, such as those inviting comparison to more prosaic 
events (“[i]t was gross”). Treating the failure of consent as prominent is not a matter 
of forming a belief about how much the consent-failure matters, but rather consists 
in the feature’s being particularly prominent, and hence highly available to serve 
in inquiry and interpretation.72 This structuring of salience is apt if Maria is writing 
an essay on statutory rape. It is inapt if Maria is reflecting on this event as potential 
material for, say, a dark comedy with body-horror elements.73 In this latter case, a 
more apt characterization of the event would render salient the “gross” elements of 
that encounter—smells and textures, facial expressions, and noises. This does not 
mean that Maria would form false beliefs, or worse interpretations, if she were to use 
the concept rape. Rather, she would have been more likely to form different beliefs, and 
different interpretations.

If Sontag or Maria were to use the concepts offered to them, what would result is 
normalization, or epistemically bad standardization. To see the link to standardization, 
we should first note that the salience-profiles of concepts reflect the epistemic ends 
of broader groups or collectives. To label an event as genocide or sexual harassment or 
rape, or to label a person as lesbian or counter-cultural or mentally ill, is to render salient 
certain features of that event or person which are apt relative to the aims of different 
groups, for instance: victims, policymakers, feminists, doctors. The ends adopted 
by members of groups are facilitated by putting forward conceptual resources that 
promote shared attention to certain properties at the expense of other properties. Such 
conceptual resources thereby promote what Fraser calls “perspectival co-ordination,” 
through which knowers converge on how they attend, inquire, and interpret.74

	 71	 Ibid., pp. 11–12.
	 72	 Whiteley (2022) uses Camp’s notion of perspectives to argue that rape victims are harmed 

when their status as victims is made too salient in others’ minds. See also Munton 2021.
	 73	 In New People, Maria is not a writer of body horror, but I fill in this detail here as part of the 

structure of a possible case.
	 74	 Fraser 2021.
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The concept rape is standardizing, for Maria, insofar as it makes her mental life more 
similar to those of the “women in her self-defense class,” and make her more likely 
to coordinate her perspective (dispositions to attend, inquire, interpret) with theirs. If 
she were to repeatedly do this, in the long run their beliefs or opinions would be more 
likely to converge. Fraser notes that “perspectival co-ordination” can generate what 
she calls “opinional convergence,” insofar as “agents who structure information in 
the same ways are far more likely to remember the same things, and to draw the same 
inferences, than those who structure the same information differently.”75 Likewise, the 
concepts bisexual and lesbian are standardizing, for Sontag, insofar as they structure her 
way of attending to her erotic history in a way that is coordinated with either activist 
understandings or socially standard scripts for thinking about non-heterosexual lives. 
Since concepts not only articulate necessary conditions, but also structure salience, 
they promote collective convergence around salience, or make us more similar with 
respect to what we treat as salient.

The concepts lesbian and rape standardize. But why think that this is epistemically 
bad standardization, hence normalization? Not all standardization is epistemically 
bad. When the newspaper reports that there will be a thunderstorm today, its readers 
converge on believing that there will be rain, and hence become standardized, or more 
similar, with respect to their rain-beliefs. Standardization can be epistemically bad 
when a knower’s mental life is standardized in a way that is inapt given their epistemic 
ends. Focusing on consent-failure could be inapt for the writer of darkly comedic body 
horror; focusing on gendered relationship dynamics could be inapt for the ruminative 
aesthete. Intelligibility, through concepts that would enable Maria and Sontag to 
believe truths and gain understanding, is simultaneously a vector of normalization. 
This explains how intelligibility can have epistemic downsides.

Now, the overintelligibility-skeptic might present the following objection to the 
line of thought developed thus far. If there is an epistemic problem with bisexual or 
lesbian or rape of the general sort just described, this might seem to be a matter of 
holding false beliefs, or faulty understanding: for Sontag, inaccurately interpreting the 
time in Berkeley; for Maria, inaccurately interpreting her first sexual encounter. In that 
case, it would seem that the problem really is a failure of intelligibility.

This counter-argument goes wrong in supposing that, when two interpretations 
differ, one must be superior with respect to intelligibility. But for finite knowers such 
as ourselves, we can face situations in which distinct interpretations are on par with 
respect to intelligibility, and so our reasons to prefer one are not explicable in terms 

	 75	 Ibid., p. 4047.
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of gains of intelligibility. Consider Sontag’s time in Berkeley. Rendering gender-
and-sexuality-related properties of that experience salient may be conducive to the 
epistemic ends of, say, a historian writing about non-heterosexual celebrities of the 
20th century. For such a historian, foregrounding those properties of Sontag’s own 
experience would be apt. But for an aesthete such as Sontag, it is not. Different ways of 
structuring salience are more or less suited to different projects. An account of Sontag’s 
time at Berkeley that shows how Sontag partook in a mid-century gay experience, or an  
account of that same time that focuses on what Sontag was reading as part of her 
aesthetic self-development, can be different but equally intelligibility-conducive 
interpretations, suited to different projects. For finite knowers, multiple ways of 
structuring salience can lead to equivalent intelligibility, and we should prefer some 
over others because they are more apt given our projects or ends.

Over-intelligibility obtains when a concept structures salience in a way that 
generates intelligibility, but is inapt given a particular knower’s ends. It might seem, 
however, that this diagnosis falls short of explaining Sontag’s horrified reaction to her 
interviewer. Why could Sontag not have conceded that some people might choose to 
use the label “bisexual” or “lesbian” about her, but then simply note that she herself 
does not find those labels helpful? Sontag could have accepted the concepts’ application 
to her while declining to structure her own inquiry and interpretation using those 
concepts.76

This strategy can mitigate some of the effects of over-intelligibility in some 
circumstances. However, as a blanket proposal, it underestimates the social and 
collective nature of inquiry in general, and end-setting in particular. Having told other 
people that they might label me as a lesbian, I am more likely to face queries from them 
about this aspect of my erotic life: “Are you out to your colleagues?” “Is that why you 
and Harriet were always hanging out together?” I could try to establish a separation 
in my own mind between others’ interpretive projects, and my own. But the more 
frequently other people use a certain concept when interacting with me, the more I 
must use it myself. This naturally leads to the shaping of my attentional, inquisitive, 
and interpretive dispositions.

Moreover, if a concept and associated set of inquisitive and interpretive ends is 
current in my social environment, then if I choose to prescind from the associated 
epistemic resources, I risk estranging myself from others. This estrangement is not 
merely an emotional experience. When I share my epistemic ends with other people, 
their inquiries are helpful to me, and vice versa. When my epistemic ends are relatively 

	 76	 I would like to thank an anonymous reviewer for pressing this objection.
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idiosyncratic, I am less likely to be able to use others’ investigations to facilitate my 
own. Popular uptake of particular concepts can be associated with a large amount of 
resources for inquiry, interpretation, and attention being collectively expended on 
the ends relative to which those concepts are apt. This, in turn, leaves fewer of those 
resources available for alternative projects.

The availability of concepts such as bisexual and lesbian contributed to an increasing 
number of concept-users adopting epistemic ends that are facilitated by those concepts’ 
salience-profiles. This, in turn, created an interpretive culture in which Sontag faced 
continual scrutiny over the genders of her sexual partners. This corresponds to an 
allocation of relatively more epistemic resources to sexual-identity-focused projects 
(such as biographies and articles about Sontag that examine her denial of her putative 
sexual identity), and relatively fewer resources to other projects that Sontag thought 
were more worth pursuing. Sontag’s resistance was partly a matter of struggling with 
others in her social environment over the very question of what questions are worth 
asking.

 The diagnosis of over-intelligibility suggests a shortcoming in projects of 
hermeneutical justice. When articulating new concepts, we not only make it possible to 
apprehend new truths, but also promote collective convergence around salience. That 
collective convergence can be helpful for political projects. But it can also disadvantage 
knowers trying to engage in idiosyncratic inquiries into that same domain, not only 
because this leads to pressure to inaptly standardize, but also because there is a reduction 
in the collective interpretive and inquisitive resources available for idiosyncratic 
projects. This is one reason intelligibility can be bad: while intelligibility consists in 
truth and understanding, it can also detrimentally standardize inquiry, attention, and 
interpretation. Articulating new concepts thus leads not only to intelligibility, but also 
to over-intelligibility, via an epistemically bad standardization of cognitive life, or 
normalization. This section has developed the diagnosis of normalization with reference 
to a mismatch between particular knowers’ epistemic ends and the salience-profile of 
a concept. The next section develops a second kind of diagnosis that investigates how 
normalization affects the ends that we set.

IV. NORMALIZING ENDS

The previous section’s diagnosis of over-intelligibility treated knowers’ epistemic ends 
as fixed. Normalization results from standardizing salience in ways that are bad, given a 
particular knower’s ends. Structuring salience can also influence what ends knowers set. 
This section argues that a further, distinct kind of normalization arises when knowers’ 
ends are detrimentally standardized. This can happen in two ways. First, a knower can 
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have a bad lack of diversity in their ends, which leads to their being stuck in repetitive 
inquiry. Second, a knower can adopt ends because they fail to recognize that they possess 
the latitude to direct their inquiry, interpretation, and attention in a different manner.

In order to develop this section’s diagnosis, we need to introduce new kinds of 
epistemic badness. Let us call a condition normalized just in case it is a condition in which 
there is an epistemically bad lack of diversity in epistemic ends. Intuitively, the thought 
here is that too much standardization leads to homogenization. Maria’s use of racial 
concepts can be understood as a case of normalization in this sense. For Maria, concepts 
such as biracial and new person form part of a perspective on the world that disposes 
her to interpret and attend to others in light of their engagement with racial roles; for 
instance, noticing how her sister-in-law plays up an appearance of non-whiteness 
in order to appeal to white men. None of what Maria notices is false or unimportant. 
And yet, racial concepts come to dominate Maria’s trajectory as a knower. She notices 
racialized manipulation in part because she is primed to look for such behavior, which 
yields beliefs that further justify her commitments to her epistemic ends, in virtue of 
which she finds more racialized manipulation. There is a self-reinforcing loop between 
epistemic ends and the dispositions to attend, inquire, and interpret that subserve those 
ends. Maria’s attention is directed in this self-reinforcing way toward a narrow set of 
ends. There is a lack of diversity in her ends, and so she is in a normalized condition.

Not all narrowness is bad. The dedicated activist and the monomaniacal botanist alike 
might be epistemic successes in virtue of fidelity to a limited conceptual repertoire. But 
Maria’s alienation—her sense that she or those around her are “wooden”—suggests 
that she is stuck. Her inquiries and interpretations do not seem to develop or deepen 
over time (in the manner of a successful botanist), nor do they lead to new proposals 
for collective action (in the manner of a successful activist). Rather, Maria continually 
notices versions of the same pattern in different contexts, thereby building up an ever-
larger web of true beliefs that is focused on normatively and politically important 
manners, yet nonetheless always leads her to more of the same. In good cases, lack of 
variety leads to deepening and complicating inquiry into a single area; in bad cases, 
it leads to repetition. Maria is in a normalized condition because there is a bad lack of 
diversity in her epistemic ends. Likewise, if Sontag were to shift her epistemic ends in 
response to pressure from people like Acocella and Moser, a normalized condition could 
come about, with a bad lack of diversity within her own epistemic life and epistemic life 
collectively.

I will now introduce a second way to diagnose normalization at the level of ends. 
This concerns a bad process through which knowers give up, set, or maintain epistemic 
ends. I will call this end-enforcement. End-enforcement obtains when we adopt ends 
because latitude on our epistemic lives has been obscured from us. By “latitude,” I mean 
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our aforementioned capacity to justifiably attend, interpret, and inquire differently 
from one another. End-enforcement is standardizing insofar as knowers who do not 
recognize that they have latitude are less likely to use it, and hence more likely to become 
similar to other inquirers and to adopt group and collective norms. End-enforcement 
is epistemically bad insofar as knowers give up, adopt, or maintain their epistemic 
ends in part because their latitude in end-setting has been obscured from their view. 
End-enforcement is therefore an instance of epistemically bad standardization, or 
normalization.

Many conflicts that seem like conflicts over what the facts are, are actually conflicts 
about which facts matter, and by extension, conflicts about what ends we ought to have. 
Sontag’s critics do not (merely) suppose her to be deceived about her sexual orientation; 
they also criticize her for not having cared more about it.77 Had Maria told the women 
in her self-defense class that she took the fact that “[i]t was gross” to be more salient 
to her first sexual encounter than the fact that “[s]he said, maybe, maybe,” it is easy to 
imagine them telling Maria that she’s wrong about what matters. To say to someone, 
“You’re a lesbian,” or “You’ve been raped,” can be a matter not only of stating the 
truth, but also suggesting its heightened salience, and thereby also recommending a 
prioritization of certain ends (e.g. solidarity among sexual minorities, or victims of 
sexual violence). Exhorting is not inherently impermissible, although it can go wrong 
if I thereby meddle in your private business. Being voluble about someone else’s sexual 
identity or sexual experiences can easily go wrong by overstepping boundaries. But 
there is a more insidious, yet also ubiquitous, way for exhorting to go wrong. This is 
when exhortation masks its character as exhortation.78

Such a mode of proceeding obscures a crucial dimension of choice. To frame a 
question about, say, sexual identity in such a manner as to suggest that the truth of the 
concept’s application exhausts the reasons to form or omit a belief, is also to obscure 
latitude to attend differently to those facts depending on one’s ends. We thereby become 
more standardized or similar to one another through a deceptive process. This explains 
what would be bad about Sontag’s giving up her epistemic projects in response to a 
claim like Moser’s about what is true. For as the previous section argued, Sontag would 
not thereby achieve greater knowledge or understanding by adopting a perspective 
more similar to that of Moser, but rather different knowledge or understanding. I now 
point out that she might acquire that different knowledge under the guise that she is 
gaining greater knowledge, insofar as she is “coming to see the truth about herself.” 

	 77	 Cf. Moser 2020, pp. 9–11, 511–521, 562.
	 78	 I am grateful to Hasan Dindjer for helpful discussion on this point.
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There are possible cases in which Sontag would choose to become more similar to a 
group through believing that there is no choice to be made. This is epistemically bad 
standardization, or normalization.

It might seem manipulative to obfuscate one’s exhortations and thereby obscure 
others’ latitude to accept or reject such exhortation. On this basis, we might think that 
we should separate figuring out what is true, from figuring out what to do. But this is 
not possible all or even most of the time. We are continually conceptualizing, and hence 
continually modulating salience, in ways that are more or less apt given our ends. In 
conceptualizing, I am already taking a stand.

Can we at least be honest with one another, and with ourselves, about that? For 
instance, Sontag’s critics might reframe their complaint in terms of Sontag’s resistance 
to becoming the kind of person who would make identity categories central to her 
thought. But as a general strategy, this is implausible. As Camp notes, the functionality 
of characterizations and perspectives depends on their ability to guide us in a rapid 
and semi-automatic manner. This functionality is at odds with knowers continually 
making the role of their own ends explicit to themselves or to one another. When we 
use characterizations and perspectives, we engage in a practice that exhibits self-
effacing functionality. Matthieu Queloz introduces this terminology to describe practices 
for which it is a requirement “on the practice’s functionality that participants not be 
primarily motivated by awareness of that functionality.”79 Self-effacing functionality 
describes the prioritizations and dispositions bound up with characterizations and 
perspectives. Both deploying and promoting my perspectives and ends works best when 
nobody realizes that’s what I’m doing. To make explicit that one is prioritizing the fact 
that a sexual encounter was nonconsensual is to draw attention to how one might attend 
differently, and hence to call into question one’s own prioritization. This is not to say 
that it is impossible for people to be more honest or explicit. But end-enforcement is 
part of the proper functioning of characterizing and deploying perspectives, or part of 
how structuring salience works.

End-enforcement can also occur purely cognitively, outside verbal exchange. 
Maria’s use of racial concepts can be understood as this kind of case. No matter the 
situation she is in, Maria’s racial concepts help her notice something important about 
the racial dynamics at play. These racialized negotiations really are happening, and 
they really do matter. But it comes to seem to Maria that her concepts’ aptness is solely 
a matter of how they yield knowledge and understanding, and not a matter of her freely 
set epistemic ends. This is because characterizations exhibit self-effacing functionality 

	 79	 Queloz 2021, p. 55.
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in thought as well as in speech. In order for characterizing to structure salience in a 
way that is cognitively efficient, the role of ends in rendering characterizations salient 
cannot be continually made conscious. Maria does not consciously recognize that she 
herself has set the ends in relation to which her racial concepts structure salience in an 
apt manner. Maria is subject to normalization not only because her epistemic life lacks 
diversity, but also because that lack of diversity comes about through an obscuring of 
latitude. She is normalized twice over.

Finally, when characterizations or perspectives are based in moral ends, there is 
a particular kind of inconsistency involved in acknowledging latitude. The women in 
Maria’s self-defense class would be unlikely to say, “Sexual violence must be a site of 
collective resistance—depending on your overall profile of interests and ends.” The 
anti-AIDS activist slogan “Silence=Death” makes precisely the claim that here one 
does not have the latitude to attend, inquire, and interpret differently.

Moral ends often do not afford us latitude. To take one prominent example, 
Kant holds that moral ends are unconditional, by which he means independent of 
our interests or inclinations.80 It would be odd to treat someone as having epistemic 
latitude to attend (etc.) differently, grounded in their choice of ends, when I take them 
to lack the moral latitude to omit or deprioritize that end. It may be manipulative to 
obscure how the aptness of attending (etc.) in certain ways is grounded in our ends or 
interests—that is, in our choices. And yet, on many views it is precisely the nature of 
the claim that the good makes on us, that we do not have a choice.

In general, obscuring latitude is not a matter of conceptualization failing. Rather, it 
is part of the proper functioning of our conceptual practices. Structuring salience works 
better when we are not conscious that salience is being structured. This means that 
we are the continual subjects of end-enforcement in both verbal exchange and in our 
mental lives. That is, we continually make claims on one another, under the pretense 
of making claims about how things are. In that sense, we are continually manipulating 
one another: treating beliefs like that was rape or this is sin or you are a lesbian as if the 
reasons to form them are independent of our ends. We proceed as if in doing so, we are 
simply stating how things are, when in fact we are recommending to one another that 
we act; that we bring about; that we become.

This section has explained two ways that intelligibility-conducive conceptualization 
can normalize our ends. On the first proposal, normalization obtains when there is a 
lack of diversity in epistemic ends. On the second proposal, normalization obtains when 
there is end-enforcement, or knowers fail to recognize their latitude in end-setting. 
The second proposal can be understood either as a distinct proposal, or as a mechanism 
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that explains the first. In a slogan, end-enforcement normalizes by obscuring that 
normalization is going on.

V. CONCLUSION

To know is to normalize: we are now in a position to make sense of the most 
ambitious variant of the Foucaultian thesis of a link between intelligibility and 
normalization. This article has offered two main ways of making sense of this link. 
First, intelligibility can normalize by structuring salience: intelligibility-conducive 
concepts can make knowers’ mental lives closer to group norms in a way that is inapt 
given their particular ends. Second, intelligibility can normalize by targeting ends: 
we can set or give up our ends in a way that brings about homogeneity in an individual 
or collective stock of ends, or in a way that involves our latitude being obscured from 
us. In both cases, normalization or epistemically bad standardization follows from 
the dynamics of conceptualization. For the very success of concepts depends on their 
ability to standardize what we regard as salient, and to structure salience in ways 
regarding which we are not conscious. Normalization is the natural byproduct of 
intelligibility.

So what is to be done? One response is to simply accept these downsides as the cost 
of doing (epistemic) business in a world where we have finite epistemic resources. 
Moreover, it is consistent with this article’s argument to hold that the costs of 
intelligibility are always worth sustaining for the sake of moral and political benefit.

Since normalization follows from intelligibility, and intelligibility is unavoidable, 
it might seem that normalization is also unavoidable. This is correct, but the scope of 
normalization can be restricted. One way to do this is by opting for what I call a zone of 
disarticulation. Such a zone can be understood along individual or collective lines. For 
an individual, a zone of disarticulation can be an event or area of life that one refuses 
to subject to conceptualization, or a shorthand for a justified refusal to use some 
putatively apt concept. On a collective level, a zone of disarticulation corresponds to a 
group decision not to invest resources in the task of developing a category or taxonomy 
for some aspect of experience or putative harm.

Disarticulation also presents a response to the problems with intelligibility that 
arise when a concept is correctly applied but its salience-profile is normalizing. For 
some, the downsides of normalization are not substantial, and it may be considered 
all-things-considered better to sustain normalization when talking about, say, sexual 
violence or sexual identity, for the sake of solidarity with others. The important point 
is that opting for disarticulation need not be self-deception, repression, or false 
consciousness. Rather, there can be epistemic reasons for disarticulation. Sontag’s 
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refusal to describe herself as bisexual or a lesbian, and Maria’s refusal to describe what 
happened to her as rape, can be understood as cases of disarticulation.

Opting for disarticulation and avoiding normalization can be motivated by multiple 
positive normative views. For instance, one might hold that gaining knowledge is the 
ultimate goal, and that this strategy is best pursued by knowers with a multiplicity of 
ways of knowing. Or one might hold that such multiplicity is valuable for its own sake. 
My own preferred strategy draws on a late interview with Foucault, in which Foucault 
stated that one of his goals had been to “show people that they are much freer than they 
feel, that people accept as truth, as evidence, some themes which have been built up at 
a certain moment during history, and that this so-called evidence can be criticized and 
destroyed.”81 Intelligibility-conducive concepts can create the impression that there is 
no choice but to use those very concepts, and no choice but to believe the corresponding 
truths. For insofar as there genuinely is a fact of the matter about whether an event 
is rape, or whether one is a lesbian, it can seem that defending the choice not to use 
those concepts is simply vindicating the subject’s right to be wrong. However, if in 
knowing and believing, we are also taking a stand on what matters, then for finite 
knowers such as ourselves, “truth” and “evidence” are never sufficient to settle the 
question of what we should believe. One rationale for noting latitude in our epistemic 
lives is the Foucaultian project of showing how we are freer than we feel. The literature 
on hermeneutical injustice contributes to a politics of legibility that risks obscuring 
this point. Scott’s account in Seeing Like a State of how legibility produces standardized 
political subjects serves as a warning against projects of epistemic justice that function 
like “state fictions” in “transform[ing] the reality they presume… to observe.”82 
Although articulating new moral concepts can bring about moral and epistemic progress, 
that progress also increases the scope of normalization. The more intelligible world is 
a more homogeneous one. Contemporary philosophers have made compelling cases for 
the value of bringing the world into light; I have sought to make a case for the shadows.
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