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Abstract
Students in teacher education programs are often faced with per-
ceived threats to their epistemological heritages. According to Sys-
tem Justification Theory, when faced with these perceived threats, 
individuals may become more defensive, epistemically resistant, and 
cognitively rigid. More specifically, due to a palliative psychological 
need, students may become motivated to justify what they conceive 
of as the status quo, or system justifications, to defend their episte-
mological heritage and socializations. Students may face perceived 
threats to their social and epistemological heritages in courses which 
are critically focused, such as foundations of education courses, and 
courses where there are requirements for both dialogical and dialec-
tical engagement. System Justification Theory offers the potential to 
be utilized as a way of understanding student teachers’ epistemologi-
cal resistance and epistemic vices while informing teacher educators’ 
pedagogy. 
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Introduction
	 The goal of this article is to introduce System Justification Theory 
as a way for teacher educators to recognize the sociopsychological and 
socioepistemic difficulties of students when engaging in critical topics 
and to add to the dialogue of educational foundations. As members of 
society, and subject to ideologically laden ideas and motivations, stu-
dents who enter teacher education programs bring with them poten-
tial epistemic limitations inculcated from years of socializations. Over 
time, those socializations may lead to epistemic limitations. Those 
epistemic limitations may inhibit student teachers’ ability to engage 
in critical discussions within teacher education programs. Inculcated 
beliefs, ideologically laden preferences, implicit biases, and socialized 
understandings may come from family, friends, religious/faith-based 
groups, community associations, schooling, and social media. Students 
may have, in essence, an epistemic heritage manifesting various epis-
temic limitations and entrenchments. In addition, for many students, 
attending a college or university may be their first exposure to diverse 
peoples and perspectives, all of which represent socioepistemic, philo-
sophical, and ideological challenges. 
	 In conversations with fellow scholars and students at a mid-size, 
Midwestern university, there seems to be something missing in ed-
ucator programs—understanding the social psychology and social 
epistemology of future teachers. This article is especially prescient for 
foundations of education faculty who are tasked with examining crit-
ical issues, while also encouraging students to recognize and come to 
terms with their potential epistemic limitations. In no way is this ar-
ticle meant to divorce itself from, nor ignore the critical work of a mul-
titude of scholars who have written in our field and, while attempting 
to minimize the tendency to drift into saviorism, the hope is that this 
topic adds to our diverse field and presents itself as a potential way to 
examine the epistemic nuances that occur in teacher education cours-
es. I utilize previous work in the fields of social psychology, political 
psychology, and social epistemology, and see those areas as a tool for 
teacher educators. In conjunction with System Justification Theory, 
this article highlights several epistemic limitations, which may con-
tribute to the difficulty students face when discussing critical topics in 
educational foundations classrooms. System Justification Theory has 
the potential to be utilized as a tool in understanding why and how 
student teachers exhibit epistemic limitations when exposed to critical 
topics and ideas.



3

Jamie C. Atkinson

System Justification Theory
	 Epistemic limitations may be generally and specifically tied to 
one’s epistemic heritage. In this instance, heritage is referring directly 
to a social phenomenon, which may extend beyond the defining lines 
of ethnicity, race, culture, and class. Epistemic heritage is the handing 
down of normative values and ideas from family members, religious 
organizations, community groups, friends, etc., and may result from 
the cycle of socialization (Harro, 2018). Epistemic heritages may in-
clude certain ideological persuasions. Ideology has different meanings 
for different people, groups, and entities, thus “ideology has been as-
cribed as one of the most elusive constructs in all of the social scienc-
es largely because it has been enormously difficult for researchers to 
agree on a compact, yet comprehensive definition” (Thorisdottir et al., 
p. 4). One of the first mentions of the term can be seen in the work of 
Antoine Destutt de Tracy, a French Enlightenment philosopher in his 
Éléments d’idéologie (1818) whose first volume in this work, titled “Ide-
ology Strictly Defined,” defined ideology as a science of ideas. For this 
article, ideology is defined as a set of doctrines, beliefs, or rationalities, 
forming a body of ideas reflecting the social needs and aspirations of 
an individual, group, class, or culture, forming the basis of a politi-
cal, economic, social, or other system (Gerring, 1997; Jost, 2006; Jost, 
Nosek, & Gosling, 2008; Jost, Frederico, & Napier, 2009). Individuals 
may embrace various political, sociocultural, economic, and religious 
ideologies. For example, an individual may be a Christian nationalist/
fundamentalist and a neoliberal and/or neoconservative, broad ideol-
ogies encompassing various beliefs, dogmas, and rationalities. There 
are numerous political, social, religious, etc., ideologies that could be 
examined, but for the purpose of this paper, the examination will be 
limited to individuals/groups who, broadly speaking, are both socially 
and politically conservative, share a preferred political and social vi-
sion, or epistemic heritage, and often embrace system justifying beliefs 
in the institutionalized norms of society – the status quo (Hafer & Cho-
ma, 2009; Jost, 2020, 2021, Jost et al., 2007, 2008). 
	 Ideological and its accompanying epistemological entrenchment, 
epistemic vices, and system-justifying beliefs may result in an aversion 
to critical self- and system-examinations within teacher education. Sys-
tem Justification Theory (SJT) has potential as a tool in understanding 
why socially and politically conservative student teachers resist dis-
cussions and examinations of critical social issues (e.g., Critical Race 
Theory, Multiculturalism, Equity, Inclusion, LGBTQ rights, etc.). SJT 
may help faculty with the following two questions: (1) Why are many 
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student teachers resistant to discussions about social injustices and 
inequities from both a historical and contemporary perspective, and 
(2) Why are many student teachers so accepting of those injustices 
and inequities, to the point of defending those injustices and inequi-
ties? Since the early 1990s, SJT has been an ongoing theoretical proj-
ect grounded primarily in the fields of social and political psychology 
and social epistemology. SJT was originally proposed to “explain why 
disadvantaged individuals and groups buy into negative stereotypes 
and evaluations of themselves” while also accepting “their lower rank 
in status hierarchies” (Jost, 2020, p. 9). SJT has the potential to gen-
erally answer the questions above and lay the initial work for specif-
ic studies in teacher education, primarily in undergraduate teacher 
preparation programs and foundations of education courses. Student 
teachers enter teacher education programs with certain ideological 
frameworks and epistemic limitations to new epistemological under-
standings, which include perceived notions of fairness, justice, the 
legitimacy of ideas, and judgments regarding their fellow citizens and 
social groups. 
	 Antonio Gramsci (1971) “marveled at the ‘spontaneous consent 
given by the great masses of the population to the general direction 
imposed on social life by the dominant fundamental group’ and pro-
posed that ‘this consent is historically caused by the prestige (and con-
sequent confidence), which the dominant group enjoys because of its 
position and function in the world of production” (Gramsci, 1971, p. 
12; Jost, 2020, p. 2). Student teachers are susceptible to providing this 
same spontaneous consent described so well by Gramsci. As early as 
the 16th century, a French law student by the name Estienne de la 
Boétie produced an essay titled Discourse of Voluntary Servitude in 
which he asked the poignant question, “why do people tolerate, even 
embrace, their own subjugation when they are under no forcible com-
pulsion to do so” (de la Boétie, 2008/1548)? Boétie outlined three major 
hypotheses to explain the politics of obedience and, according to the so-
ciologist Steven Lukes (2011), these amount to (a) ‘cultural inertia’ or 
the ‘force of custom and habit’; (b) ‘manufactured consent,’ that is, ide-
ology and propaganda; and (c) ‘patronage,’ such that ‘tyrants surround 
themselves with dependents, who in turn have their own dependents’” 
(Lukes, 2011, p. 20). 
	 Some of those same ideas can be found in the work of Michel Fou-
cault in his series of lectures (1978-1979) regarding The Birth of Bio-
politics, and (1982-1983) on The Government of Self and Others, which 
pertain to how individuals can come to discipline themselves, thus 
reinforcing the dominant norms of society. This self-domination and 
voluntary servitude to dominant ideologies and epistemological frame-
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works have significant connections with Marx and Engels’ concepts of 
ideological hegemony and false consciousness (Lukes 2011; Marx & En-
gels, 1970; Rosen, 1996). Similar ideas are offered in Louis Althusser’s 
(2014/1970) theories related to ideology, ideological apparatuses and 
the state and Pierre Bourdieu’s (1986/1977) work to include his the-
ories of habitus and social and symbolic capital. Throughout history, 
there have been extensive examinations of these phenomena, too much 
to further fluster the reader in this article. Regardless, what stands out 
in almost all the examinations are how and why “people submit will-
ingly, even enthusiastically, to humiliations inflicted by the powerful,” 
and why individuals often vehemently defend, or justify, the status quo 
(Jost 2020, p.2). Ultimately, it comes down to an individual’s or group’s 
“habit, ideology, and dependence” (Jost, 2020, p. 2). Additionally, peo-
ple often, and for a myriad of reasons, “internalize the norms of the 
social order on which they depend even when they are disadvantaged 
by the social order,” and in doing so develop “mental resistance to the 
fundamental flaws of their social order” (Jost 2020, p. 3; Fehr & Gintis, 
2007). Ultimately, this leads to the framework for SJT defined below:

A social psychological perspective that seeks to elucidate the individu-
al-level and group-level mechanisms contributing to people’s inability 
to see the true nature of the socioeconomic [and sociopolitical] sys-
tem. In addition to people’s blindness to their own oppression, a so-
cial system—any social system—can provide psychological benefits…. 
according to system justification theory, people are motivated—often 
at a nonconscious level of awareness—to defend, bolster, and justify 
the social, economic, and political institutions and arrangements on 
which they depend. (Jost, 2020, p. 3)

System justification lies in a psychological need for certainty and com-
fort. “People who are either chronically, or temporarily, concerned 
with epistemic, existential, and relational needs to attain certainty, 
security, and social belongingness are especially likely to embrace sys-
tem-justifying ways of thinking (Jost, 2020, p. 6). Our motivation to 
justify the existing system, including many of the ideas, beliefs, and 
ideological positions within that system, may not be beneficial to us, 
and often “perpetuate our suffering, and in that sense, they do not 
serve our objective interests” (Jost, 2020, p. 6). In that instance, as 
Boétie (2008/1548) noted, individuals often choose the “security of liv-
ing wretchedly” over “the uncertain hope of living as [one] pleases” and 
our student teachers are no different (p. 44). Examples of embracing 
system-justifying ways of thinking include pledging the allegiance to 
the flag, attending religious services, engaging in shared group activ-
ities with like-minded individuals, remaining affiliated with a partic-
ular political party because of family tradition, dominant perspectives 
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on race, gender, sexual identity, ability, socioeconomic status, etc., all 
pursued to satisfy the need of a sense of order, meaning, and belongi-
ness, in one’s life even if it is only temporary. 
	 System justification works to avoid stresses caused by epistemic 
chaos and epistemic exhaustion, thus leading individuals and groups 
toward epistemic resistance and epistemic vices. SJT helps “explain 
how and why people tolerate, accept, and often vindicate, all of the 
things they do (and the things that are done to them and on behalf of 
them) in a wide variety of social, economic, and political contexts” (Jost 
2020, pp. 9-10). To this point, there have been over three thousand 
articles utilizing system justification in sociology and psychology pub-
lications (Jost, 2018; Osborne et al., 2019).
	 In 2009, Jost and colleagues, edited a seminal publication that ex-
amined how SJT may be utilized to explain epistemic limitations and 
ideologies to include its relation to the social and psychological bas-
es of ideology (Jost et al., 2009; Thorisdottir et al., 2009; Uhlman et 
al., 2009; Ferguson, et al., 2009); the psychological power of the status 
quo on individuals and groups, including such things as belief in a 
just world and fairness (Eidelman & Crandall, 2009; Hafer & Choma, 
2009; Kay & Zanna, 2009; Mitchell & Tetlock, 2009); epistemic and ex-
istential motives to deal with uncertainty management and to change 
(Anson, et al., 2009; van den Bos, 2009; Willer, 2009); individual and 
group motivations regarding social cognitions and ideological attitudes 
(Duckitt & Sibley, 2009; Federico & Goren, 2009; Nosek et al., 2009; 
Rentfrow et al., 2009); perspectives on justice, morality, and perceived 
social decline (Eibach and Libby, 2009; Feygina & Tyler, 2009; Haidt, 
& Graham, 2009); and the implications of SJT for self, group, and so-
ciety (Cikara, et al., 2009; Nosek, et al., 2009; O’Brien & Major, 2009; 
Starzyk, et al., 2009). Jost’s (2020) culminating work, A Theory of Sys-
tem Justification, adds to this body of knowledge and all are potential 
theoretical tools to inform education faculty’s understandings of the 
epistemic limitations and system-justifying beliefs student teachers 
adhere to while attending colleges of education, and their epistemic re-
sistance, epistemic vices, and cognitive rigidity when discussing critical 
issues. From a sociopolitical perspective, Jost (2021) published Left & 
Right: The Psychological Significance of a Political Distinction, which 
further utilizes SJT to discern the differences between adherents of 
political conservatism versus political liberalism, supplementing the 
knowledge professors may find valuable in examining student teach-
ers’ epistemic limitations in relation to the sociopolitics of education. 
	 When teaching critical social justice issues in teacher education, 
the resistance to change and the resistance to critical examinations of 
the status quo can be explained by the palliative nature of system jus-
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tification. There are nine major postulates of SJT which may be of use 
in understanding potential epistemic vices among student teachers:

1. “People are motivated (often unconsciously) to defend, jus-
tify, and bolster aspects of the status quo including existing 
social, economic, and political institutions and arrangements” 
(Jost, 2020, p. 62; Jost & van der Toorn, 2012). Members of so-
ciety may legitimize the status quo regardless of the evidence 
of inequalities and social justices. Our students, whether they 
come from advantaged or disadvantaged backgrounds, will 
often internalize rather than reject existing institutionalized 
and system norms to which advantaged groups adhere.
2. “As is the case with all other motives in human psychology, 
the strength of system justification motivation and its expres-
sion are expected to vary according to situational (contextual) 
and dispositional (individual differences) factors” (Jost, 2020, 
p.62). When there is heightened social, cultural, and political 
conflict, individuals may be more inclined to exhibit and ex-
press system justifying beliefs; for student teachers, this may 
come from societal issues or threats to their implicit beliefs 
while in their teacher education programs.
3. “System justification motivation is activated or increased 
when (a) the system is criticized, challenged, or threatened; 
(b) the system is perceived as inevitable or inescapable; (c) the 
system is perceived as traditional or longstanding; or (d) the 
individual feels powerless or dependent on the system (and 
its authorities)” (Jost, 2020, p. 64). When there are potential 
threats to a student’s ideological and epistemic heritage, the 
resulting epistemic chaos engages a psychological need to jus-
tify what they have always known.
4. “System justification addresses basic epistemic motives to 
reduce uncertainty, existential motives to reduce threat, and 
relational motives to reduce social discord. Situational and dis-
positional variability in these underlying needs will affect the 
strength of system justification motivation” (Jost, 2020, pp. 64-
65; Jost 2017a, b). Our student teachers often have epistemic 
and existential needs for such things as certainty, consistency, 
meaning, safety, and the relational need of a shared reality 
with like-minded individuals. When this is disrupted, it cre-
ates epistemic chaos which then further drives students to sys-
tem justifying beliefs.
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5. “There are several possible means by which the system can 
be justified, including direct endorsement of certain ideologies, 
the legitimation of institutions and authorities, denial or mini-
malization of system problems or shortcomings, complementa-
ry stereotyping, and rationalization (Jost, 2020, p. 65). Student 
teachers often endorse, or profess, certain ideological belief 
systems, justifying and legitimating those systems based on 
their epistemological heritage. Student teachers may do this 
to satisfy epistemic, existential, relational, and other psycho-
logical needs.
6. For the next two postulates, whether student teachers are in 
the advantaged or disadvantaged group, there are situational, 
or contextual, issues which drive them into various system-jus-
tifying actions. “For members of advantaged groups (those fa-
vored by the status quo), system justification is consistent with 
self- and group-justification motives, and is therefore positively 
associated with self-esteem, in-group favoritism, and long-term 
psychological well-being” (Jost, 2020, p. 66; Jost et al, 2001). 
7. “For members of disadvantaged groups (those disfavored 
by the status quo), system justification conflicts with self- and 
group-justification motives, and is therefore negatively associ-
ated with self-esteem, in-group favoritism, and long-term psy-
chological well-being” (Bahamondes-Correa, 2016; Jost, 2020, 
p. 66; Jost & Thompson, 2000).
8. “System justification serves a palliative function. The en-
dorsement of system-justifying beliefs and ideologies is as-
sociated in the short-term with increased positive affect and 
decreased negative affect for members of advantaged and dis-
advantaged groups alike” (Jost, 2020, p. 67; Jost et al., 2003; 
Kluegel & Smith, 1986; Napier & Jost, 2008; Wakslak et al., 
2007). Palliative functions such as satisfaction, contentment, 
security, a sense of place, certainty, etc. are all potentially met 
by system justifying beliefs and actions.
9. “Although system justification motivation typically leads 
people to resist social change (and to perceive it as potentially 
threatening), people are more willing to embrace change when 
it is perceived as (a) inevitable or extremely likely to occur, or 
(b) congruent with the preservation of at least some aspect of 
the social system or its ideals” (Jost, 2020, p. 67). Probably the 
most problematic issue with system justification, especially for 
our student teachers, is that it potentially “undermines their 
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desire for change and their willingness to participate in collec-
tive action aimed at improving society,” especially from within 
the walls of their school districts (Jost, 2020, p. 67).

Student teachers will soon be working within the social sphere and 
consistently working with a diverse group of students. How are we, as 
teacher educators, articulating the role of social science in dislodging 
troublesome epistemic limitations in our students?
	 Robert Lynd (1939) noted, “the role of social science is to be trou-
blesome, to disconnect the habitual arrangements by which we man-
age to live along, and to demonstrate the possibility of change in more 
adequate [and positive] directions” (pp. 181-182). To this end, there 
have been over fifty studies conducted and/or published between 2005 
and 2022 showing that “exposure to threats directed at the social sys-
tem can heighten the intensity of system-justifying responses, includ-
ing (but not limited to) the increased use of stereotypes to rationalize 
social, sexual, economic, [and racial], disparities,” which we, as teacher 
educators, should evaluate as a potential for understanding epistem-
ic limitations in our students (Jost 2020, p. 62). There are numerous 
studies reflecting the types of system-justifying beliefs we may witness 
from our student teachers. The list below is just a few of those studies:

1. The Protestant Work Ethic, which is a system where “indi-
viduals have a moral responsibility to work hard and avoid lei-
sure activities; thus, hard work is a virtue and its own reward” 
(Jones, 1997; Jost, 2020, p. 326; Mirels & Garrett, 1971). 
2. Meritocratic Ideology, which is the idea that a system exists 
that “rewards individual ability and motivation, so success is 
an indicator of personal deservingness” (Day & Fiske, 2017; 
Jost, 2020, p. 327; Ledgerwood et al., 2011; McCoy & Major, 
2007; Mijs, 2019). 
3. Fair Market Ideology (Neoliberalism) & Economic System 
Justifications, which includes free-market, capitalist, and neo-
liberal ideas based on the efficiency, legitimate outcomes, fair-
ness, and justness that a free-market provides; the idea that 
society should be based on free-market principles; and the Dar-
winian notion that economic inequality is “natural, inevitable, 
and legitimate” (Azevedo et al., 2017; Hennes et al., 2012; Jost, 
2020, p. 327; Jost & Thompson, 2000; Jost et al., 2003). 
4. Belief in a Just World: the notion that “people typically get 
what they deserve and deserve what they get in regard to out-
comes—what is, is what ought to be” (Hafer & Begue, 2005; 
Jost, 2020, p. 327; Lerner, 1980). 
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5. Power Difference & Social Dominance Orientations: This is 
the notion that “inequality is a natural and desirable feature of 
the social order; large power differences are acceptable and le-
gitimate; and there exists a general preference for group-based 
social hierarchies—a desire for unequal relations among social 
groups” (Jost, 2020, p. 327; Jost & Thompson, 2000; Jost et al., 
2003; Kugler et al., 2010; Sidanius & Pratto, 2001). 
6. Opposition to Equality: In general, adherents to this belief 
argue that “increased social and economic equality is unattain-
able and undesirable; it would be detrimental to society” (Ea-
gly, et al., 2004; Jost, 2020, p. 327; Jost & Thompson, 2000; 
Kluegel & Smith, 1986). 
7. Right-Wing Authoritarianism: General “aggression toward 
deviants,” a belief that one should submit “to established 
authorities” and hierarchies, and a rigid, “adherence to con-
ventional traditions” and established norms (Azevedo & Jost, 
2021; Altmeyer, 1981,1998; Duckitt & Sibley, 2009; Jost, 2020, 
p. 328; Jost et al., 2003). 
8. Social Darwinism: The “belief that the fittest members of 
society will succeed and that competitive social hierarchies are 
not only natural but necessary – a way of improving the human 
race through natural selection” (Hofstadter, 1992/1944; Jost, 
2020, p. 328; Rudman & Saud, 2020). 
9. General Social, Political, & Economic Conservatism: Social 
and political conservatism is deeply rooted in “traditionalism 
(political & social conservatism), resistance to change (social 
conservatism), and the acceptance of inequality (economic con-
servatism)” in all its forms (Butz et al., 2017; Jost, 2006, 2017b, 
2020, p. 328; Jost et al., 2003; Kandler et al., 2012).

Social Epistemology and Epistemic Vices
	 Few students will exit their teacher education programs without 
a definitional understanding of epistemology. Epistemology comes 
from the Greek episteme, meaning knowledge or understanding, and 
logos, meaning to account, to logic, or to reason (Woleński, 2004). In 
broader terms, epistemology may be defined as how one comes to know 
what they know, and how one comes to understand and reason. More 
recent definitions of formal epistemology include varying degrees to 
which one has confidence in their knowledge, considering the numer-
ous constraints on knowledge acquisition (Woleński, 2004). How truly 
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confident can anyone be of their own cognitive successes, the search for 
truth, considering limited resources, experiences, and combined with 
the excessive noise of society? Embedded within epistemology are two 
aspects – knowledge and justification. Our knowledge, our justifica-
tions for that knowledge, and the psychological need to defend that 
knowledge through justification is at the core of this article. 
	 One of the more fascinating aspects of teaching educational foun-
dations is recognizing and discussing how students have become so-
cialized into various epistemological heritages and identity formations. 
As Harro (2018) discussed, “we are each born into a specific set of so-
cial identities,” and at the same time, through socialization and epis-
temological processes, we begin to recognize differences and categorize 
others (p. 27). Our socialized identities are created through various 
epistemological processes which are “pervasive (coming from all sides 
and sources), consistent (patterned and predictable), circular (self-sup-
porting), self-perpetuating (intradependent), and often unrecognizable 
(unconscious, [implicit], and unnamed)” (Harro, 2018, p. 27). Much of 
understanding why student teachers think as they do can be examined 
in the way they have come to identify. 
	 Students may link their knowledge and understandings directly 
with their identity. As Tatum (2018) discusses, “the concept of identity 
is a complex one, shaped by individual characteristics, family dynam-
ics, historical factors, and social and political contexts” (p. 7). When 
we think about who we are, how would we answer? The answer is as 
much social and epistemological as it is psychological. Working with 
student teachers on critical issues within teacher education, we must 
first contend with our students, and for that matter our own, socioepis-
temological and sociopsychological groundings. Our socializations and 
the epistemological influences leading to those socializations, “shape 
our self-concepts, and self-perceptions, the norms and rules we must 
follow, the roles we are taught to play [in society], our expectations 
for the future,” and how we view other members of society and our 
social and political institutions (Harro, 2018, p. 29). Regardless of the 
influence of our arbiters of knowledge, and the exposure to others, we 
all manifest the epistemological heritage of those who have influenced 
us, raised us, and taught us. Socializations and knowledge formation 
combine over time to create our core identities and beliefs. 
	 It is difficult, but none-the-less important, to recognize the poten-
tial limitations shaping one’s growth and new knowledge formations. 
More specifically, and in relation to the goal of this article, what episte-
mological limitations influence a future educator’s ability to recognize 
injustices, to critically examine different perspectives, the world, in-
stitutions, and the ability to self-analyze implicit biases, ideologically 
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laden, and socialized identities. To that end, it seems prudent to under-
stand how one develops epistemic regimes—patterns and/or systems 
of ideologies, philosophies, and other thought patterns and knowledge 
traditions, by which people know or believe they know. Put another way, 
epistemic regimes are the arrangements and the practices of knowledge 
production combined with the social structures in which these practic-
es are carried out—the collective marketplace of ideas where individ-
uals and groups hammer out what is real or is not real and/or factual 
(Brooks, 2020; Espahangizi & Wulz, 2020; Gläser et al., 2018). 
	 Faculty and students arrive in classrooms having been socialized 
within certain epistemic regimes, replete with accompanying epistem-
ic bubbles and echo chambers, limiting our exposure to contradicting 
and/or different perspectives. As members of society, we may also be 
prone to problematic epistemological characteristics such as epistemic 
vices. Unfortunately, skewed knowledge formations, and our own, of-
ten misguided, certainties of our knowledge lead to a form of epistemo-
logical hubris. In turn, individuals may utilize system justifications to 
reinforce, rather than critique, their own socialized and epistemologi-
cal heritage. Ultimately, SJT offers a potential theoretical jumping-off-
point to help teacher educators recognize and understand epistemo-
logical issues in colleges and schools of education. Therefore, it seems 
prudent to explain the various terms and phrases related to the episte-
mological problems/issues we should be aware of in teacher education.

Epistemological Issues
	 In our increasingly polarized society, there seems to be a need for 
members of society to identify in certain ways and to defend that iden-
tity. Future educators may experience some of those same palliatively 
psychological needs to identify in particular ways stemming from their 
epistemological and socialized heritages. If we are speaking specifical-
ly to political and ideological identities, there is an argument to be 
made that political and ideological polarization is at its highest level in 
five decades (Tokita, et al., 2021). Social media has not helped with this 
situation creating information ecosystems which work to reorganize 
social networks and exacerbate polarization in society (Tokita, et al., 
2021). Individuals often seek out affirmation for one’s own viewpoints 
and perspectives and this is no different with student teachers. 

Epistemic Bubbles and Echo Chambers

	 Two epistemic issues that lead to a rise in societal polarization 
are epistemic bubbles (or filter bubbles) and echo chambers. Epistem-
ic bubbles are “social epistemic structures from which other relevant 
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voices have been left out,” whereas “echo chambers are social epis-
temic structures from which other relevant voices have been actively 
[and purposefully] excluded and discredited” (Flaxman, et al., 2016; 
Nguyen, 2020, p. 141; Pariser, 2011). Both epistemic bubbles and echo 
chambers create epistemological limitations for their constituents and 
may contribute to cognitive rigidity—the inability to change behavior 
or beliefs when faced with contradicting perspectives (Zmigrod, 2020; 
Zmigrod et al., 2019a, 2019b). Social media is a significant contributor 
to epistemic issues such that “informational input is being radically 
filtered” and individuals relying on social media sites are by-and-large 
exposed to “arguments and views with which they already agree” (An 
et al, 2014; Kuklinski et al., 2000; Nguyen, 2020, p.141; O’Conner & 
Weatherall, 2019; Saez-Trumper, et al., 2013; Southwell & Thorson, 
2015). We are all exposed to epistemic bubbles and echo chambers 
merely by our social groups and affiliations. 
	 Epistemic bubbles can form through “ordinary processes of social 
selection and community formation” in similar ways that de facto seg-
regation occurs, and from no purposeful ill intent by the participant 
(Bishop, 2009; Nguyen, 2020, p. 142). As individuals, we often have 
a palliative need to belong and be part of a group (Jost, 2021, Jost et 
al., 2007). In group versus out group dynamics often lead individuals 
to participate in epistemic bubbles and echo chambers out of a desire 
to belong and for a sense of a shared identity. We all may find our-
selves inadvertently immersed in epistemic bubbles and echo cham-
bers merely from the desire to stay connected with family, friends, 
and colleagues who share some, if not all, of our ideological (whether 
social, cultural, political, etc.) viewpoints and potentially due to the or-
ganizations from which we belong or operate within. Regardless of the 
genesis of the associations, epistemic bubbles and echo chambers lead 
to constrained perspectives and self-perpetuating epistemic limita-
tions, thus restricting potentially contrary views, which “illegitimately 
inflates our epistemic self-confidence,” or epistemic hubris (Nguyen, 
2020, p. 142). Echo chambers are much more malicious social epistemic 
structures than epistemic bubbles. 
	 Individuals participating in echo chambers may purposefully, and 
actively, discredit other relevant voices thereby preventing democratic 
dialogue (Jamieson & Capella, 2008). In an echo chamber, in group 
perspectives are favored and acted upon while the out group’s ideo-
logical perspectives are dismissed and/or ridiculed. Members of echo 
chambers “share beliefs which include reasons to distrust those out-
side of the echo chamber” (Nguyen, 2020, p. 142). Scholars have dis-
cussed this same phenomenon in terms of group polarization, group 
extremism, and information filtration effects where individuals active-
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ly negotiate and constrict information resources to purposefully omit 
differing ideological positions (Pariser, 2011; Sunstein, 2009a, 2009b). 
Epistemic bubbles and echo chambers contribute to the palliative need 
for individuals to belong and to associate with a particular group by 
neutralizing the epistemic impact of exposure to outsiders with con-
trary beliefs and differing perspectives (Begby, 2017; Nguyen, 2020) 
Regardless of which mechanisms we examine, each are embedded 
within system justification.

Epistemological Vices

	 Other epistemological issues faced in foundation of education 
courses are vice epistemologies. When examining epistemological vices 
versus epistemological virtue, I rely significantly on the work of Quas-
sim Cassam who notes, “few of us are model epistemic citizens, the 
idealized homo philosophicus…and one way of making this point is 
to draw attention to the influence of a range of…intellectual vices in 
the day-to-day cognitive lives of most members of homo sapiens (Cas-
sam, 2016, p.159; Cassam, 2015, 2018). As we mature, much emphasis, 
whether explicit or implicit, is placed on character traits, including 
intellectual character traits. Intellectual traits may be positive in na-
ture (e.g., open-mindedness, thoroughness, attentiveness, empathy, 
etc.) while others may be considered negative, or limiting, traits (e.g. 
dogmatism, gullibility, prejudice, bias, carelessness, etc.). Obviously, 
more could be added to the positive and the negative. 
	 Cassam discusses the need to examine vice epistemology—a branch 
of epistemological study focused on intellectual character vices that im-
pede one’s knowledge acquisition capabilities by creating barriers to 
learning (Cassam, 2015, 2016, 2018). This is especially critical in under-
standing how student teachers may examine, engage with, and process 
critical forms of knowledge in their foundations of education courses. 
Hookway (2003) notes that intellectual vices impede “effective and re-
sponsible inquiry” (p.198) and potentially increase the cognitive rigidity 
manifested as ideological/epistemological absolutism. In other words, 
individual students may “exhibit heightened ideological prejudice and 
dogmatism” noting a lack of cognitive flexibility when confronted with 
epistemic challenges (Zmigrod, 2020, p. 34). This form of inflexibility, or 
absolutism, may then lead to the epistemic vice of hubris.
	 Epistemic hubris constitutes an “expression of unwarranted fac-
tual certitude” and “an inflated sense of epistemic privilege and pride 
often bound closely to power, [privilege], arrogance, and over-confi-
dence” (Baird & Calvard, 2018, p. 270; Barker, et al., 2022, p. 38; 
Ogden, 2017). This over-confidence, or unwarranted certitude, man-
ifests in two possible ways, with individuals potentially displaying 
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“both in relation to their knowledge, credibility, and expertise” (Baird 
& Calvard, 2018, p. 270). The primary manifestation is when an in-
dividual presumes to have “epistemic authority or superiority where 
one in fact lacks it” (Baird & Calvard, 2018, p. 270; Kraemer, 2015). 
It thus involves a false perception to the true nature of one’s expertise 
(Roberts & Wood, 2007). A secondary manifestation is “the conviction 
that one has the right or privilege not to know, or not to need to 
know,” which is also an aspect of anti-intellectualism discussed later 
(Baird, & Calvard. 2018, p. 270; Tanesini 2016). Individuals who are 
arrogant with their knowledge claims may misjudge the realities of 
the situation (Claxton et al., 2013). The reliance on information from 
within echo chambers and epistemic bubbles convinces individuals 
that they have the epistemic superiority, thus their epistemic hubris. 
Faculty and student teachers may be susceptible to the epistemic vice 
of epistemic hubris. Unfortunately, epistemic hubris, along with cog-
nitive rigidity and anti-intellectualism, may inhibit “sound decision 
making and the uptake, or assimilation, of new information and per-
spectives” (Barker et al, 2022, p. 38; Barker et al, 2014; Grant 2021; 
Zmigrod, 2021). 
	 Social psychologists and social epistemologists have known for 
some time now that individuals (and groups and institutions) are sus-
ceptible to “motivated reasoning, or the drive to see the world in ways 
that are consistent with one’s attitudinal predispositions” and that 
normative orientations play a role in epistemic limitations (Barker et 
al., 2020, p. 40; Erisen et al., 2014; Jost, 2020; Marietta & Barker, 
2019; Taber & Lodge, 2006). Additionally, there has been significant 
research conducted on anti-intellectualism versus intellectualism. As 
noted by Hofstadter (1963) and others (Barker et al, 2022; Baumgard-
ner, 2020; Gauchat, 2012; Merkley, 2020, Motta, 2018; Lupia, 2016; 
Nichols 2017, Oliver & Rahn, 2016; Oliver & Wood, 2018; Rigney, 
1997; Shogan, 2007), intellectualism and anti-intellectualism are not 
necessarily opposites found on the same epistemic scale nor necessar-
ily mutually exclusive. Anti-intellectualism is in fact an expression of 
negative affect toward intellect, intellectuals, and/or the intellectual 
establishment, whereas intellectualism is marked by deep thought, 
critical engagement, and learning for its own sake (Barker et al, 2020; 
Hofstadter, 1963; Rigney, 2009). What does this mean for our students? 
Our students may slide into system-justifying behavior and display 
anti-intellectual tendencies because of the palliative need for certainty 
and the aversion to change and complexity. Anti-intellectualism and 
system-justifying behaviors may increase when exposed to the critical 
discussion in many teacher education programs, when students are 
faced with a myriad of epistemic challenges. What may occur prior 
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to system-justifying behavior and anti-intellectual tendencies, is the 
phenomenon of epistemic exhaustion and epistemic chaos.

Epistemic Exhaustion and Epistemic Chaos

	 When student teachers are introduced to critical topics in teach-
er education, they often struggle to internalize new ideas. They may 
struggle with their socialized identities and their inculcated beliefs. As 
they grapple with unfamiliar topics or examine critical perspectives, 
especially perspectives that challenge their epistemic heritage, they 
potentially experience epistemic exhaustion. Epistemic exhaustion is 
“cognitive fatigue generated by efforts to determine, retain, or commu-
nicate what one believes under conditions that make doing so taxing” 
(Satta, 2020, p.1). There are three environments where individuals 
and/or groups may experience epistemic exhaustion: (1) environments 
where there is a large degree of sociopolitical activity and polarized 
groupings; (2) environments which may be considered epistemically 
chaotic; and (3) environments considered epistemically oppressive to 
those in the minority (Satta, 2020). Each of those situations may arise 
in foundations of education courses when discussing critical social is-
sues, the sociopolitics of education, and sociohistorical topics. 
	 Epistemic exhaustion may also occur in epistemically chaotic envi-
ronments. Epistemic chaos may occur when an individual and/or group 
“experiences a glut of conflicting information while lacking widely 
agreed upon epistemic authorities to resolve conflicts” (Brady, 2015; 
Satta, 2020, p. 12). Two key features are present in chaotic environ-
ments: (1) whether due to main-stream media, social media, or other 
sources, there are usually large volumes of conflicting claims pulling 
individuals and/or groups in different directions; and (2) those conflict-
ing claims often coincide with “an absence of widely acknowledged, 
[or accepted], epistemic authorities to help sort out which of the con-
flicting claims are true and false” (Satta, 2020, p. 12). In an extension 
to number two, individuals may make more normative decisions on 
whether certain knowledge, facts, and/or claims may be justified ver-
sus unjustified, reasonable versus unreasonable, or ethically valued 
versus unjust. 

Impacts on Teacher Education
	 The epistemic limitations mentioned in this article may make it 
extremely difficult for students to engage in critical discussions and 
shatter the epistemic walls they have erected. Especially for our stu-
dents in foundations of education courses, which may indeed be the 
epistemic exhaustive/chaotic environment, they must grapple with 
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three forms of epistemic exhaustion: (1) belief-determination exhaus-
tion which occurs when students must define and determine what 
they may believe by articulating their thoughts and supporting those 
thoughts with experience, information, and evidence; (2) belief-reten-
tion exhaustion, which occurs when students attempt to retain and 
justify one’s beliefs amidst the pressure of competing perspectives, val-
ues, and belief justifications, adhering adamantly to their beliefs in the 
face of pressure to change; and (3) belief-communication exhaustion, 
which results from the effort to continuously communicate what one 
already firmly believes, as well as communicating the reasons for those 
beliefs to others in the hopes of changing others’ perspectives (Satta, 
2020, p. 3). Each of the above forms are epistemically taxing, especially 
if one does not have significant evidentiary support for their beliefs 
and potentially exhibit a degree of epistemic hubris. 
	 Faculty in colleges of education may witness the following epis-
temic exhaustive behaviors: (1) Students unable to concentrate on 
epistemically challenging activities and struggling with activities that 
once were considered manageable; (2) Students relaying the increased 
feelings of being overwhelmed beyond the normal stresses of course 
workloads, including the onset of rapid fatigue when discussing cer-
tain epistemically challenging material; (3) Students may become de-
tached, apathetic, or resistant to matters they once cared deeply about 
because they are epistemically unsure and unable to see through the 
epistemic chaos; (4) Some students may become combative while oth-
ers may experience pessimism and/or even anxiety, depression, and 
expressions of hopelessness, which may in turn manifest as disap-
pointment and/or antagonistic feelings to epistemic interlocuters in 
class, whether a fellow student or faculty member; (5) Students may 
move in the opposite direction as part of discussions and become more 
intolerant of other perspectives, entrenched in their own epistemic 
heritage and system justifications, and unwilling to participate further 
in class; and (6) Students may deeply internalize potential epistemic 
transgressions leading to a feeling of guilt and/or despair. 
	 Each of the situations listed above require faculty members to be 
acutely aware of the students in one’s class. Regardless of the rea-
sonings for the varying manifestations of epistemic exhaustion in re-
sponse to epistemic challenges, the “likelihood of [students] becoming 
epistemically exhausted increases as the cognitive and emotional cost 
of undertaking that epistemic activity increases” (Satta, 2020, p. 5). 
Our challenge in teacher education courses, especially in foundations 
of education courses, is to mitigate epistemic activities by scaffolding 
the epistemic demands and preempting epistemic exhaustion through 
early discussions on how to engage in critical thought. For example, 
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I now begin my semester with discussions the first three sessions on 
the nature of critique, fact vs. opinion, epistemic vices, system justifi-
cations, etc., introducing students to many of the epistemic limitations 
early on so we can recognize those when they occur. Students are en-
couraged to challenge me when they believe I am exhibiting any of 
those same epistemic limitations. Regardless of how faculty encourage 
students to overcome epistemic limitations and system-justifying be-
liefs, we should recognize we are all situated in epistemically chaotic 
environments requiring extra pedagogical work. 

Discussion
	 The goal of this article was to engage the reader in the challenges 
and limitations, both social psychologically and social epistemologi-
cally, faced by students within teacher education courses. In the com-
plex and polarizing times in which we live, teacher educators should 
understand the critical roles in the sense-making process and expose 
students to various knowledge claims to critically evaluate alterna-
tives. However, this becomes problematic considering the politically 
contested, and politically charged, nature of truth-claims through ma-
nipulation by propaganda, ideological agents, and other forms of pow-
er, social construction, and knowledge production” (Baird & Calvard, 
2019). Critical evaluation requires engaging in epistemic matters, rec-
ognizing the epistemic vices, confronting those vices, dislodging sys-
tem-justifying beliefs, especially when those beliefs act in non-dem-
ocratic ways, and helping our students navigate the epistemic chaos 
and epistemic exhaustion often faced in critical course work. 
	 There are few model epistemic agents in our complex society—
no one corresponds to the idealized rationality of homo philosophicus 
(Baird & Calvard, 2019; Cassam, 2014, 2016). Acknowledging epis-
temic vices, recognizing when epistemic vices occur, mitigating those 
“suboptimal epistemic conditions,” understanding normative epistem-
ic activities, providing guidance for epistemically virtuous conduct 
in class, avoiding “idealizations of knowing” and messy pedagogical 
practices that do not contend with epistemic vices, should be at the 
forefront for every teacher educator (Baird & Calvard, 2019, Brady & 
Pritchard, 2003). Scholars may recognize this as just good reflective 
practice. However, while many of us consistently reflect on our ped-
agogy and the need to scaffold difficult material, we rarely consider 
the epistemological limitations of ourselves, our students, and the sys-
tem-justifying beliefs that permeate the thoughts of individuals and 
groups, as well as our academic institutions. 
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