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Chapter 11 

Explaining Injustice: Structural Analysis, Bias, and Individuals 

Saray Ayala-López and Erin Beeghly    

 

Why does social injustice exist? What role, if any, do implicit biases play in the perpetuation of 

social inequalities? Individualistic approaches to these questions explain social injustice as the 

result of individuals’ preferences, beliefs, and choices. For example, they explain racial injustice 

as the result of individuals acting on racial stereotypes and prejudices. In contrast, structural 

approaches explain social injustice in terms of beyond-the-individual features, including laws, 

institutions, city layouts, and social norms. Often these two approaches are seen as competitors. 

Framing them as competitors suggests that only one approach can win and that the loser offers 

worse explanations of injustice. In this essay, we explore each approach and compare them. 

Using implicit bias as an example, we argue that the relationship between individualistic and 

structural approaches is more complicated than it may first seem. Moreover, we contend that 

each approach has its place in analyses of injustice and raise the possibility that they can work 

together—synergistically—to produce deeper explanations of social injustice. If so, the 

approaches may be complementary, rather than competing. 

 

1. Individuals & the social, in broad strokes 
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To illustrate the individualistic and structural approaches and how they differ, we’ll start with 

two examples.  

 

Lisa quits her job (adapted from Cudd 2006, discussed in Haslanger 2015) 

Lisa is a middle-class woman in a heterosexual monogamous relationship with Larry. They live 

in a community with expensive childcare and a gender wage gap (i.e., men tend to be paid more 

than women, in some cases even when they are doing the same work in the same jobs). When 

they have a baby, Lisa quits her full-time job. One way to make sense of this outcome is to say 

that there is something about Lisa that makes her quit. For example, it could be that Lisa prefers 

to take care of the baby full time, or that she is determined to exclusively breastfeed and that 

requires staying at home. Perhaps Lisa even had a “transformative experience” (Paul 2015). 

Before becoming a parent, she might have valued her job and planned to keep it. However, 

maybe the experience of holding a baby in her arms and being the main caretaker for that small 

being has given her new knowledge about herself and what she really wants. The experience has 

changed her, let’s suppose, to such a great extent that she no longer cares that much about her job 

and prefers to quit.  

 Another way to explain why Lisa quits her job is to look at the social system of which 

Lisa is a part, and understand the outcome as the result of the constraints this system imposes on 

Lisa. For example, in her society, being a woman positions her as someone with a lower salary 

compared to her male partner. Besides that, there is no affordable childcare, and babies cannot 

take care of themselves. All this imposes constraints on what Lisa can do: she cannot keep her 

job, have her partner quit his to care for the baby, and at the same time keep the most important 

part of the family income.   
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Pau tries to communicate their gender identity 

Pau is trying to communicate their experiences to friends, in particular, their not identifying as 

either a woman or a man. Pau says things like “I don’t feel comfortable in public restrooms, I 

wish there was a non-gendered one I could use.” Their friends take Pau to be confused. They say, 

“Pau, you are making no sense, maybe you are homosexual, maybe that’s it, but you have to be 

either a woman or a man.” If we overheard this conversation, we might ask, “What’s gone 

wrong?” One way to make sense of the problem appeals to the friends’ beliefs and values. 

Perhaps Pau’s friends are prejudiced against agender people, or trans people more generally, so 

they interpret Pau’s statements as expressing confusion. Perhaps their binary assumptions 

prevent them from understanding what Pau has to say, namely, that their gender identity is non-

binary.  

A second way to understand what’s happening appeals to the wider social environment in 

which the conversation takes place. Suppose the exchange occurred at a dinner party in the 1990s 

in Barcelona. The right concepts for interpreting Pau’s experience may not have been available 

at that time. Though the gay liberation movement had been ongoing for decades and everyone 

knew what it meant to be “gay” or “lesbian” or “bisexual,” the concept of being “non-binary” 

was not in widespread use. The concept was missing, in part, because there was no socially 

acknowledged place to exist outside of the gender binary. Even the concept of “transgender” was 

largely defined to fit within a binary frame until recently (Stryker 2008). If so, the reason for the 

distorted interpretations of Pau’s friends is not in their minds, but outside: it’s a feature of the 

social milieu they inhabit. 
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These contrasting ways of analyzing Lisa and Pau’s situations offer two different pictures of 

society, and two different approaches to social justice. In the individualistic picture, we have 

individuals acting and constraining each other’s actions. In the structural picture, there are other 

elements such as institutions, laws, social norms, shared concepts like being agender, and 

material features of environments (e.g. the layout of cities, systems of public transportation or 

health care). Such beyond-the-individual elements are loosely referred to as structural factors.  

In the structural picture, we look at individuals through a wider lens. Individuals are 

understood as situated in networks of relationships within an organized larger whole, i.e., a 

structure. In particular, structural analysis reveals how particular individuals are positioned in 

that structure, which we’ll call, following Sally Haslanger, “a node” (2016). Picture a web of 

social relations where each node is a type of person. (See Figure 1.) Individuals like Lisa and 

Pau, as members of different social types (e.g., woman, agender) occupy different nodes and, 

therefore, have different social positions and social roles. When trying to understand something 

about an individual, the structural approach asks us to look at the node someone occupies, how 

that node is connected to other nodes, as well as features of the system as a whole.  
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    Figure 1. A social structure, depicted visually. Each node (black dot) corresponds  

    to a social position, and the lines represent relations between nodes. 

 

Using a structural lens, we see how the behavior of any part depends on its interactions 

with other parts, and is constrained by the state of the whole. People occupy structural nodes 

corresponding to their social categories (e.g., sex, race, class, gender identity, national origin). 

Zach, who sleeps on a sidewalk on a piece of cardboard, occupies a node that is constituted by at 

least the following dimensions: homeless person, man, white, citizen of the country he lives in. 

That he occupies this node, and that this node is defined along all those different dimensions, is 

going to affect how he navigates the city, which opportunities for action are and are not available 

to him, and how others treat him. For example, as a white man and citizen, he has in principle a 

significant amount of social power. However, as a homeless person, he will lack credibility, be 

denied opportunities like the ability to use restrooms in cafés, and be perceived in stigmatizing 

ways, for example, as dangerous. Dimensions of ability, sexual orientation, and gender identity 

have similar effects on how they position individuals in the social structure and therefore, on 

how individuals are treated and what they can do.  

The structural picture reveals forms of injustice that might escape the individualistic lens. 

Think about Lisa’s decision to quit her job. Suppose we explain that decision as a result of her 

beliefs and preferences. Nothing there seems to ring the “injustice alarm.” The structural picture 

highlights, however, that there is more going on. It’s not just Lisa’s beliefs or desires that cause 

her to quit. Her personal transformation may be no accident (Barnes 2015). Factors surrounding 

her invite a radical shift in her preferences, making quitting her job after having a baby the most 

rational decision for her. What strikes the injustice alarm is that for Lisa (and many middle-class, 
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married women in similar positions), the rational decision is one that keeps them subordinated, 

for example, by rendering them economically vulnerable and jeopardizing their careers. The 

structural explanation captures the system of factors affecting the vulnerable social positions 

women occupy. It also helps us appreciate that independently of their personal beliefs and 

preferences (which may vary a great deal from one person to another), people situated in similar 

positions, and therefore with similar opportunities and constraints, tend to act in similar ways.  

Structural analysis is revealing in a second, complementary way as well. Think about the 

example of Lisa and Larry. Cases like this one have played a prominent role in the history of 

feminism, and they have serious limitations. As bell hooks points out: “While this issue [of being 

subordinated in the home as housewives] was presented as a crisis for women, it really was only 

a crisis for a small group of well-educated white women” (2015a: 38; hooks 2015b: 92). Her 

point is crucial. Working-class women—many of whom are women of color, some of whom may 

also be undocumented—may not even have paid maternity leave. For these women, work does 

not provide “freedom” or “economic security”; they are stuck in exploitative low-paying jobs. 

The choice to stay home with their children would be perceived as the opposite of oppression. It 

would be a treasured kind of liberty. A structural approach helps us see this. It calls attention to 

the fact that women who are positioned differently than Lisa—especially in terms of their socio-

economic status and race—may be constrained in ways that may or may not overlap with 

economically privileged women like her. (See Madva, Chapter 12, “Individual and Structural 

Interventions” for further discussion.) 

There are at least two ways to interpret individualistic and structural approaches to social 

injustice. First, we can treat them as different metaphysical stories about the constitution of 

society. In the individualistic picture, society and social processes are composed of nothing but 
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individuals and their interactions. This is called ontological individualism. The structural picture 

goes beyond individuals and adds social structures and elements to the composition of society. 

Second, we can treat individualistic and structural approaches as offering two different ways to 

explain what’s going on in society. Whereas individualistic explanations analyze social processes 

in terms of interactions among individuals, structural explanations ask us to take seriously the 

role of groups in the production of social outcomes. They also adopt a more holistic frame, 

analyzing society as an interconnected system. Taken in the explanatory sense, the structural 

picture does not have to worry about questions concerning the metaphysical status of social 

structural factors. The role of structural factors is (merely) explanatory.  

 Though it may be tempting to portray structural and individualistic approaches as 

mutually exclusive, doing so distorts the debate. Proponents of each side sometimes characterize 

the opposing position in an overly simplistic way, turning it into a straw person. Real-world 

straw persons—namely, scarecrows—are inadequate copies of the real thing. Similarly, when 

someone’s portrayal of their opponents’ views or arguments is described as a “straw person,” it 

means that the portrayal is an inadequate copy of the real argument, and does not represent the 

strongest and most plausible version of the opponents’ position. Accordingly, if we said that 

individualistic approaches explain social injustice by exclusively appealing to individuals’ 

beliefs or preferences and how individuals interact with one another, while an advocate of the 

structural approach argues that only structural factors matter, it would be easy to defeat either of 

these extreme positions. In reality, things are richer and more complicated.  

 

2. Implicit bias and social structures: how they might relate. 
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To see the complexity, consider the nature of implicit bias. At first, it might seem as if the 

existence of implicit bias gives straightforward support to a strictly individualistic analysis of 

injustice. Implicit biases are typically thought to reside “inside our heads.” Many are associated 

with stereotypes. To have a stereotype, psychologists argue, is to have a set of beliefs or 

associations with a social group. Consider Pau’s friends. They split gender into two and only two 

categories, “man” and “woman,” and possess a set of associated gender stereotypes. If so, 

features of their psychology cause them to act unfairly; hence, it would seem, the primary source 

of societal unfairness associated with bias resides inside people’s heads. Taking implicit bias 

seriously does not require such individualistic assumptions, however.  

 

Bias as internalized social structure  

Biases enjoy a public existence. Cultural stereotypes, for example, exist as controlling images or 

ideas in wider society (Collins 2000). Consider the image of a young mother breastfeeding her 

baby, gazing at the child with complete and utter devotion. The image conveys a message: her 

baby is all she needs, and it completely fulfills her. Stereotypes such as this are found in novels, 

movies, online articles, in the jokes and stories that people tell, and in the worksheets that 

children bring home from school. Intuitively, such images are structural for an obvious reason: 

they are part of the beyond-the-individual factors that need to be analyzed in order to understand 

the social world. Yet they may be structural in a more specific way as well. Return to the picture 

of a social structure depicted in Figure 1; the lines connecting the nodes represent social 

relations. To the extent that stereotypes and other social biases make social relations what they 

are, they partially constitute these relations. For example, Lisa and Larry’s relationship is 

mediated by gender norms; their relationship gets its particular nature, in part, from them. These 
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norms and images are called “controlling” because they—as social structures do – play a role in 

influencing what individuals can and cannot do, as well as what they think, feel, hope, and 

expect from each other and themselves. 

 Social structures have this power to shape individuals’ lives, in part, because individuals 

internalize them. Think about Pau’s friends. “You are making no sense,” they say, “maybe you 

are just a homosexual, but you have to be either a man or woman.” Pau’s friends say this because 

they have absorbed controlling images and ideas that exist in their wider social milieu. Hence we 

can think of their biases—whether they qualify as implicit or explicit—as a way in which the 

social structure manifests in them (Zheng 2018). Something similar might be true of Lisa. 

Perhaps she quits work, in part, because controlling images of motherhood resonate with her. 

She may be exercising her autonomy when she shapes her life to match the stereotype; however, 

in doing so, she may also act as an agent of the patriarchy. 

 What explains why people are so influenced by social biases, including stereotypes and 

norms? Human cognition, one story goes, evolved so as to facilitate group cohesion and 

cooperation (Zawidzki 2013; Haslanger forthcoming). If our minds didn’t attune us to our social 

environment, allowing us to “pick up” group norms and beliefs, our survival as a species would 

be compromised. Similarly, Lacey Davidson and Dan Kelly argue that the human mind contains 

innate mechanisms—modules—that allow individuals to perceive and follow a wide-range of 

social norms, including norms of reasoning, thought, and action (2018). It is no surprise, 

according to them, that the gender schema adopted by Pau’s friends is pervasive. The human 

mind is built to facilitate such uptake. 

   

Bias as gerrymandered perception  
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Implicit bias connects to social structures in a second way as well. In politics, gerrymandering is 

a way of dividing up voting districts in a partisan way, so as to make the success of certain 

political parties more likely. According to some theorists, the same kind of thing happens in 

visual perception (Munton 2018; for more on bias and perception, see Siegel, Chapter 5, “Bias 

and Perception”).  

 Look around you, for example: don’t you see many women in submissive positions at 

work and in their personal lives? Why is that? According to a structural analysis, the social 

environment with its norms and arrangements constrains the lives of social groups in a 

systematic way, and this results in many of their members exhibiting certain properties (for 

example, being submissive). If middle-class and upper-class women in heterosexual relationships 

like Lisa tend to quit their jobs when a baby arrives, for example, their economic and social 

power is compromised. If Larry is making all the money and controls access to the family bank 

account, Lisa might have to politely ask him for permission to spend money. We may see Lisa 

doing this or hear her petitioning Larry. However, our eyes and ears cannot access the social 

backstory. All we see or hear is the outcome: Lisa acting submissively and deferentially toward 

Larry.  

 This observation points to something troubling. Suppose you implicitly associate women 

with taking care of children or with character traits like submissiveness. You may have 

developed these associations, in part, because you look around the world and see that many—if 

not most—women embody these stereotypes. Similarly, Pau’s friends might see confirmation of 

the gender binary in their world. “There are just two genders,” they might argue if Pau pushes 

back, “just open your eyes and look around.” Statistical evidence might be on their side. 

However, to the extent that evidence is on their side, this is because agender, gender fluid, and 
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transgender people are not tolerated, and so, too often, are not publicly visible. Moreover Pau’s 

friends are forgetting all the ways in which children are socialized through the binary and, hence, 

how the gender binary is actively promoted and collectively reproduced. What they don’t 

consider is whether social reality has been gerrymandered—rigged—to make it appear as if 

social outcomes reflect unvarnished, unconstrained individual choice.   

 One might object to calling accurate views of groups “biases.” But even true beliefs 

about groups may “incline,” hence bias, us towards judging individuals by group membership 

rather than by facts about them as individuals (Antony 2016; Beeghly, Chapter 4, “Bias and 

Knowledge: Two Metaphors”; cf. Basu, Chapter 10, “The Specter of Normative Conflict: Does 

Fairness Require Inaccuracy?”). Likewise, habitual ways of seeing and thinking may become 

“sedimented” in us, making it harder to be open to evidence when we enter new environments in 

which our views of groups may not be accurate (Ngo 2017; Munton 2018: 22-26: cf. Leboeuf, 

Chapter 2, “The Embodied Biased Mind” and Greene, Chapter 7, “Stereotype Threat, Identity, 

and the Disruption of Habit”). Finally, gerrymandered perception and cognition may constitute 

biases in that they cause us to think and act in ways that promote an unjust status quo.  

 

Bias as a contextual feature of social environments  

Now consider a third approach to implicit bias: “the bias of crowds” model. While traditional 

theories of implicit bias focus on what’s going on “inside the head” of particular biased 

individuals (cf. Johnson, Chapter 1, “The Psychology of Bias: From Data to Theory”), this new 

model grounds bias “in the culture, community, and immediate social contexts people inhabit” 

(Payne and Vuletich 2017: 4).  
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 New data motivates the model. By now, millions upon millions of Implicit Association 

Tests have been completed on the Project Implicit website. This rich trove of Big Data has 

enabled researchers to study the geographic variability in individuals’ biases (briefly mentioned 

by Brownstein, Chapter 3, “Skepticism About Bias”). Combining isolated individuals’ IAT 

scores and explicit attitudes to study overall average social attitudes across regions, researchers 

are now uncovering more and more correlations between these average implicit bias scores and a 

range of regional outcomes and patterns. For example, in countries with larger achievement gaps 

between boys and girls in science and math, people tend to exhibit stronger implicit gender 

stereotypes associating men with science (Nosek et al. 2009).  

In conjunction with these new data, researchers have also found that individuals’ scores 

on implicit bias tests can be manipulated in various ways. For example, an individual’s implicit 

racial biases can shift dramatically depending on whether they take the IAT in a well-lit versus 

dark room (Schaller et al. 2003). What context effects such as this suggest is that the specific IAT 

score you get says somewhat less about your biases as an individual—and less about what you’re 

really like deep down and over the long term—and more about the thoughts and images that 

happen to be floating through your head at a given time.  

Imagine this scenario. You are a student attending a predominantly white university in 

the American South. As you walk to lecture everyday, you see Confederate monuments. You 

perceive the faculty to be largely white. You know that many of your fellow students are 

financially stressed out, some are even homeless, while others are living in luxury. How might 

this state of affairs impact your biases? One set of researchers has examined the question. Here is 

what they found: average implicit bias scores among college campuses are predicted by broader 

environmental and structural factors such as the percentage of nonwhite faculty on campus, the 
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presence (or absence) of highly visible Confederate monuments on campus, and the student 

body’s economic mobility (i.e., the percentage of students who grow up in low-income families 

but eventually become high earners) (Vuletich and Payne 2019). Significantly, implicit biases 

seem to be tracking salient inequalities and environmental markers of injustice. If so, not all 

places inspire bias equally. Modern-day regional IAT scores, for example, correlate with patterns 

of slavery in the US at the dawn of the Civil War (Payne et al. 2019). In counties and states that 

had higher proportions of slaves in 1860, white residents have stronger pro-white implicit biases 

to this day, whereas black residents in those same areas have stronger anti-white attitudes. There 

is, in fact, a sizeable and growing empirical literature tracing the psychological and material 

legacies of slavery across American time and space.  

If individuals’ biases vary with where they live, go to school, or work, we should perhaps 

think of biases as existing in environments and situations, rather than as existing in individuals’ 

minds. Advocates of this new model thus defend “a context-based perspective… an 

interpretation of implicit bias as the cognitive residue of past and present structural inequalities” 

(Payne et al. 2019: 1; see also Murphy et al. 2018).  

 

These three models underscore a crucial point. Though biases exist in individuals’ minds, they 

cannot be adequately understood as cut off from everything else. Each of these three models 

connects individuals’ implicit or explicit biases to their wider social environment. Psychology 

and structure are intertwined in deep and important ways. To miss this, or ignore it, is to 

misunderstand the nature of bias.   

 

3. Comparing individualistic and structural approaches: three criteria 
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Given the interconnection between structural and individualistic elements of bias, it is too simple 

to say that an approach has to be either structural or individualistic. The language of priority is 

more appropriate. Individualistic approaches prioritize or emphasize the individual, and in 

particular what is inside their mind, whereas structural approaches prioritize elements of the 

social reality beyond the individual (Madva 2016).  

 How might we evaluate the strengths and benefits of each picture, individualistic and 

structural? This section articulates three dimensions along which the two approaches could be 

compared and evaluated. 

 One comparison is how accurately each approach identifies what is morally relevant in 

unjust social situations. Call this the moral relevance criterion. For instance, Haslanger claims 

that an individualistic picture focused on implicit bias “fails to call attention to what is morally at 

stake” when individuals make choices in unjust social conditions (2015: 1). Recall how the 

structural picture reveals what is wrong in Lisa’s case: not that she cannot make a choice, but the 

way her choice architecture is constrained.  

 A second way to compare the pictures is the explanatory adequacy criterion. Each 

approach—individualistic and structural—explains injustice and social inequality differently. 

Often these explanations are thought to be competing. If so, the question would be this: which 

one is superior? But individualistic and structural explanations might be compatible. Perhaps we 

can keep both in our toolbox. 

 A third comparison looks at the interventions each proposes, and how effective they are. 

Call this the practical utility criterion. When considering interventions, we might have at least 

three different aims: 
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(1) reducing, and ideally eliminating, individual negative attitudes and prejudices;  

 

(2) reducing and ideally eliminating, inequalities (e.g. salary gaps, employment and 

education opportunities); and finally,  

 

(3) reducing social injustice altogether, and ideally attaining a just society.  

 

These three aims are related, but they are also independent in important ways. (For more about 

the differences between these aims along with examples, see Madva, Chapter 12, “Individual and 

Structural Interventions.”) As we compare individualistic and structural approaches, it is 

important to consider what our aims are in order to determine whether an individualistic or a 

structural approach is more appropriate. 

 

4. Evaluating structural and individualistic approaches 

We now have three criteria. In this section, we apply the criteria and see how the two approaches 

fare.  

 

The moral relevance criterion. Here is the first question. Which approach is better at identifying 

the morally relevant features of unjust social situations?  

 According to Sally Haslanger’s view, structural approaches do better. Haslanger criticizes 

individualistic approaches for dwelling too much on the motives of wrongdoers (2015: 1). If she 

is right, these approaches ignore the fact that “the asymmetrical burdens and benefits and 

inegalitarian relationships imposed on groups” constitute “the normative core” of what’s wrong 
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with racism and sexism (2015: 1-2). These group-level wrongs become visible only through 

structural analysis. 

 How well does this objection work? Remember the three models discussed earlier: bias 

as internalized social structure, bias as gerrymandered perception, and bias as feature of 

environments. Each model calls attention to deep connections between individual psychology 

and social structures. Because such approaches intertwine bias and structure, they do not hide 

how biased judgments and decisions relate to group dynamics and collective harms.  

 On one hand, Haslanger need not be disturbed by this result. Her view is not that we must 

stop talking about bias altogether but that “an adequate account of how implicit bias functions 

must situate [bias] within a wider theory of social structures and structural injustice” (1). To the 

extent that newer accounts of bias do this, they do not ignore the “normative core” of racism and 

sexism. Nevertheless, her objection still has merit. Early theories of implicit bias did characterize 

biases solely in terms of individual psychology, and these theories continue to be influential. 

Such theories ignore collective dynamics and are problematic for the reasons Haslanger notes. 

Exhibit A is the philosophical literature on implicit bias, which has been disproportionately 

focused on questions of individual responsibility (for continued reflection on this point, see 

McHugh and Davidson, Chapter 9, “Epistemic Responsibility and Implicit Bias”).  

 On the response just given, Haslanger is open to—and even embraces—more complex 

accounts of implicit bias. But she has another option. Remember Pau’s friends. Imagine a 

theorist who argues that these friends have internalized widespread gender norms, i.e., parts of 

the social structure. When this theorist analyzes what’s ethically wrong with how Pau is treated, 

let’s suppose, they emphasize the ways in which Pau is harmed by their friends’ binary 

assumptions. At this point, Haslanger might say: “Ah ha, my point precisely! Explanations of 
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injustice that appeal to implicit bias—no matter how complex—make folks more likely to focus 

on wrongs to individuals rather than group wrongs, even if they don’t necessarily do this, and 

even if the theories, when properly understood, push against that tendency. So the objection 

holds: explaining injustice via implicit bias prioritizes individual factors and, in so doing, 

obscures what’s most problematic about social biases.”  

 We have now reached the heart of the issue. The thought is this. If we endorse an analysis 

of injustice that prioritizes individuals (and especially their mental states), then structuralists like 

Haslanger think we are encouraging theorists to remain at the periphery of social problems, 

ethically and politically speaking, rather than getting to their core. 

 Let’s investigate this thought further. Start with the claim that there is a normative core to 

social injustice. For any injustice, there will be a range of harms and wrongs associated with it. 

Some of these will be group harms and wrongs. If agender people have no place to exist outside 

the binary, that harms them as a class. Yet individual wrongs and harms are also present. Pau’s 

friends harm Pau, for example, by acting in a way that defends a rigid gender binary. They fail 

Pau as friends. Pau can be resentful if they are silenced or remain misunderstood because their 

friends are dismissive. Likewise, if we want to understand what’s wrong with Pau being treated 

in this way, we ought to think about how it affects Pau’s wellbeing and in what specific ways. 

Perhaps Pau becomes depressed and socially alienated. Maybe there is a certain kind of bodily 

alienation that accompanies their experiences. If so, there is an imperative to pay attention to—

and center in our analysis—Pau’s experiences as a particular individual.  

 On this last point, we should note a powerful tradition in social science: critical race 

theory (Salter and Adams 2013; Delgado and Stevancic 2017). Theorists in this tradition, as well 

as feminist theorists, excavate and render visible the experiences of marginalized individuals for 



	
	

18 

insights into how injustice operates. Writers like Frantz Fanon and Iris Marion Young, for 

example, eloquently explore how bodily and social alienation feels and functions from the inside 

(Fanon 2008; Young 2005). Such theorists foreground their own particular experiences; yet, 

quite explicitly, they suggest that these experiences are widely shared and reflect oppressive 

social dynamics (for additional examples, see Lorde 2007). Their methodology pushes back 

against the idea that one must center social structures—giving them maximum “air time” in 

one’s analysis—in order to reach the normative core of racism or sexism. These analyses also 

reveal that individual and group harms are overlapping and inextricable, so much so that it makes 

little sense to label group harms “core” while relegating all else to the periphery. To understand 

group harms, we must understand how oppression affects individuals; to understand the wrongs 

suffered by individuals, we must appreciate group dynamics. 

 A second worry deserves to be mentioned here. Haslanger’s objection presumes that the 

normative core of injustice is stable across all contexts. While it’s a common assumption, it 

ought to be questioned. Suppose that we are trying to build a social movement to support gender 

equality. Our central concern might be law and policy. Perhaps we push for laws guaranteeing 

workplace protections for transgender employees. Maybe we agitate for more generous family 

leave policies or universal, government-subsidized childcare. To justify these policies, we appeal 

to how they benefit and provide justice to groups as a whole. Given our aims, collective benefits 

and burdens take center stage here—and rightfully so. Yet this might not always be the case. 

There could be some contexts in which individual wrongs and harm can and should take center 

stage, if we care about justice.  

 Think about Lisa. Imagine that, instead of quitting her job, Lisa is fired when she has her 

baby. Perhaps, in this specific context, individualistic factors such as her employer’s beliefs 
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about women, as well as his treatment of Lisa specifically, are of central moral relevance. To get 

justice in court, Lisa’s lawyer must prove that her employer fired her because of her pregnancy. 

If Lisa’s lawyer ignores what’s in the employer’s head and exclusively focuses on widespread 

group dynamics, she will lose the case. Justice for Lisa will not be served. Similarly, if Pau 

demands an apology from their friends, it would be very odd if the friends apologized only for 

harming agender people in general. When we tell a friend that we feel wronged by them, we are 

generally asking for acknowledgement of a wrong done to us, specifically, as an individual 

friend. Though group harm may be interwoven with this wrong, the fact remains that the 

injustice was done to us.  

 Examples such as these lead into controversial territory. They warm readers up to the 

idea that what’s most morally relevant in a situation can change, depending on how you are 

trying to fight injustice. But the examples should worry us, too. Why should a flawed legal 

system get to dictate what is most morally relevant in cases of injustice, for example? Justice for 

many people is not served within the existing system, precisely because intentions are given 

excessive moral relevance. Employers are often smart enough not to leave a paper trail stating 

their intentions. When Lisa’s lawyer litigates as if prejudice were the key factor in wrongful 

discrimination, it’s thus not necessarily a good thing. She plays into a flawed system and may be 

seen as perpetuating the false view that bad intentions are required for wrongful discrimination. 

Bad intentions are simply not always the problem. A group of people might be genuinely 

committed to social coordination and follow their community’s norms without any specific 

mental state that could be said to be discriminatory, and yet, their community’s norms and 

practices might be such that they disadvantage a subset of the group.  
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 These observations suggest that the moral relevance criterion cannot be used to decisively 

argue for the superiority of structural approaches. It is not obvious that group harm is always the 

most morally relevant feature of unjust social situations. What is morally relevant in the 

courtroom may not be of central moral importance when we are engaging in a collective act of 

protest. Even more crucially, individual and groups harms appear to be interwoven so thoroughly 

that it makes little sense to lift up group harm as the essential and most important thing in any 

and all contexts whatsoever. Both kinds of harms matter, ethically. If so, the moral relevance 

criterion would push towards a more contextual answer to the question: which approach is 

better? We would need both approaches to understand what’s wrong with injustice, and they 

would be complements.   

 

The explanatory adequacy criterion.  

Perhaps the explanatory adequacy criterion tells a different story. Our two approaches—

individualistic and structural— correspond to two kinds of explanations used by social scientists 

to explain the social world and make predictions about it. 

When two scientific theories offer an explanation of a phenomenon, how do we know 

which one is better? What are the most important explanatory virtues and vices? Such questions 

have long been explored by scientists and philosophers of science. 

 One view is that structural explanations win: perhaps they offer the deepest and most 

complete explanation of injustice. Consider our three models of implicit bias. All of them locate 

the sources of biases outside minds and in social environments. When people internalize group 

norms and stereotypes, their minds take in controlling images from society at large. The same 

goes if biases exist environmentally, as residues of historical and ongoing inequalities. In each 
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case, explanatory priority seems to lie in structures, not minds. Individuals only have the biases 

they do because they exist in particular social milieus.  

 On the other hand, serious explanatory gaps may remain if we rely on structural 

explanations alone. Different individuals respond to social norms and stereotypes differently. 

Some, like Lisa, embrace them. Others, like Pau, resist them. If we use a structural approach 

alone, we face serious challenges explaining why some individuals embrace conformity, while 

others do not. Likewise, there is a strong argument to be made that individuals act on structures. 

The Stonewall rioters, for example, started a movement that eventually changed American 

attitudes towards homosexuality, queerness, and gender nonconformity (Stryker 2008). They 

also challenged unjust laws that permitted the brutalization of queer people. Not only do social 

structures try to shape individuals, individuals shape the structural aspects of social reality. 

Within a structural frame, we may therefore want to keep an eye on individual actors for various 

reasons (Beeghly 2019). Sometimes individuals are complicit and act as agents of structure. 

Sometimes they subvert structures. 

 The possibility thus arises that we need both approaches. Maybe they are even 

compatible and can be used together—synergistically—to explain an event that would be less 

well explained if only one approach were used. Return to the example of Lisa, who quits her job 

when she has a baby. Maybe the individualistic picture tells us the proximal or immediate cause 

of her decision: Lisa quit her job because she prefers to take care of her baby. The structural 

picture might tell about more prior or distant causes, for example, how Lisa was socialized to 

think about gender, or how the possible options for her are constrained to make quitting seem 

rational. Likewise, the individualistic picture would reveal the immediate cause of why Pau’s 

friends failed to accurately hear what Pau says: prejudice clouds their minds. The structural 
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picture could tell us that what caused those prejudices in the first place (see Kukla 2014), and it 

would alert us to the fact that there may not be appropriate concepts like “non-binary” available 

in the context. In this way, the structural approach might be thought of as expanding the scope of 

individualistic explanations. Expansion here consists in including more causes, by pushing the 

causal chain back in time, seeking past causal influences that add to the list of factors that result 

in the outcome. If so, the two approaches would again be complements rather than competitors.  

 One objection to understanding explanatory expansion in this way is that it 

mischaracterizes the right role for structural factors. They are not just back-in-time causes 

leading to specific mental states in individuals, which ultimately produce an outcome. Structural 

factors play a role not only as distant causes, but are also present at the very moment the 

outcome we want to explain is happening (Ayala & Vasilyeva 2015; Ayala 2018).  

 According to a second sense of expansion, we could see the structural approach as 

zooming out and including (any) external, outside-the-individual factors. However, as Vasilyeva 

(in prep, 2016) points out, “not any ‘expansion’ of focus counts,” as not all external factors are 

structural. Suppose, for instance, that Lisa were forced to quit her job because her malevolent 

sister locked her up at home for a week. If dynamics in Lisa’s family place her systematically in 

a submissive position relative to her sister, then a structural explanation could be offered for the 

outcome. However, if there is no such a dynamic and it’s an aberration from how they usually 

interact, then there is no structural explanation available. Being locked up, and having to quit her 

job, is just bad luck. Though an external force is to blame, that force is not structural. As a result, 

we cannot merely think of structural explanations as zooming out to consider all beyond-the-

individual factors.  
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 A third sense of expansion is better for the structural picture: the structural lens neither 

just broadens the scope back in time, nor merely includes any external factors. Rather, it situates 

the outcome in a network of relationships within a larger whole, identifying how the relationship 

between the parts and the whole modify the probabilities of certain kinds of behavior within the 

system. After all, one way to think of social environments and networks of relationships as 

influencing what we do in the moment is by changing the odds. Part of what makes structures 

hard to see and understand is that they often don’t force or require us to act in certain ways. 

Often structures just make it more or less likely for us to act in certain ways. Structures put their 

fingers on the scale: making some actions easier and some actions harder, some options more 

beneficial and some options less. Structures have these effects, moreover, not just on particular 

individuals, but for lots of other people in similar situations. They change the odds not just for 

Lisa’s choice but for all the people who occupy “nodes” like Lisa in similar networks of 

relationships. Significantly, this explanation is not necessarily causal. No causal mechanism for 

Lisa’s choice is cited. Instead what we seem to have on our hands is a mathematical or 

probabilistic explanation. If so, individualistic and structural approaches provide explanations of 

different kinds: one explanation is causal, the other is non-causal. 

 Some readers might be worried by this suggestion. How could a good scientific 

explanation not be concerned about causes? Answering this question is beyond the scope of this 

essay. Still, one thing is clear. Though causal explanations dominate the sciences, other kinds of 

explanations flourish in biology, physics, and yet other disciplines (for a wide variety of 

examples, see Lange 2016). Some explanations are functional; that is, they appeal to the larger 

purpose of an event or its role in a system as a whole to explain why it happened. Other 

explanations are mathematical or probabilistic. (See Fagan ms. for a wider list of scientific 
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explanations and further discussion.) Though some scientists and philosophers defend 

explanatory monism (the view that there is only one respectable kind of explanation), it’s not the 

only—or, arguably, the best—view. Explanatory pluralists argue that many kinds of explanation 

are useful and even necessary for science. A related view—called explanatory particularism 

(Fagan ms)—says that scientific explanations are the specialized products of particular scientific 

communities. For example, many psychologists produce individualistic explanations that frame 

explanations of social injustice in primarily individualistic terms, whereas sociologists tend to 

produce structural explanations. Good scientific explanations, according to explanatory 

particularism, are ones that enrich our understanding of the world when combined with others. If 

so, structural and individualistic approaches could potentially work together to promote a more 

comprehensive, deeper understanding of social injustice.  

 

The practical utility criterion 

We now turn to the final criterion for evaluating the two approaches: the practical utility 

criterion. This criterion looks at what kinds of interventions each approach proposes and 

compares their effectiveness.  

 Perhaps ironically, the three models of implicit bias we’ve examined point to structures—

not individuals’ minds—as the locus for effective interventions. According to the bias-of-crowds 

model, individuals’ biases as measured by psychologists track the presence of past and present 

social inequalities in social environments. If so, it’s pointless to intervene directly on individual 

minds. To eliminate bias, we must modify social environments (see also Dasgupta 2013). On a 

second view, implicit biases are controlling images from wider culture, including stereotypes and 

social norms, which individuals internalize. Since the root of the problem is structural, so is the 
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solution. If we could get rid of cultural stereotypes and social norms, we would stop them from 

being internalized. Finally, if morally problematic biases (e.g. associating women and being 

submissive) accurately track statistical realities in our world that result from unequal social 

arrangements, we find ourselves with “a pattern of social inequalities that we can and ought to 

change” (Antony 2016: 185).  

 These reflections suggest that, ultimately, the structural picture is the most adequate when 

considering interventions to fix social injustice. However, before readers with structural affinities 

get too excited, a little cold water must be thrown on the proposal.  

 There is paradox surrounding structural change. While it’s one hundred percent true that 

structural approaches offer the most direct route to social change, a stubborn fact remains. 

Structures do not magically transform. Individuals must change them. For example, if an unjust 

law is to be abolished, a huge collective effort will have to be made. People will have to call their 

legislators and voice their concerns. Investigative reporters will have to publicize the ways in 

which the unjust law is unfair and harmful. Legislators will have to introduce a new law that 

invalidates or overrides the old one, and they will have to vote on it. Citizens may have to protest 

if the vote fails. Though the processes by which social norms and cultural stereotypes transform 

are less straightforward, the same kind of observation holds. Individuals must act if these aspects 

of reality are to be changed. For that reason, early advocates of gay rights argued that gays and 

lesbians would have to come out to their friends and family in order to drum up sympathy for 

structural change. If your kid’s teacher, your brother, your favorite neighbor, or your daughter 

comes out as gay, the thought went, it would be harder for pernicious stereotypes to dominate the 

conversation about gay rights. For example, it would be harder for politicians to argue that 

employers could simply fire gay people if they wanted to because “gay people were deviants.” 
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Examples such as these suggest that advocates of structural change must also pay attention to 

individuals and their mental states if they hope to change structures, even if changing structures 

directly would be in principle a faster and better way to go.   

 

5. Synergies and convergences 

In this chapter, we investigated two approaches to injustice. At first, it seemed as if these 

approaches—individualistic and structural—were competitors. But that is less clear now. They 

seem more complementary. We invite readers to look for ways the two approaches can work 

together.  

 Here is one exciting example. In psychology, researchers are examining how individuals 

think about and react to structures. For example, Nadya Vasilyeva and colleagues (forthcoming) 

propose a psychological intervention aimed at counteracting the way people process social 

structures by promoting what they call “structural thinking.” Structural thinking acknowledges 

that people occupy specific social positions, within the landscape of opportunities and obstacles 

shaped by structural constraints. It recognizes that people (including each one of us) don’t just do 

things because of underlying biological traits or idiosyncratic preferences (Vasilyeva & Ayala 

2019; see also Madva, Chapter 12, “Individual and Structural Interventions” on accentuating the 

situation). Thus, one thing we have to persuade individuals to do is—think structurally! The 

imperative is to interpret each other not just in terms of beliefs and desires but also in terms of 

structural opportunities and constraints. 

  A second lesson of our analysis is this: there is no one-size-fits-all solution for injustice. 

Sometimes structural approaches may fare better, given our aims. Sometimes individualistic 

approaches will be more effective. In yet other cases, a mixed strategy focusing simultaneously 
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on individuals and social structures may work best. Our considered conclusion is therefore this: 

both approaches are likely necessary to explain what’s wrong with injustice, why inequalities 

occur, and how to transform our world (and ourselves) for the better. 
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• Michelle Alexander, The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration In the Age of 
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