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The central city apartment building where Sandy, a white single
mother, has been living with her two children, has been bought by a
developer who plans to convert it into condominiums. The building
was falling apart and poorly maintained, and she thought the rent was
too high anyway, so she seizes the opportunity to locate a better place.
She works as a sales clerk in a suburban mall, to which she has had to
take two buses from her current residence, for a total of more than
three hours commuting time each day. So she decides to look for an
apartment closer to where she works, but she still needs to be on a
bus line.

She begins looking in the newspaper and on line for apartment
rental advertisements, and she is shocked at the rents for one and two
bedroom apartments. One of the agents at an apartment finding serv-
ice listens to her situation and preferences, diligently looks through
listings, and goes out of his way to arrange meetings with Sandy.

Sandy learns that there are few rental apartments close to her work-
place — most of the residential properties near the mall are single fam-
ily houses. The few apartments nearby are very expensive. Most
suburban apartments in her price range are located on the other side
of the city from her job; there are also some in the city but few which
she judges decent that she can afford and in a neighborhood where
she feels her children will be safe. In either case, the bus trans-
portation to work is long and arduous, so she decides that she must
devote some of the money she hoped would pay the rent to make car
payments. She applies for a housing subsidy program, and is told that
the waiting time is about two years.

With the deadline for eviction looming, Sandy searches for two
months. Finally she settles for a one-bedroom apartment forty-five min-



utes drive from her job — except when traffic is heavy. The apartment
is smaller than she hoped she would have to settle for; the two chil-
dren will sleep together in the bedroom and she will sleep on a fold-
out bed in the living room. There are no amenities such as a washer
and dryer in the building or an outdoor play area for the children.
Sandy sees no other option but to take the apartment, and then faces
one final hurdle: she needs to deposit three months’ rent to secure
the apartment. She has used all her savings as down payment on the
car, however. So she cannot rent the apartment, and having learned
that this is a typical landlord policy, she now faces the prospect of home-
lessness.

This mundane story can be repeated with minor variations for hun-
dreds of thousands of people across the United States. There is seri-
ous shortage of decent affordable housing here; while many European
countries have more active policies to mitigate market failures, there
are nevertheless many people like Sandy in many advanced industrial
societies. Insufficient access to decent, affordable housing is, of
course, an acute problem in most less developed countries. For the
purposes of this essay, however, I will assume the housing situation
typical of major metropolitan areas in the United States.

Presumably most of us would agree that Sandy and her children
lack a basic element of minimal well being. Many will agree with me,
further, that Sandy suffers an injusticein the fact that access to decent
affordable housing is so difficult for her. What are the grounds of
that judgment? Sandy’s misfortune is not due to any personal or moral
failing on her part. She plays by the socially accepted rules. She has
a steady job and is a dutiful employee, swallowing a good deal of pet-
tiness and complaint about her working conditions and interactions
with people in the company. She does her best as a parent, spend-
ing most of her non-job time with her children, helping them with
their homework, participating in school events, and taking them to
doctor appointments.

Nor is Sandy’s situation a matter of sheer bad luck, like being struck
by lightning. On the contrary, it is predictable that there will be an
insufficient supply of decent affordable housing in an urban area
with a generally healthy capitalist economy and where large scale
non-profit housing investment is absent. The major causes of Sandy’s
misfortune lie in the normal operations of markets and institutions
of planning, building, land use regulation, investment, finance and
exchange in the American city where she lives. The grounds for
claiming that Sandy and those in a similar situation suffer injustice,

that is, lie in the fact that her difficulties are socially caused.!

Some people might wish to contest one or both of these claims, but
for the remainder of this essay I will assume that the condition of
many Sandys describes an injustice. While socially caused, moreover,
a scarcity of decent affordable housing does not result from the actions
of one or a few specifiable perpetrators. Instead, this circumstance which
affects many people is the outcome of the normal actions of a large
number of agents — renters, home buyers, mortgage lenders, real es-
tate brokers, developers, land use regulators, transport planners, and
so on. The injustice Sandy and others suffer is structural or systemic.?

How should moral agents, both individual and collective, think
about their responsibilities in relation to such structural social injus-
tices? This essay takes some small steps toward answering this large
question. FirstIwill elaborate more precisely the claim that judgments
of injustice often concern structure. Then I will answer the above ques-
tion by articulating a conception of political responsibility that is dif-
ferent from a more common conception of responsibility as liability.
Individual agents might think of their own action in relation to struc-
tural injustice, I suggest, according to parameters of connection,
power, privilege, and interest.

Structural Injustice

In A Theory of Justice, John Rawls famously says that the subject of
Justice is the basic structure of society, which concerns “the way in which

! In this account of the grounds of the claim that this person’s misfortune is an in-
Justice I have appealed in part to the sorts of reasons offered by many egalitarian the-
orists. Ronald Dworkin, Richard Arneson, John Roemer, Gerald Cohen, and other “luck
egalitarians” argue that persons suffer injustice to the extent that their unfortunate cir-
cumstances are not their fault. To the extent that they are victims of bad luck, they
argue, society in general has the obligation to compensate for their well being deficits
in the form of redistributive policies and other welfare measures. In the above account
of why Sandy suffers injustice I have distinguished between situations that are socially
caused and those that a matter of sheer bad luck. I do not have space in this essay to
defend this distinction, but I think is it very important to a theory of structural injus-
tice.

2 Note on terms. Some writers, such as Niklaus Luhman and Anthony Giddens, use
the term “system” to denote social processes that produce and reproduce relations of
inequality and hierarchy over time. Readers who wish to substitute my use of the term
structural with systemic are welcome to do so if this will help follow my argument, whose
focus is on the implications of this concept for a conception of responsibility. I choose
not to call the social relations that result in a lack of decent affordable housing a "sys-
tem” because this connotes more bounded unity than I believe corresponds to the so-
cial reality we are trying to describe. Hence my preference for referring to the causes
of these circumstances as “structural processes.”



the major social institutions distribute fundamental rights and duties
and determine the division of advantages from social cooperation.”?
Major institutions include, he says, the legal system’s definition of basic
rights and duties, market relations, the system of property in the
means of production, and family organization. To these Iwould add
the basic kinds of positions in the social division of labor.

Rawls says little more about what the concept of structure refers
to, however. As I understand the concept, structure denotes a con-
fluence of institutional rules and interactive routines, mobilization of
resources, and physical structures; these constitute the historical
givens in relation to which individuals act, and which are relatively sta-
ble over time.* The term structure also refers to wider social outcomes
that result from the confluence of many individual actions within given
institutional relations, whose collective consequences often do not bear
the mark of any person or group’s intention. For the purposes of using
concepts of structure for thinking about justice and responsibility,
am particularly concerned with large scale or “macro” structures. If
we wish to understand and criticize the way that many individuals and
groups face too limited and unsavory sets of options, then we need
an account of large-scale systemic outcomes of the operations of many
institutions and practices that constrain some people at the same
time that they enable others.

I will build up an account of structure and structural processes using
elements derived from several theorists. Peter Blau offers the following
definition: “A social structure can be defined as a multidimensional
space of differentiated social positions among which a population is
distributed. The social associations of people provide both the cri-
terion for distinguishing social positions and the connections among
them that make them elements of a single social structure.”™ In Blau’s
spatial metaphor, individual people occupy varying positions in the so-
cial space, and their positions stand in determinate relation to other
positions. The social structure consists in the connections among the
positions and their relationships, and the way the attributes of posi-
tions internally constitute one another through those relationships.

3 A Theory of Justice (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1971), p. 7.

41 have elaborated a concept of structural processes usable for theorizing injustice
in some previous writing. See Inclusion and Democracy (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2000), especially Chapter 3; “Equality of Whom? Social Groups and Judgments of In-
justice,” Journal of Political Philosophy, Vol. 9, no. 1, March 2001, pp. 1-18; “Lived Body
vs. Gender: Reflections on Social Structure and Subjectivity,” Ratio: An International
Journal of Analytic Philosophy, Vol. XV, no. 4, December 2002, pp. 411-428.

5 Peter Blau, Inequality and Heterogeneity (New York: Free Press, 1977), p. 4.

In my example, the apartment hunter stands in a particular position
in relation to other positions in the structural processes that pro-
duce, set prices for, and market housing units. She mostly experiences
effects of those processes as constraints on her options. Her position
is very different from that of the owner of apartment complexes or
the head of a municipal zoning board, though persons in these more
powerful positions also experience structural constraints.

It is misleading, however, to reify the metaphor of structure; that
is, we should not think of social structures as entities independent of
social actors, lying passively around them easing or inhibiting their
movement. On the contrary, social structures exist only in the action
and interaction of persons; they exist not as states, but as processes.
Thus Anthony Giddens defines social structures in terms of “rules and
resources, recursively implicated in the reproduction of social systems.”
In the idea of the duality of structure, Giddens theorizes how people
act on the basis of their knowledge of pre-existing structures and in
so acting reproduce those structures. We do so because we act ac-
cording to rules and expectations and because our relationally con-
stituted positions make or do not make certain resources available to
us. Our apartment hunter Sandy, for example, has decided she
wishes to live in the suburbs not only because her job is there, but
also because widespread social norms and behavior identify a subur-
ban space and lifestyle as more comfortable in many ways than that
of city centers. That people act on this assumption in fact helps pro-
duce more amenities in suburbs, such as better schools and shopping
centers. At the same time, action based on these assumptions helps
depopulate some city neighborhoods and reduce their resource base,
thus fulfilling the prophecy that they are less safe and comfortable.
These judgments mediated through market processes then contribute
to the situation in which Sandy finds herself, namely that she cannot
afford the apartments in the neighborhoods she follows others in defin-
ing as desirable.

Defining structures in terms of the rules and resources brought
to actions and interactions, however, makes the reproduction of struc-
tures sound too much like the product of individual and intentional
action. The concept of social structure must also include conditions
under which actors act, which are often a collective outcome of ac-
tion impressed onto the physical environment. Jean-Paul Sartre calls

6 Anthony Giddens, The Constitution of Society (Berkeley: University of California Press,

1984), p. 25.






