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Structural Injustice as Emergent Disorder
HOCHAN KIM Bates College, United States

Structural injustice remains a puzzling concept despite its increasing prominence. I distill recent
theoretical challenges into a dilemma: either structural injustice lacks the normative credentials of
injustice given that wrongdoing is inessential, or it is redundant given existing theories that trace

injustice to culpable state and other institutional failures. I thendevelop a novel account of structural injustice,
the Complexity View, that unravels this dilemma. The emergent properties of human actions in a complex
society explain what is “structural” about structural injustice, specifically how it can arise without (culpable)
wrongdoing. Structural injustice is unjust because it is wrong to contribute to social processes that cause harm
and to passively accept preventable forms of vulnerability and deprivation as tragic misfortunes. But this
account of structural injustice has a sobering implication: while complexity explains what distinguishes
structural injustice from other wrongs, it also sets significant epistemic limits on social reform.

INTRODUCTION

S tructural injustice has become a prominent topic
in contemporary political theory. In contrast to
wrongs found in interpersonal interactions or the

policies of a repressive state, Iris Marion Young (2011)
argues in her pathbreaking account, structural injustice
is a wrong that lies in the cumulative constraining and
enabling effects of social structures in the backdrop of
people’s lives, effects that significantly harm certain
groups. These effects, she argues, are produced by
complex social processes driven by the actions, not
necessarily wrongful, of many people pursuing legiti-
mate goals within the existing framework of rules and
resources. By broadening our normative focus from
individual and institutional wrongdoings toward unjust
yet often ignored forms of vulnerability and depriva-
tion within our social structures, the concept of struc-
tural injustice aims to illuminate a distinctive and
pressing problem in contemporary society for social
criticism and political redress.
Yet the concept of structural injustice continues to

generate theoretical puzzlement and disagreement.
Two recent criticisms of Young’s account bring out
one important puzzle. For some critics, we should be
skeptical that these sorts of problems count as an
injustice in the first place. Plausibly, what distinguishes
injustice frommere tragedy ormisfortune is its origin in
the wrongful conduct of human agents, conduct that
warrants moral grievances like anger or indignation
(Estlund 2024). It is unclear whether something that
occurs without any wrongdoing has the normative
credentials of injustice. Thus, these critics ask, if struc-
tural injustice is not necessarily the result of anyone

doing anything wrong, why should our attitude toward
it be any different than our attitude toward natural
disasters and their terrible, but not wrongful, effects?
The question is not specific to the concept of structural
injustice but appliesmore broadly to cognates ideas like
structural racism as “racism without racists” (Bonilla-
Silva 2003) or capitalism as an inherently unjust eco-
nomic structure (Cordelli 2025). Any structural theory of
injustice must answer the question: given that wrongdo-
ing is inessential, what’s unjust about structural injustice?

Other critics have questioned the purported distinc-
tion between structural injustice and institutional
wrongdoing. A wave of recent accounts argues that
institutional wrongdoing plays a central role in struc-
tural injustice (Mantouvalou 2023; McKeown 2024;
Nuti 2019; Powers and Faden 2019). According to
Maeve McKeown, Young mistakenly focused on con-
ceptualizing “pure” structural injustice involving no
wrongdoing whatsoever. In reality, most if not all struc-
tural injustices are “deliberate” or “avoidable” wrongs
perpetrated by the powerful institutional agents like
the state. Homelessness, McKeown (2024, 41–2) argues
about one of Young’s core examples, can and should be
addressed by the state through measures like imple-
menting rent control and building more public housing;
that affluent states have largely failed to do so is a serious
wrongdoing on their part. Far from being conceptually
distinct from institutional wrongdoing, these accounts
argue, structural injustice is a problem perpetrated
largely by the wrongdoings of powerful institutions.

Together, these criticisms reveal a significant tension
within the concept of structural injustice. As a claim of
injustice, it looks normatively suspect unless it can be
tethered to agential wrongdoing. Pointing to institu-
tional wrongdoing, as recent accounts do, would seem
to dispel such suspicions. But as some responses to
these accounts have started to point out (Browne
2025; De Bernardi 2024; Marin 2024), the resulting
view threatens to deflate what made the concept dis-
tinctive in the first place: that there is something about
social structures, separate from the wrongdoings of
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specific and even quite powerful agents, that is crucial
for understanding and redressing certain injustices in
contemporary society. To put this point more sharply,
once institutions like states and corporations are under-
stood to be agents in their own right (List and Pettit
2011), the concept of structural injustice appears redun-
dant: there already exist theories of justice and injustice
that trace injustices in contemporary society to institu-
tions like the state as powerful agents that wield enor-
mous influence over social outcomes, and it is unclear
what, if anything, the concept of structural injustice
adds to these theories. Some may welcome this defla-
tionary conclusion. But the thought that the concept of
structural injustice names a distinct problem in contem-
porary society from both individual and institutional
wrongdoing remains attractive to many, even as its
theoretical difficulties have become increasingly clear.
This article develops a novel account of what struc-

tural injustice is and why it is unjust, and in doing so,
offers a solution to this puzzle. I call this account the
Complexity View. What is distinctively “structural”
about structural injustice is its basis in the emergent
properties of human actions in society, understood as a
kind of complex system.Many harmful social outcomes
are not straightforwardly reducible to or predictable
from features of the agents who bring them about;
indeed, these outcomes often run contrary to what
any of those agents intended. This counterintuitive
relationship between action and outcome in a complex
society explains how structural injustice comes apart
fromwrongdoing (or at least culpable wrongdoing) and
why it cannot be chalked up to faulty institutions. What
is unjust about structural injustice is explained by two
moral considerations: the wrongfulness of agents caus-
ing harm to others even when that harm was unin-
tended and unforeseeable, and the wrongfulness of
agents passively resigning themselves to harmful emer-
gent outcomes that are preventable through political
intervention and social reform. In theseways, structural
injustice has the normative credentials of injustice. If
successful, the Complexity View shows that the concept
of structural injustice is both plausible and valuable. It
illuminates how human actions can create emergent
forms of vulnerability and deprivation in a complex
society, while also issuing a reminder that these prob-
lems are neither natural disasters nor invulnerable to
political redress. That said, this account comes with a
sobering implication for how agents can and should
politically respond to these problems: the very same
issue of complexity that essentially distinguishes struc-
tural injustice from other wrongs also creates signifi-
cant, though surmountable, epistemic barriers for the
pursuit of deliberate and effective social reform.

THE DILEMMA FOR STRUCTURAL INJUSTICE

To begin making the central puzzle more concrete,
consider a widely discussed example from Young
(2011, 43–4): the case of Sandy, a single mother and
commuter in a typical American city who ends up
facing homelessness when her current apartment

building is sold to a developer, setting off a chain of
events in which various structural constraints produced
by the actions of countless others—from the price and
availability of housing in her city to the quality of
schools in different neighborhoods—prevent her from
finding a new residence, leaving her on the verge of
homelessness. As Young sets up the case, no one treats
Sandy wrongly during this ordeal. Nonetheless, Sandy
finds herself facing a common and, Young argues,
unjust situation. It is unjust that anyone should face
the prospect of homelessness, especially in an affluent
society. Sandy experiences a structural injustice, and
this is a distinct phenomenon from agential wrongdo-
ing.

Many have found Young’s description of Sandy’s
situation compelling. Others have different reactions.
One is that Sandy’s situation is surely the product of at
least one (collective) agent’s wrongdoing: her state.
Her state should be doing more to ensure that Sandy
and others like her are not vulnerable to homelessness;
it bears responsibility for her situation. Another is that
Sandy’s situation is not an injustice, however unfortu-
nate it may be, given that it is not the result of anyone
having wronged her in any way. Of course, she is
entitled to some help to get back on her feet—but that
is a matter of human decency or charity, not a matter of
her having suffered an injustice.

These reactions correspond to what I call the redun-
dancy challenge and the normative challenge, respec-
tively. The redundancy challenge says the concept of
structural injustice is unnecessary: everything we want
to say with the concept of structural injustice can and
should be said in terms of individual and collective
wrongdoings. The normative challenge says the con-
cept of structural injustice is implausible: to the extent
that it is essentially about something other than agential
wrongdoing, it lacks the normative credentials to be an
injustice. Despite their important insights, existing
accounts of structural injustice are vulnerable to at least
one of these challenges.

Young’s account is vulnerable to the normative chal-
lenge. She maintains that structural injustice is distinct
from individual and institutional wrongdoing, but she
does not offer an alternative explanation of why it is
unjust and not merely tragic. Situations like Sandy’s, she
suggests, are obviously unjust. But this is not a satisfac-
tory answer to the normative challenge, asDavidEstlund
(2024) has recently argued. For any situation that seems
obviously unjust, he asks, suppose that the exact same
situation had been produced by an unpreventable natu-
ral disaster like a hurricane. Such occurrences are com-
monly considered tragedies, not injustices. The relevant
difference between the two is a moral, specifically a
deontic, fact: unpreventable natural disasters are not a
matter of anyone having treated others wrongly, indeed
not a matter of human action at all.1 What plausibly

1 Roughly, deontic facts concern what is right and wrong, whereas
telic facts concern what is good and bad. Estlund’s hurricane analogy
is a thought experiment to show that two states of affairs may share
identical telic facts but not the same deontic facts.
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distinguishes an unjust state of affairs from a merely
tragic one is its basis in the wrongful conduct of agents,
conduct that licenses moral grievances like anger or
indignation on the part of the victims. According to
Young’s description, Sandy’s situation is not unjust in
this sense. It is not a matter of anyone having treated her
wrongly. Of course, Sandy’s situation differs from a
hurricane insofar as it is the product of human action,
specifically the actions of many agents interacting in the
housingmarket. But the point of the hurricane analogy is
precisely that there is no discernible morally significant
difference between these two scenarios.
Recent accounts of structural injustice appear less

vulnerable to the normative challenge (Mantouvalou
2023; McKeown 2024; Nuti 2019; Powers and Faden
2019). Departing from Young, they argue that struc-
tural injustice is, at least in large part, the product of
wrongdoings by the state and other powerful collective
or corporate agents. In McKeown’s (2024, 181 and 44)
words, “powerful corporate agents like states and cor-
porations can be heldmorally responsible for structural
injustice, either by omission (avoidable structural injus-
tice) or action (deliberate structural injustice)” because
“powerful agents have the capacity to change the situ-
ation, [but] they actively maintain it. So the conse-
quences are not unintentional, they are intentional.”
Sandy would not be facing homelessness if her state
took action, such as improving tenants’ rights and
implementing rent control. By failing to implement
such measures now and in the past, her state bears
responsibility for her situation. Once the role of these
powerful collective agents is acknowledged, the claim
that structural injustice is distinct from wrongdoing
looks less plausible and, in any case, irrelevant to
understanding injustices here and now. Importantly,
these accounts do not completely part ways with
Young’s account. They maintain that individuals are
not culpable for their part in structural injustice,
because the conduct of ordinary individuals is not
“where the action is, both in terms of understanding
structural stability or change and in attributing respon-
sibility for structural injustice” (McKeown 2024, 36–7).
Structural injustice is primarily the product of wrongful
institutional conduct. Call this the Institutional View of
structural injustice.
The Institutional View seems to offer a straightfor-

ward answer to the normative challenge: structural
injustice is unjust because it is traceable to the wrongful
conduct of powerful collective agents. Sandy’s situation
is not a tragedy; it is a deliberate or avoidable injustice
perpetrated by her state, real estate corporations, and
other powerful institutions.
A closer examination, however, reveals some prob-

lems with this answer. The trouble lies in the Institu-
tional View’s ambiguous stance on whether structural
injustice is simply a product of collective agents’wrong-
doing or whether it is in fact the product of a much
broader and complicated set of human actions involv-
ing, crucially, ordinary individuals. Is structural injus-
tice ultimately the product of collective agents’
wrongdoings, or is it only largely the product of such
wrongdoings (and if so, how large)?

Take patriarchy as an example. Estlund (2024, 353)
writes, “Themany instances of individual behavior that
together produce a patriarchal social structure…are, in
large part even if not entirely, acts that are uncoordi-
nated across strangers.”Here he challenges, rightly, the
Institutional View’s claim that the conduct of ordinary
individuals is not “where the action is” for structural
injustice. Social structures like patriarchy are not just
what powerful institutions do. Sharon Krause (2013,
194) recounts a memorable example of how social
processes like gender socialization among individuals
play an important role in patriarchy’s reproduction:
“When I was a girl my mother was constantly enjoining
me to ‘take smaller steps’ so as to be more ‘ladylike’.
Apparently, my natural stride was too long, perhaps
too forceful, to be feminine….[H]er exhortations,
intended as loving guidance, did have the effect of
socializing me to norms that subtly perpetuate inequal-
ities between men and women.” Pointing to group
agents thus offers only a partial answer to the norma-
tive challenge. To establish the deontic wrongness of
structural injustice, the actions of many other agents
must be normatively accounted for.

Defenders of the Institutional View could respond in
two ways. One response is to move further away from
Young’s account and say that ordinary individuals, not
just states and corporations, are guilty of wrongdoing
when their actions contribute to structural injustice.2
This would provide a full answer to the normative
challenge. But this move is not available to the Institu-
tional View given its central commitment to the
uniquely wrongful role of powerful institutions for
problems of structural injustice. More importantly, to
say that individuals are also guilty for contributing to
structural injustice and simply leaving thematter there
would be to miss one of the important points of
Krause’s example. Ordinary individuals do contribute
to structural injustices like patriarchy, but the nature
of their contribution is not always something that
licenses guilt or blame. Krause (2013, 195) writes,
“The truth is that we participate all the time in prac-
tices that subordinate us even as they perpetuate the
domination of others, and much of the time these acts
of subordination and domination are neither recog-
nized as such nor intended, much less controlled.”
Socializing one’s child into certain gender norms is
now seen by many as wrongful: as Krause’s own
reflections demonstrate, people have come to under-
stand that this practice perpetuates gender inequality
and stifles individual freedom. This understanding
may have innocently eluded Krause’s mother who,
Krause observes, was well intentioned and in many
ways a victim of patriarchy herself. The normative
credentials of structural injustice should not simply

2 More thoroughgoing critics of Young’s account defend exactly this
view (Atenasio 2019; Barry and Ferracioli 2013; Goodin and Barry
2021; Reiman 2012; Sangiovanni 2018). My own account will ulti-
mately take onboard some of their ideas, particularly the distinction
between wrongful action and culpable action; my focus here is
showing why the Institutional View cannot so easily adopt this view.

Structural Injustice as Emergent Disorder

3

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

00
03

05
54

26
10

18
77

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003055426101877


rest on the claim that all contributors are always acting
culpably.
A different response that preserves the Institutional

View’s core commitment is this:when individuals’ actions
contribute to structural injustice, it is the state that bears
responsibility for those actions. It is part of the state’s
power, the Institutionalist can argue, to regulate individ-
ual conduct that leads to injustices like Sandy’s situation.
Inadequate public regulation enables private actors to
act in ways that create, exacerbate, and exploit certain
forms of structural vulnerability (Mantouvalou 2023).
The state should intervene to ensure that uncoordinated
acts across strangers do not lead to harm. These are not
uncontroversial claims. Some may worry about the com-
patibility of such interventions with liberal limits on state
power over individual choices, especially related to injus-
tices like patriarchy; others may worry about their effec-
tiveness, especially given those limits but even without
them. For now, let us set these worries aside—after all,
these worries may be overblown, and theorists of struc-
tural injustice need not be wedded to liberalism—and
grant that the state has legitimate and effective power to
regulate individual conduct in ways that would address
structural injustice. This would provide a complete yet
resolutely institutionalist answer to the normative chal-
lenge. The normative credentials of structural injustice
are found in the wrongdoing of powerful institutions,
both for their own conduct and that of individuals.
But now the redundancy challenge rears its head.

The Institutional View, so understood, threatens to
make the concept of structural injustice theoretically
redundant, or at least significantly deflates what
appeared interesting and distinctive about it. Much
work in political theory has already argued for the view
that social injustices are rooted in powerful institutions
like the state and their profound and pervasive influ-
ence on people’s lives, what JohnRawls (1999) calls the
“basic structure of society.” If structural injustice
should be understood as a deliberate or avoidable
wrong committed by powerful institutions, is it not just
a species of institutional wrongdoing after all? What is
gained, theoretically or politically, by calling Sandy’s
situation a structural injustice rather than an institu-
tional failure if the problem simply lies in her state’s
unjust housing policies? The same can be asked about
other issues like global poverty, which McKeown
(2024, 102) claims is an avoidable structural injustice
because “international institutions and powerful states
have the capacity to change the structures that underlie
global poverty”—a familiar argument in the literature
on global (distributive) justice (see, e.g., Pogge 2002).
The Institutional View has the resources to fully answer
the normative challenge, but in doing so, it collapses
structural injustice into the familiar question of institu-
tional justice (Browne 2025, 31; De Bernardi 2024).
Some may argue that this is exactly the right way to

think about structural injustice and what is “structural”
about it. Social structure, in their view, is fundamentally
about institutional design, how “the rules of the game in
a society” (North 1990, 3) set by institutions like the
state channel human interactions in a certain direction.
But there are plausible views in social and political

theory that maintain that the idea of social structure
encompasses much more than institutional rules.
Indeed, for Young, that is precisely the point of con-
ceptualizing structural injustice. Drawing on insights
from social theorists such as Pierre Bourdieu (1977)
and Anthony Giddens (1984), she insists that the con-
cept identifies a phenomenon that is generally over-
looked by theories of justice that analyze social
structure by examining the state and other formal
institutions. Taking a truly structural perspective on
injustice requires “looking at the whole society” and
the social processes driven by the actions of all agents
within it, not just looking at a small institutional subset
of that society that is assumed to be “more
fundamental” (or more powerful) than the rest
(Young 2011, 70).3 Examples of such processes include
the normalization of a dominant racial or ethnic group’s
cultural values and habits, the reproduction of the
gendered division of labor in households, and, as
Krause reminds us, the transmission of gendered bodily
comportment to children. Undoubtedly, these pro-
cesses are significantly influenced by what institutions
do. But it would be a serious mistake to assume that
these social processes can simply be placed under
institutional control or that the individual behaviors
driving these processes can be read off from the insti-
tutional framework of rules in which they occur, absent
further facts about culture, norms, bodies, etc.

To my eye, this broader understanding of social
structure is crucial for a nonredundant conceptualiza-
tion of structural injustice. It is what makes the concept
novel and interesting, theoretically and politically. The
trouble with the Institutional View is that it gives up this
important insight in its understandable quest to hold
powerful institutions morally responsible for structural
injustice. It claims, or must claim in response to the
normative challenge, that certain institutions are the
more powerful, fundamental part of society—“where
the action is”—to maintain that structural injustice is
the result of wrongful institutional conduct while ignor-
ing the actions of ordinary individuals and exempting
them from similar moral evaluation. The theoretical
cost of this move is to make the concept of structural
injustice redundant. Any so-called structural injustice
could be fully redescribed in terms of institutional
wrongdoing. At best, the concept of structural injustice
would serve as a stepping stone for filling some over-
looked gap in the theory of institutional justice, but
once that theory is filled out, it would say everything the
concept was meant to capture.

Together, these challenges pose a dilemma for the
concept of structural injustice. The more that structural
injustice is untethered from agential wrongdoing, the
less it looks like a genuine injustice, rather than a
tragedy that is morally indistinct from a natural disas-
ter. Yet themore that structural injustice is grounded in
institutional or some other wrongdoing, the less novel
and interesting the concept turns out to be. On one

3 Young draws on related criticisms of Rawls by G.A. Cohen and
Liam Murphy (see Cohen 2009; Murphy 1998).
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horn lies the charge that structural injustice is norma-
tively implausible; on the other lies the charge that it is
theoretically redundant. Either Sandy’s situation is a
product of her state or some other agent wronging her,
but then it no longer needs to be called a “structural”
injustice; or her situation is not a matter of anyone
wronging her, but then the label of structural “injustice”
looks unwarranted. Put this way, the theorist of struc-
tural injustice seems to face an impossible task: some-
how, structural injustice must be both distinct from and
yet nothing other than the wrongdoings of agents. But
how could that be?

EMERGENCE, COMPLEXITY, AND
SPONTANEOUS ORDER

This section begins developing an account of structural
injustice that unravels this puzzle, building on Young’s
important but underdeveloped thought that structural
injustice is a product of complex social processes
driven, in large part, by ordinary individuals and their
actions. A major step toward this account is taken in
Sally Haslanger’s (2022; 2023) recent work in social
ontology, which integrates ideas from social theory and
philosophy into an original theory of society as a com-
plex dynamic system structured by the social practices
of individuals. One notable passage reads: “Societies
are not planned and implemented by anyone. They are
self-organizing systems. Although legislatures, econo-
mists, planning boards, and policy makers undertake to
construct and intervene in social systems, andwhat they
do matters, they are not in control. The society, so to
speak, has a life of its own, andmuch of what happens is
not designed or intended by anyone” (Haslanger 2023,
9). This is a strikingly different picture of society from the
Institutional View. Here, the state (and other powerful
institutions) is but one agent among many in the system,
and as comparatively powerful as it may be, it is not “in
control” of the society it aims to manage. Why not?
Consider the issue of racial residential segregation,

“the linchpin” (Massey 2020) of racial inequality in the
United States as a problem of structural injustice. It is
now widely recognized that ending legally enforced or
de jure segregation has not addressed de facto segrega-
tion: a recent study finds that most metropolitan areas
were more racially segregated in 2019 than they were
in 1990 (Menendian, Gambhir, and Gailes 2021). Part
of the explanation for this is a history of culpable
discriminatory practices by political, financial, and real
estate institutions, such as redlining, that have only
recently been outlawed. But it would be a mistake to
attribute the persistence of residential segregation to
institutional actors alone. Residential segregation is
also driven by social processes that the state does not
control, most notably the choices of many individuals
navigating the housing market. Thus, Elizabeth Ander-
son (2010b, 189) closes her book-length argument for
racial integration as an imperative of justice with the
sobering observation that “the project of integration
cannot be left to state initiatives alone.Most of the work
of integration inevitably rests with the spontaneous

actions of citizens in civil society.”4 Notice again the
gap between this picture and the Institutional View.
Contrary to the Institutionalist View’s claim that pow-
erful institutions like the state are “where the action is,”
here state action cannot succeed unless ordinary indi-
viduals take the necessary actions and develop the
necessary attitudes and habits for a truly, not just for-
mally, integrated society (Anderson 2010b, 116).

It is tempting to conclude from these considerations
that ordinary individuals must also be culpable for their
part in structural injustice. Regarding residential seg-
regation, it may be argued that responding to the racial
diversification of one’s neighborhood by moving to
white enclaves or “white flight” is a culpable behavior
for which white individuals bear some responsibility for
racial inequality (Kruse 2007). What ordinary individ-
uals do within the remit of their everyday lives is
socially consequential, and they should be held respon-
sible for their actions.

But the issue is not so straightforward, and this is
where the gap between structural injustice and agential
wrongdoing begins to appear. Racial hostility is not
required for segregated neighborhoods to result from
individual residential choices. As Thomas Schelling
(1969; 1971) famously demonstrated, segregated neigh-
borhoods can form even when agents navigate a hous-
ing market with a preference that at least roughly one
out of three neighbors belong to their own racial group,
a result that intensifies when the preference is raised to
one-half.5 In other words, individuals who are perfectly
content to be the racialminority in their neighborhood
by a ratio of 2-to-1 end up forming segregated neigh-
borhoods. Racial residential segregation, in principle,
need not involve culpable actions like redlining and
white flight; surprisingly, it can be the product of many
agents acting on what intuitively appear to be innocuous
in-group preferences about their neighborhood. The
housing market, Schelling (1969, 488) concludes, is “a
complex systemwith collective results that bear no close
relation to individual intent.” And as Joseph Heath
(2022, 299) observes, if collective results and individual
intentions come apart, then “it becomes impossible to
say anything about the relative levels of discrimination
or tolerance merely from observing the spatial distribu-
tion of individuals of different races.” We cannot infer
culpable attitudes or actions toward other racial groups
from the occurrence of segregation alone.

Schelling’s model illustrates what in my view essen-
tially distinguishes structural injustice from familiar

4 This remark is delivered in the context of resistance to integrationist
policies like school busing, but they have broader significance when
read together with her discussion of “informal social integration,”
such as “churches seeking integrated congregations,” as a necessary
component of racial integration. See Anderson (2010b, 116 and 189).
5 This is the result of his spatial proximity model. His neighborhood
tipping model shows that an all-white neighborhood can become an
all-Black neighborhood after a small number of Black individuals
move in, starting a chain exit reaction of decreasingly tolerant whites
until none remain. Both models, Schelling argues, illustrate how
individual intentions come apart from the macro-level pattern they
bring about.
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forms of individual or institutional wrongdoing. In a
complex system, the actions of many agents create
emergent properties that are not simply reducible to
the properties of the agents that create them. These
properties are what license Haslanger’s claim that
“society has, so to speak, a life of its own,” thus
presenting a distinct object of study—and critique—
from the individuals and institutions that comprise it.
The basic idea of emergence, often associatedwith the

phrase “the whole is greater than the sum of its parts,” is
an old one. Émile Durkheim ([1895] 2013) invoked it to
justify social science as a distinctive field of study: society
exhibits empirically investigable properties that are not
reducible to properties of individuals even though soci-
ety contains nothing but individuals. But emergence is
not specific to sociology. Challenging the purported
hierarchy in the natural sciences from (fundamental)
physics to (more applied) biology, P. W. Anderson
(1972, 393) writes: “The behavior of large and com-
plex aggregates of elementary particles, it turns out, is
not to be understood in terms of a simple extrapola-
tion of the properties of a few particles. Instead, at
each level of complexity entirely new properties
appear.” The concept of structural injustice is pre-
mised on a similar claim: the interactions of human
agents in a complex society create emergent proper-
ties, properties that are not simply reducible to the
properties of individuals themselves.
While familiar, the basic idea of emergence requires

elaboration, for it can be given more and less plausible
interpretations. Recent years have seen a proliferation
of philosophical accounts of emergence that respond to
longstanding worries about its metaphysical and scien-
tific plausibility. For my purposes, it is important to
distinguish between two varieties of emergence: onto-
logical emergence and epistemic emergence.6 Each
offers a different gloss of the claim that an emergent
property of a system is not simply reducible to the
properties of its constituent parts.
In ontological emergence, an emergent property is

metaphysically distinct from its constituent lower-level
properties because there are reasons to hold that the
property exists in its own right. Such reasons include
causal novelty (the emergent property can cause some
effect, and this ability is different from even the aggre-
gated causal powers of the lower-level properties) or
non-deducibility (the emergent property is not deduc-
ible from the lower-level properties even if one knew
everything about them). So understood, emergence is
heavily criticized for creating more mysteries than it
solves: how can something be generated entirely by

lower-level properties, and yet have novel causal pow-
ers or be non-deducible from those properties? (Kim
1999). Some deny on these grounds that there are any
ontologically emergent properties, pointing to success-
ful reductionist explanations of properties that for-
merly were considered emergent in the history of
science (Graham 2025). Others, such as David Chal-
mers (2008), argue that there is exactly one plausible
instance of ontological emergence: consciousness, as a
property not deducible even from complete knowledge
of the physical properties of the brain. These criticisms
apply to the issue of residential segregation. It seems
implausible to say that residential segregation is an
ontologically emergent property. Indeed, Schelling’s
model shows precisely the deducibility of segregated
neighborhoods from the preferences of agents making
choices under certain conditions, though the relation-
ship between the individuals and the emergent prop-
erty is surprising and far from straightforward.

That brings us to epistemic emergence. Following
Mark Bedau (1997), a property is epistemically emer-
gent insofar as it is deducible from its lower-level
properties only by simulation: “set up the system, let
it roll, and see what happens.”7 Simulation is required
because although the emergent property is fully deter-
mined by its lower-level properties, how those lower-
level properties interact to produce the emergent prop-
erty is too complex a process to be predictable from
knowledge of the lower-level properties. In Schelling’s
model, agents following the simple decision rule “Move
into a house so long as at least roughly 1/3 of the
neighbors are members of my racial group” end up
forming segregated neighborhoods, a result that only
becomes apparent to us by simulating its implementa-
tion. In this epistemic sense, this result is not simply
reducible to the actions or intentions of the agents, even
if it is their actions and intentions that produced it. The
process by which residential segregation is generated by
agents’ choices is not explicable by the linear cause-and-
effect reasoning that typically suffices in everyday life.

My contention is that the kinds of outcomes that
plausibly count as structural injustice are epistemically
emergent. The concept of structural injustice invites us
to look at society as a kind of complex system where
multiple overlapping social processes, driven by many
agents engaged in economic, cultural, linguistic, and
other interactions, produce some vulnerability or dep-
rivation as their emergent outcome. Some social pro-
cesses, such as economic interactions in a market, are
themselves a kind of complex system that produces
emergent outcomes—a fact that puts considerable
stress on domestically oriented theories of economic
justice as well as conceptions of “society” as a closed,
self-contained nation-state in an era of globalization.
When they have harmful effects on human lives, such
outcomes can be described as structural injustice. But in
its broadest scope, structural injustice describes the
emergent outcomes of multiple overlapping social pro-
cesses in society: how culture, the economy, politics,

6 Some accounts take ontological and epistemic emergence as corre-
sponding to strong and weak emergence, respectively, though others
categorize both strong and weak emergence as types of ontological
emergence and deny that epistemic emergence counts as emergence
in anymetaphysical sense. I have chosen to use the ontological versus
epistemic distinction to avoid these technicalities and flag that my
argument requires only the most minimal and uncontroversial sense
of emergence. For discussions of the distinction, see Bedau (1997);
Cunningham (2001); Graham (2025, 49–50); Silberstein and McGe-
ever (1999); Wilson (2021, 13 and 166–70). 7 See also Mitchell (2009) and Wilson (2021, 166).
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housing, education, and so forth, all interact with one
another to produce some injustice. Such outcomes
include racial disparities in infant mortality (Wallace
et al. 2017), economic inequalities perpetuated by peo-
ple’s accents (Donnelly, Baratta, and Gamsu 2019), and
colonial atrocities like sexual slavery that end up dispro-
portionately impacting poor women (Lu 2017, 128–38).
These outcomes are, by nature, not linearly related to or
straightforwardly predictable from the actions or inten-
tions of the agents who bring them about. Indeed, the
outcome may depart dramatically from what any agent
intended or foresaw or could have foreseen.
So understood, structural injustice presents a distinct

problem from familiar kinds of wrongful individual and
institutional actions like exiting a neighborhood out of
racial prejudice or depriving a racial minority of equal
political status. Such wrongdoings are routinely part of
the processes that generate structural injustice, but they
will not fully explain the emergent outcome. Indeed,
focusing on such wrongdoings would obscure the fact
that the outcome can arise without them, as when
individuals with integrationist preferences still produce
residential segregation. This is true even if wrongdoing
is stretched beyond the intentional infliction of harm to
the negligent failure to avoid foreseeably causing harm
to others, since social interactions may produce emer-
gent outcomes that were unforeseeable to the agents
who produced it. In a complex system, it is possible for
social interactions to produce vulnerability or depriva-
tion without any agents having acted wrongly. It is this
possibility that is foregrounded in Young and Haslan-
ger’s accounts of structural injustice.
Notably, Rawls also recognizes this possibility in his

discussion of “background justice.” Social processes
driven by the actions of ordinary individuals can have
inimical results even within a just society: “the condi-
tions necessary for background justice can be under-
mined, even though nobody acts unfairly or is aware of
how the overall results of many separate exchanges
affects the opportunities of others” (Rawls 1993, 266).
The next line is crucial for understanding Rawls’ point:
“There are no feasible rules that it is practicable to
require economic agents to follow in their day-to-day
transactions that can prevent these undesirable
consequences.” In principle, he suggests here, there
might be individual-level rules of economic interaction
that would fully preserve background justice. But such
rules are not relevant in practice due to the epistemi-
cally emergent nature of economic outcomes in a mar-
ket economy: “the rules governing agreements and
individual transactions cannot be too complex, or
require too much information to be correctly applied”
(Rawls 1993, 267). A society’s institutions may conform
with Rawlsian principles of justice, but the justice they
aim to uphold can erode over time from individual
actions that are permitted in those institutions.
In short, structural injustice is, at heart, a problem of

complexity. This conceptualization of structural injus-
tice bears a strong resemblance to F.A. Hayek’s notion
of “spontaneous order,” at least in its ontological and
epistemic claims (Hayek 1945; 1967; 1973; 1976; 1979).
Hayek himself would deny that emergent social out-
comes count as an injustice, as I will discuss in the next

section. While neither Young nor Haslanger reference
Hayek’s work, their understanding of structural injus-
tice similarly describes “the result of human actions but
not the execution of any human design” (Ferguson
1767, 187). Hayek emphasized the unintended benefits
of a market economy as opposed to a planned econ-
omy, but complex social processes do not only exist in
the market, nor do these processes only produce unin-
tended benefits.8 Playing on “spontaneous order,”
structural injustice is an emergent disorder in a complex
society.9 Call this the Complexity View.

The Complexity View avoids the redundancy chal-
lenge: structural injustice does not simply collapse into
agential wrongdoing, whether by individuals or institu-
tions. The concept names a distinctive social phenom-
enon. Before turning to the normative challenge, let me
address a potential worry about this view, namely that it
is premised on a controversial social ontology involving
mysterious “emergent” properties. To the extent that
structural injustice can be conceptualized without it,
one might argue, the better.

That might be true. But it is not a point in favor of the
Institutional View. A crucial assumption of that view is
that the state and multinational corporations are them-
selves (collective) agents distinct from the (individual)
agents that make them up. Following Christian List and
Philip Pettit’s (2011) influential account, the Institu-
tional View claims that collectives or groups are agents
when and because they possess the constitutive capac-
ities of agency due to their internal organization and
procedures. But group agency itself, it turns out, is an
emergent property in the epistemic sense. List and
Pettit (2011, 76) write, “While the agency achieved by
a group supervenes on the contributions of its members
—while it is not ontologically autonomous—it is auton-
omous in another, related sense. The agency of the
group relates in such a complex way to the agency of
individuals that we have little chance of tracking the
dispositions of the group agent, and of interacting with
it as an agent to contest or interrogate, persuade or
coerce, if we conceptualize its doings at the individual
level.” Although they frame the issues in terms of
supervenience and autonomy, the substantive point is
that group agency is an epistemically emergent prop-
erty of a group of individuals organized in a certainway.
The Institutional View, then, rests on the acceptance of
one particularly striking case of epistemic emergence:
group agency. The idea of emergent properties is thus
no more mysterious than the idea of treating the state
and other institutions as agents in their own right.

CULPABILITY, CONTRIBUTION, AND
PASSIVE INJUSTICE

But can the Complexity View now defend the deontic
wrongness of structural injustice?Onemight worry that

8 For a recent formal illustration of both points, seeO’Connor (2019).
9 I admit that this attempt to invert Hayek’s phrase is misleading
given that “disorder” typically implies a lack of organization or order,
and not simply the presence of an undesirable condition as I mean it
here. Those who share this worry should think instead about a
perverse or morally undesirable spontaneous order.
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this view has made the normative challenge unanswer-
able. If structural injustice is essentially distinct from
agential wrongdoing, how could deontic wrongness
ever reach it? The worry is heightened by the fact that
several political theorists attuned to social complexity,
including notablyHayek, maintain that emergent social
outcomes are neither just nor unjust. For the reasons
Estlund lays out, these moral concepts properly
describe only how agents conduct themselves, not to
the undesigned and unforeseen outcomes of those
interactions. Is structural injustice, then, merely bad
and not wrong?
I contend that this worry overlooks sources of deon-

tic wrongness that apply to undesigned and unforeseen
yet socially produced outcomes, as various critics of
Hayek have argued (Friedman 2013; Levy 2019; Lukes
1997; Lister 2013; Shklar 1990). An important feature
of emergence in the context of social structures is that,
ultimately, it is all a product of human agency. As
agents, our knowledge of the emergent properties of
our actions and our ability to intervene in society in
response to them are not static and immutable facts but
things that can change and develop over time. The fact
that society contains epistemically emergent properties
does not make impossible for agents to investigate and
intervene in such phenomena as they become known—
though it does impose significant limits on how agents
can and should engage in such social reform, as the next
section will explain. History contains many examples of
agents collectively learning to navigate the emergent
problems created by their social practices, such as the
multiple revisions that economic theory and policy has
undergone in the last 100 years in response to various
economic crises (Widmaier 2016). Giddens (1990, 38)
calls this process of social learning reflexivity: “social
practices are constantly examined and reformed in the
light of incoming information about those very prac-
tices, thus constitutively altering their character.”10
These reforms, he notes, often produce new emergent
problems that we could not have foreseen in imple-
menting these new practices, thereby generating new
information and starting the cycle anew.11
Agency, understood not as the capacity to prospec-

tively predict and avoid the emergent properties of
human action but as the capacity to reflexively examine
and respond to them as they arise, is the key to answer-
ing the normative challenge. Changes to what we know
and can do about an emergent social problem also
changes our moral relationship to that problem. In a

complex society, we should expect such changes to be a
frequent occurrence. As Seyla Benhabib (2004, 104)
observes in the context of burgeoning problems of
global justice, “we are constantly being challenged in
understanding the moral implications of our actions by
discovering unintended consequences…Such knowl-
edge creates moral responsibility.” I argue that there
are two plausible and compatible, though independent,
explanations of how deontic wrongness is created this
way. Hayek overlooks these sources of deontic wrong-
ness. Young also seems to overlook them, leading her
to draw an immutable and thus untenable distinction
between structural injustice and agential wrongdoing.12

One explanation is what I call the argument from
contribution, which builds on some proposals by critics
of Young’s distinction between structural injustice and
individual wrongdoing (Atenasio 2019; Barry and Fer-
racioli 2013; Goodin and Barry 2021; Reiman 2012;
Sangiovanni 2018). In their view, actions that contrib-
ute to producing structural injustice is a form of wrong-
doing. This follows from the general principle that one
ought not cause, or in collective action cases be part of
the cause of, harm to others. There is a difference,
however, between acting wrongly and acting culpably.
Wrongful actions can be excused and not culpable
when performed under certain conditions, including,
notably, out of (reasonable) ignorance of their conse-
quences. Those actions are no longer excused and
become culpable, however, once this ignorance is dis-
pelled (or is now itself culpable). Combining this with
the earlier discussion of epistemic emergence and
reflexivity gives us the following picture. Agents are
not culpable for producing an emergent outcome, at
first. They are excused by their ignorance. But the
moral situation begins to change once the harmful
outcome has been produced and people are suffering.
Claiming ignorance of the harm produced by their
social practices becomes increasingly an untenable
excuse. The critical mistake in Young’s account is
failing to distinguish culpability from wrongdoing:
structural injustice that involves no culpable wrongdo-
ing is possible in a complex society, but it is not a
permanent condition for agents with the capacity to
examine and re-evaluate their social practices in
response to emergent problems.

That agents are engaged in wrongdoing when they
unwittingly contribute to structural injustice may be
disputed. Some philosophersmaintain it is not wrongful
to act in ways that cause harm if one could not have
known about the consequences (see, e.g., Kiesewetter
2016); if that is right, then actions that unwittingly
contribute to structural injustice are not wrongful,
undermining this explanation of its wrongness.13 But
surely there are instances in moral life where it is

10 This is not to say that learning and reforming happen necessarily,
universally, or automatically. Especially where injustices are at stake,
many agents have incentives to remain ignorant about their society,
and much political struggle takes the form of making that ignorance
untenable. Such “motivated ignorance” (Hayward 2017) is another
source of deontic wrongness.
11 It is worth noting the resonance between this social theoretical
outlook and a pragmatist, non-ideal view of political philosophy: its
aim is to hypothesize normative ideals and the practices and institu-
tions that could realize them in response to existing injustices,
hypotheses that “may be tested in practice, found to generate new,
unanticipated problems when adopted, and thereby require revision”
(Anderson 2009, 135). I return to this pragmatist view in the next
section.

12 I say “seems to” because Young (2011, 157) sometimes alludes to
these two explanations: “It is only when we act as though these social
processes and their effects do not originate with human action or are
unchangeable that reification serves as a means to avoid responsibil-
ity for injustice.”
13 This philosophical view, often called perspectivism or subjectivism
about what constitutes right and wrong, stands in contrast with
objectivism. For an overview of the debate, see Graham (2021).
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possible to do something wrong in a non-culpable way
out of reasonable ignorance. To offer one prominent
philosophical example (Rosen 2004): if I unwittingly
serve my friend a cup of tea with a spoonful of arsenic
instead of sugar because the box of “sugar” in my
pantry in fact contains arsenic for reasons I could not
possibly have known about, I have done something
wrong to my (now dead) friend, even though I am not
culpable for it. Structural injustice, I suggest, can hap-
pen in a similar way. Agents may be ignorant of the
harmful emergent properties that result from their
actions via complex social processes, and that igno-
rance excuses them for these actions that wrong
others.14
A different objection to the argument from contri-

bution is that no individual’s contribution to structural
injustice is causally significant. One person moving
homes makes a tiny, perhaps even superfluous, contri-
bution to the pattern of residential distribution that
ultimately results from many people’s actions in the
housing market. It may be argued that such contribu-
tions to a collectively produced harm are not wrongful,
and further, that if no individual contributor to struc-
tural injustice is acting wrongly, then the outcome they
collectively produce cannot be wrongful either. This
objection raises an important question about collec-
tively produced harms: if the actions of many individ-
uals collectively produce a harm, yet no individual’s
action considered on its own makes a difference to that
harm, then what, if anything, makes those actions
morally wrong? Wrongdoing typically refers to actions
that have a direct and decisive causal connection to
harm, but as Young (2011, 107–10; see also McKeown
2018, 494–6) points out, that kind of connection does
not obtain in structural injustice.
But individual contributions may well be wrongful

even when these actions, considered on their own,
make no difference to the outcome. Julia Nefsky
(2017; 2019) argues that agents have a moral reason
to refrain from actions that help to bring about a harm,
such that (1) one’s action is or would be part of what
causes the harm and (2) it remains an open possibility
that the harm might not happen if enough agents
refrained from such actions. Building on her account,
Robert Goodin and Christian Barry (2021, 348) argue
that from a moral point of view we should “care about
all those who helped bring about that [structural] injus-
tice, even if none were causally decisive.” To borrow
their toy example, if ten people dump toxic waste into a
lake but only seven were enough to make it uninhabi-
table, it cannot be that none of the ten are responsible

for polluting the lake because each can say their own
contributionmade no difference to the outcome. Surely
all ten have done something wrong: each has helped to
pollute the lake. The same can be said of structural
injustice as a kind of collectively produced harm: none
of the actions may be causally significant when viewed
in isolation, but each has helped to produce an unjust
situation. We do not have to say that each contribution
is causally significant to explain what is wrongful about
structural injustice.15

The other explanation of structural injustice’s nor-
mative credentials is what I call the argument from
passive injustice, building on Judith Shklar’s (1990)
influential discussion. Shklar contends that it is a mis-
take to think that whether something is an injustice
depends only on its causal story, such that harmful
outcomes that did not originate in wrongful conduct
or “active injustice,” including natural disasters, must
therefore be mere misfortunes. Equally important is
the question of whether agents organized in a political
community have the capacity to prevent or mitigate
that harmful outcome. Where the capacity exists, it is
“passive injustice” for the community to simply let the
outcome happen, to be indifferent toward the vulner-
able.16 Passive injustice applies to natural and social
outcomes alike. Indeed, the fact that humans have
repeatedly developed new ways of altering their natu-
ral environment should lead us to question the very
distinction between what is natural and what is social,
andwith it, what is inevitable andwhat is contingent. As
she observes, “[s]omemisfortunes of the past…are now
injustices, such as infant mortality and famines” (Shklar
1990, 5). Advancements in technology and infrastruc-
ture, for example, in medical care and agricultural
production, move these problems from the realm of
natural disaster to the realm of social injustice. The
point extends to Estlund’s analogy to hurricanes: per-
haps one day climate science and disaster mitigation
will advance to the point where the occurrence of any
hurricane damage to human lives is seen entirely as a
social failure, not a natural disaster.

Shklar’s notion of passive injustice leads to a differ-
ent explanation of structural injustice’s normative cre-
dentials. In a complex society, the emergent outcome of
agents’ interactions can be harm, vulnerability, and

14 Moreover, even if we accept that unwitting contributions to harm
are not wrongful, this still implies that once agents know about the
harmful emergent properties created by their actions, continuing to
engage in those actions would be wrongful. The resulting view does
concede something to the normative challenge: structural injustice is
not wrongful (at least not on this basis) at first when agents are
unaware of these emergent harms. But the situation quickly changes
as agents realize their actions create these emergent harms. Griev-
ance about structural injustice becomes warranted as soon as its basis
in human actions becomes known.

15 It is worth noting that the argument from contribution is compat-
ible with other responses to the question of collectively produced
harm that some may find more compelling. For example, Andrea
Sangiovanni (2018) argues that each contribution to structural injus-
tice does make a morally significant, albeit tiny and often impercep-
tible, difference (see also Barnett 2018; Kagan 2011). CorwinAragon
and Alison Jaggar (2018) take a different line and argue that each
contribution is wrongful because it makes one complicit in the
injustice even if it makes no difference.
16 Shklar assumes a democratic community, which suggests that
avoiding passive injustice is perhaps something that members of a
democratic community in particular owe to each other. This would
help distinguish passive injustice from mere beneficence duties in
which the only morally relevant connection is that one possesses the
capacity to prevent or mitigate some harm. For a discussion of how
democratic obligations inform her account of passive injustice, see
Douglass (2023).
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deprivation even though those interactions did not
involve wrongdoing or active injustice. But once this
outcome is produced and agents become aware of these
emergent properties, they have the capacity to respond,
or fail to respond, in ways that turn this emergent harm
into an injustice. As agents, they need not passively
resign themselves to living with these problems forever;
they can at least try to prevent these harms from
reoccurring and mitigate their effects on people’s lives.
On this argument, structural injustice could, in princi-
ple, arise without any wrongdoing, but structural injus-
tice does not simply go on without wrongdoing given
agents’ capacity to evaluate and reform their society in
response to emergent problems.
This capacity will often be exercised, at least in part,

through institutions; in this respect, the Institutional
View is right to insist that institutions can act in
response to Sandy’s situation.17 But the Institutional
View conflates the fact that institutions like the state
play an important role in remedying structural injustice
with the claim that structural injustice is essentially
about what institutions—not ordinary individuals—
do. That claim is false: the defining feature of structural
injustice is its origin in complex social processes where
the actions of many agents, including ordinary individ-
uals, create emergent properties that are harmful. In
other words, the Institutional View confuses (a part of)
the solution with the nature of the problem itself.
These two arguments, one pointing to contribution

and the other pointing to passive injustice, answer the
normative challenge. To support my case, let me
address two further objections raised by Estlund that
bear on these arguments. Addressing them illuminates
some important differences between the two explana-
tions and their implications.
The first objection is that duties to prevent bad out-

comes cannot ground claims of injustice. Estlund (2024,
336) writes, “[T]here might yet be grievance toward
people who violate their duties of superintendence:
requirements to help prevent or remedy the conditions
in question. Still, the conditions themselves, while alleg-
edly unjust, would not themselves warrant any such
grievance. We wouldn’t yet know how it is an injustice
that needs remedying or preventing.”Even merely bad
outcomes can generate duties to prevent or remedy
them, and so appealing to those duties cannot explain
why an outcome is unjust. Failing to aid the victims of
an unpreventable hurricane may be wrongful, but that
does not make the hurricane itself an injustice. This
comes out, Estlund (2024, 343) observes, in the reac-
tions of victims: “They will properly react [to structural
injustice], in action as well as attitude, very differently

from their reaction to being unpreventably harmed by a
hurricane.”

The argument from contribution has a reply: the
difference between structural injustice and a hurricane
is that one is a socially produced outcome of human
action and the other is not.18 Where there is structural
injustice, there are agents who have failed their duties
to not harm others, not merely those who have failed
duties to remedy or prevent harm, however it was
brought about. This failure may have been excused in
the past due to agents’ ignorance of the emergent
properties of their actions. But that excuse is now
unavailable, and they are warranted targets of griev-
ance by victims of structural injustice. By contrast, a
hurricane itself is not, nor could ever be, a warranted
target of grievance since it was not produced by (even
excused) wrongdoing.

The argument from passive injustice has a different
response: the difference between structural injustice
and a hurricane is that one is a socially preventable
outcome and the other is not, or at least not entirely
preventable given the current state of our ability to
manage or even reliably forecast atmospheric phenom-
ena.Where there is structural injustice, there are agents
guilty of passive injustice, of tacitly condoning a socially
preventable harm. This failure may have been excused
in the past due to agents’ ignorance or inability. But
that excuse is now unavailable, and they are warranted
targets of grievance by victims of structural injustice. By
contrast, a hurricane itself is not a warranted target of
such grievance since it is not socially preventable.

Of course, Estlund’s worry is precisely that the mere
failure to prevent something bad does not transform
that thing into an injustice. But that is also precisely
Shklar’s point: there are situations where (passively)
failing to prevent something bad is morally tantamount
to (actively) bringing it about. Estlund (2024, 349)
himself suggests that some of the deontic wrongness
of structural injustice might lie in the distinction
between acts versus omissions, specifically the category
of culpable omissions. Passive injustice is a kind of
wrongful omission. This claim can be strengthened by
filling in the fuzzy idea of a “bad or harmful outcome”
with a more specific account of the kinds of outcomes
that agents arguably have an obligation to socially
prevent when it is possible to do so. Not all socially
preventable harms constitute an injustice, or as Jona-
thanWolff (2024) puts it, theremay be structural harms
that are not structural injustices. Individuals may have
claims to the prevention of hunger and homelessness
but not headaches. This has a broader and unsurprising
implication, namely that the Complexity View needs an
accompanying normative theory to explain what kinds

17 Some of the actions that may be required in response to structural
injustice, however, do not always travel through institutions, such as
social movements aiming to change cultural practices and social
norms rather than (only) policy. Indeed, as is often pointed out in
discussions of social change, simply pursuing institutional change
without corresponding changes to culture and norms can be ineffec-
tive or backfire (see Haslanger 2025; Lessig 1995; Scott 1998; see also
Cohen 2009; Murphy 1998).

18 This is granting for the sake of argument the assumption that
hurricanes are entirely naturally produced disasters. Yet this assump-
tion is losing plausibility in the face of growing evidence of humanity’s
impact on the climate. As Alyssa Battistoni (2025, 75) writes, “A
hurricane that destroys a village or drought that ravages a crop
cannot, in light of the anthropogenic modification of the Earth’s
biosphere and climate, be understood as a blind force of nature,
‘act of God,’ or force majeure.”
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of social outcomes should count as unjust, what sorts of
socially produced harms we ought to try to prevent.19
What the Complexity View tells us is that those out-
comes, whatever they are, count as structural injustices
insofar as they are the emergent outcomes of complex
processes driven by human actions.
Estlund’s (2024, 349–50) second objection is that

these arguments, while valid, still do not establish
warranted grievance attitudes for structural injustice
in all relevant cases since agents may not be culpably
failing their duties. Everyone may already be doing
what is reasonable to demand of them vis-à-vis their
duties to avoid contributing to harmful social processes
and to prevent or mitigate certain bad outcomes. Peo-
ple cannot reasonably be expected to do more to
prevent injustice or to refrain from contributing, but
structural injustice continues. In this vein, Young (2011,
131–3) suggests that agents typically face structural
constraints that exculpate their contribution to struc-
tural injustices. In those cases, Estlundworries, since no
agent is culpably failing their moral duties, there can be
no warranted grievance about structural injustice. In
this respect, structural injustice looks more akin to a
natural disaster than a deontic wrong.
The argument from contribution can address this

worry as follows. It is possible to have fully excused
wrongdoing: an agent can do something wrong but in a
completely blameless or non-culpable way, whether
due to ignorance or constrained choices. It is true that
in such cases, grievance attitudes like anger or resent-
ment would be unwarranted toward structural injus-
tice.20 However, the fact that some wrongdoing is fully
excused does not diminish its wrongness. Killing your
friend with poisoned tea is a wrong, but you may not be
culpable for it. The same goes, it may be argued, for
these cases of structural injustice: no one may be to
blame for these outcomes in a world where no one is
culpably failing their duties, but the outcomes are
nonetheless unjust.
This reply is not available for the argument from

passive injustice. That argument implies that if agents
have done enough to avoid passive injustice, the
remaining harm is merely bad, not wrong. Shklar
(1990, 70) remarks about the Great Famine in Ireland,
“Had the victim’s voice been treated as the privileged
and primary one and had the most activist of the
policies that were reasonably proposed been followed,
there would still have been plenty of hunger, but no
injustice.” But I would argue that this is not an implau-
sible verdict.21Where agents really are doing what they
should to prevent or mitigate structural injustices in
their society, then the remaining suffering and vulner-
ability and inequality would be bad, but not wrong—for
the time being. As Anderson (2010a, 5) writes, “Where

all agents conduct themselves justly—where they suc-
cessfully comply with all reasonable demands—the
state of affairs resulting from their conduct is just.”
But this is hardly a fatal concession for the concept of
structural injustice. Such circumstances, Shklar rightly
observes, are vanishingly rare in human affairs. Passive
injustice is the rule, not the exception, for how agents
treat emergent forms of vulnerability and deprivation
in their society.22 That is enough to explain the griev-
ances regarding many structural injustices today.

SOCIAL REFORM IN A COMPLEX SOCIETY

Recent theoretical challenges, I have argued, pose a
dilemma for the concept of structural injustice: either it
is distinct from agential wrongdoing but then lacks the
normative credentials of injustice, or it is primarily a
matter of institutional wrongdoing but then is theoret-
ically redundant. The Complexity View offers a way
out. Structural injustice is distinct from (culpable)
wrongdoing because predicting the emergent outcomes
of human actions is too epistemically difficult, such that
structural injustice is not simply a product of (culpable)
wrongdoing even though it is ultimately a product of
human action. However, structural injustice as emer-
gent disorder is unjust, not merely bad, because we are
reflexive agents with the capacity to examine and
reform our social practices in light of new information
about their effects. Two forms of wrongdoing explain
the wrongness of structural injustice: contributing to
social processes that harm others, and failing to prevent
or mitigate bad outcomes that are socially preventable
or mitigable. So understood, structural injustice is a
normatively plausible and theoretically valuable con-
cept, one that identifies a distinctive social phenome-
non for criticism and redress.

One important but easily overlooked implication of
this view, however, is that the pursuit of social reform
itself faces epistemic limitations in a complex society.23
I will conclude by dwelling on this implication. Goodin
and Barry (2021, 343) point out that the very same
complexity that distinguishes structural injustice from
agential wrongdoing may also threaten the justifiability
of holding agents responsible for failing to remedy
structural injustice. Structural injustice arises as an
unintended consequence of what agents do, but the
issue of unintended consequences does not magically
disappear when agents introduce social reforms to try
to address them. Well-meaning, intuitively attractive
social reforms can generate bad unintended conse-
quences, including exacerbating the very problem they

19 For an argument that structural injustice concerns outcomes that
undermine social equality and freedom as capabilities, see Kim
(Forthcoming).
20 But other morally significant attitudes may still be warranted. For
two promising suggestions, see Motchoulski (Forthcoming) and
Zheng (2021).
21 For an opposing view, see Sankaran (2021, 462–3).

22 Young (2011, 124) similarly writes that “most of us to tell ourselves
complacently that we are doing what we can and all that can be
expected of us to improve things.”
23 Of course, the pursuit of any social reform typically faces several
barriers, including notably its political feasibility given some agents’
unwillingness to do it. That barrier, however, is not specific to the
problem of structural injustice; reforming a grossly unjust law could
be unfeasible in that sense. This section focuses on a barrier that is
implied specifically by the preceding considerations of complexity
and emergence.
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were meant to address. Recall Sandy’s housing situa-
tion: recent empirical evidence suggests that rent con-
trol as a policy response to the housing crisis in cities
can worsen the crisis in the long run by lowering the
rental supply despite helping incumbent renters in the
short run (Diamond, McQuade, and Qian 2019; see
also Sankaran 2025). Here, we again see a connection
to Hayek’s theory of spontaneous order and, quoting
Daniel Luban’s (2020, 77) recent commentary, its “gen-
uine insights about history, above all concerning the
limits of rationalism and the importance of unintended
consequences.”24 Faced with a complex society, how
can agents be confident that their proposed social
reform will effectively remedy a structural injustice,
rather than make it worse or create other problems?
Without a compelling answer to this question, there

is a lingering worry that the Complexity View is still
trapped in the dilemma. On the one hand, if agents do
not and cannot know how to effectively remedy struc-
tural injustice under conditions of complexity, then it
would be unjustified to hold them culpable for failing to
take remedial action. But then structural injustice
would lack the normative credentials of injustice in this
respect.25 On the other hand, if we simply say there is
no real epistemic difficulty in predicting what some
reform will actually do in a complex society, then this
casts doubt on the claim that there is such a difficulty for
the ex ante prediction of structural injustice in the first
place. Surely agents who can do one can also do the
other. But then structural injustice would be redundant
after all. It would amount, as Martha Nussbaum sug-
gests (Young 2011, xxi), to a species of negligence: the
wrong of failing to guard against the foreseeable harm-
ful consequences of one’s actions, whether the foreseer
is individuals when interacting with each other or insti-
tutions who could antecedently design the “rules of the
game” to prevent these undesirable outcomes.
To fully escape the dilemma, the Complexity View

thus needs an accompanying account of social reform
that has two features. First, this account must accept
that agents face serious epistemic barriers in predicting
the outcomes of their actions in a complex society,
including actions undertaken in the pursuit of social
reform. Second, it must show that agents can nonethe-
less overcome these barriers to effectively address
emergent injustices in their society. Social reform, this
account would explain, does not require powers of
prediction that are made unavailable by complexity;

agents have other means for figuring out how to rem-
edy social problems.

We can find such an account, or at least major steps
toward it, in recent pragmatist and experimentalist
approaches to social reform (Anderson 2006; Barrett
2020; Barrett and Buchanan 2023; Jaeggi 2018; Knight
and Johnson 2011; Thrasher and Vallier 2018; Wiens
2012). They contain, I suggest, the final piece of our
puzzle. Their key contention and insight is that delib-
erate and effective social reform is possible even in a
complex society so long as agents can imagine and try
out alternative social arrangements in response to new-
found social problems, learn from their experiences of
living with those arrangements, and collectively decide
whether the results are sufficiently positive to make
those arrangements worth keeping and emulating.
Social reform, they argue, should be understood as a
fallibilistic process of experimenting with different
social arrangements and evaluating their results ex
post—precisely because of the epistemic difficulties of
ex ante prediction.26 As Jacob Barrett (2020, 119) puts
it, “We are better at evaluating institutional changes
after they are implemented than we are at predicting
what they will do, better at evaluating where we have
ended up than predicting where wewill go.”By exercis-
ing their capacity for experimentation and evaluation,
agents can find effective social reforms to emergent
problems in a complex society.

To be sure, this approach to social reform does not
guarantee certainty about what to do to remedy struc-
tural injustices here and now.Agentsmay disagree about
what reforms to try, what lessons to take from past and
present experiments, and so on. Recent efforts to relax
zoning laws in response to the housing crisis to encourage
new construction or “upzoning” have found more suc-
cess in certain cities than others, and many are uncon-
vinced that such “supply-side” interventions offer a
sustainable and transposable solution (Ellickson 2021;
Freemark 2020; Greenaway-McGrevy and Philips 2023;
Murray and Limb 2023;Wetzstein 2021). But this kind of
uncertainty is to be expected and far from the kind of
ignorance and helplessness that would undermine polit-
ical demands for social reform and, with it, moral com-
plaints of passive injustice. Passive injustice, as Shklar’s
remark on the Great Famine suggests, consists in the
wrongful failure to pursue the most serious reforms
among those reasonably proposed in response to a prob-
lem and the failure to heed the victim’s experience of the
problem—not the failure to immediately come up with
the perfect solution. These wrongs certainly carry over to
the context of structural injustice. Agents routinely
ignore or dismiss others’ negative experiences of struc-
tural injustices within current social arrangements, are
unwilling to experiment with alternative arrangements

24 Notably, Haslanger (2025, 28–9) makes essentially the same point:
“There is no steering wheel we can take hold of and turn towards
justice.”
25 The argument from contribution is not affected by this worry. On
that argument, even if it turns out that agents cannot do anything to
fix or mitigate the emergent disorders their actions have produced,
they were engaged in (culpable) wrongdoing when they (knowingly)
contributed to these harms. But this defense of structural injustice’s
normative credentials—unlike hurricanes, structural injustice is a
harmful consequence of what agents do—is unsatisfying insofar as
complaints of structural injustice typically involve a demand for social
reform to remedy the injustice, not merely acknowledge it. Viewed as
a political and not merely philosophical problem, the concept of
structural injustice requires some account of social reform.

26 While proponents of this approach broadly agree on the basics—
agents should engage inmultiple and diverse experiments, learn from
the experiences of all and not just some of the agents involved, etc.—
they hold different views about how this process should be conducted
and institutionalized. My point here is not indexed to a particular
view but to the plausibility of this general approach as an answer to
the epistemic challenges for social reform created by complexity.
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for reasons like perceived self-interest or apathy, and so
on. Passive injustice encompasses all of these sorts of
moral failures.
Some will object that this approach does not really

provide a solution to the problem of unintended con-
sequences somuch as simply accept the problem as part
of the “process” of social reform. Elizabeth Anderson
(2006, 13) writes in her explication of pragmatism:
“Unfavorable results—failures to solve the problem
for which the policywas adopted, or solving the problem
but at the cost of generating worse problems—should be
treated in a scientific spirit as disconfirmations of our
policies.”But if we are not adept at predicting whether a
reformwill generate “worse problems,” somewill argue,
then perhaps it is better not to take the leap at all.
Perhaps passivity in the face of structural injustice is
not morally wrong but a reasonable response to the
potential consequences of intervening in a complex
society under deep uncertainty.
But this conservative position is not a better answer to

the problem of unintended consequences.27 For one,
there is no reason to think that the problem of unin-
tended consequences will go away if agents refrain from
trying to reform their complex society. Social reform is
hardly the only sphere of human activity that generates
unintended consequences, as issues like climate change
serve to remind us. Nor do we have any reason to expect
that reforms will always or even generally lead to worse
problems. Such pessimistic expectations are unsup-
ported, as Luban (2020, 78) observes, by “the raw
unpredictability implied by the idea of unintended con-
sequences on its own.”Given these facts, the possibility
of bad unintended consequences is an acceptable risk for
the sake of improving the situation when confronted
with real and pressing problems.
My point is not that the problem of unintended

consequences has no bearing on the pursuit of social
reform. Rather, it is that the right response to the
problem is not avoiding social reform altogether but
managing its risks, for instance, by conducting experi-
ments that limit the number of people potentially
affected and that can be halted or reversed (Barrett
and Buchanan 2023, 137; Perrow 1999, 304–52; Scott
1998, 345). This may sound like an overly conservative
position of its own. But political thinkers of many
different stripes have taken the problem of unintended
consequences seriously in thinking about how to suc-
cessfully reform a complex society, even—or especially
—when the aim of reform in their view is ultimately to
create radically different social arrangements.28 To
simply ignore or dismiss the problem would be naïve.
Admittedly, these implications of the Complexity

View may come across as a disappointment, especially
considering the structural injustices of contemporary
society. But if the preceding arguments are correct, some

disappointment on this front may be unavoidable if we
are to have a compelling explanation of what is distinc-
tive and plausible about the concept of structural injus-
tice. The very issue that distinguishes structural injustice
from other wrongs, namely the complexity of contem-
porary society and the emergent properties of human
actions within it, also sets some important, though sur-
mountable, limits on how agents can remedy it. As is
often the case, the definition of the problem delimits the
contours of the solution. Filling in these contours, of
course, will require further, more fine-grained theoreti-
cal and empirical work: investigating specific structural
injustices, uncovering their origins in complex webs of
human action, and discovering latent possibilities for
social reform. Still, by probing the concept of structural
injustice itself and asking how it may be defended from
recent theoretical challenges, we can come to a clearer
view of this prominent concern in contemporary politics.
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