
 An increasingly prominent position regarding race relations in the U.S., recently popularized by 

the Black Lives Matter movement, comprises three core claims. First, although racism as a prejudiced 

attitude or belief is dwindling, structural and institutional factors systematically harm black Americans 

and maintain de facto racial inequality, i.e. systemic racism. Second, this state of affairs correspondingly 

privileges white Americans. Third, white Americans collectively bear some responsibility for addressing 

this inequality.  

 In this paper, I propose an understanding of collective responsibility sensitive to these claims. In 

doing so, I consider a theoretical question by addressing an applied one. The applied question is: in what 

sense might white Americans be collectively responsible for present-day racial inequalities? Addressing 

this question requires considering a theoretical question: how should collective responsibility be 

understood in contexts of structural injustice? 

 I take as my starting point Iris Marion Young’s social connection model of responsibility (2006). 

Young’s model holds agents responsible for unjust structural harms in virtue of their participation and 

contribution – i.e. their social connections – to those structures, in contrast with the so-called liability 

model, which only assigns responsibility for harms directly and distinctly linked to an agent’s specific 

actions, e.g. a robbery. The liability model, I argue, has difficulty grounding collective responsibility for 

the type of injustice that Yancy condemns. Accordingly, I propose a view of collective responsibility 

based on the social connection model, which explains why one might rightfully assign collective 

responsibility to white Americans for present-day racial inequalities. 

 My argument proceeds as follows. First, I explain the difficulties of extending the liability model 

to collectives – particularly in structural contexts – using the example of systemic racism. I show that 

these difficulties are generalizable to any theory of collective responsibility based on the liability model.  

Second, I argue that Young’s social connection model provides a better model of responsibility 

in structural contexts insofar as it avoids these difficulties. However, Young’s social connection model as 

originally stated fails to ground a theory of collective responsibility, for two reasons. The first is Young’s 

explicit disavowal of collective responsibility as an upshot of her theory, opting instead to argue for so-

called shared responsibility: each individual agent who participates in unjust structures shares 

responsibility for their outcomes. This is problematically vague, which brings me to the second reason: 

the social connection model fails to adequately explain how this shared responsibility should be 

distributed among those responsible, or who has to do what. The model thus makes it difficult to assign 

a particular collective responsibility under shared injustices. 

Finally, I propose a view of collective responsibility based on a revised social connection model: 

a collective is responsible for a structural injustice when it has unique social connections to its 

perpetuation. I argue that this view best captures Yancy’s position regarding white Americans’ collective 

responsibility to confront systemic racism; it also helps to partially address the important question of 

“who has to do what?” that the original social connection model left unanswered. I conclude by 

addressing objections to this view. 


