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Wronging Beyond the Agent-Structure Binary: 
On State-Sponsored Injustice 

What is the nature of state-sponsored injustice? Surprisingly few political philosophers 
have dwelled on this question at length. State-sponsored injustice is usually considered the work 
of a corporate agent, the state, which has an internal decision structure allowing it to act 
volitionally. Yet recent work on structural injustice should cause us to reassess and expand the 
agential approach to state-sponsored injustice. 

According to structural injustice theory, social action is mediated by structural processes 
which, in countless ways visible and invisible, formal and informal, macro and micro, organize 
and regularize human behavior. Structural injustice results when individuals and institutions 
conform to these processes, pursuing “their particular goals and interests, for the most part within 
the limits of accepted rules and norms,” yet collectively wrong others—usually those already 
susceptible to “domination and deprivation.”1  

If state-sponsored injustice is agential injustice, it would seem to have little to do with 
structural injustice; agential injustice is often taken as structural injustice’s opposite. Yet even if 
state-sponsored injustice can be considered the work of a corporate agent, structural injustice 
theory describes how individuals are conscripted into wronging without their full awareness. 
Injustice often takes place as a result of long-term processes. Broader social structures render 
some populations unduly vulnerable to injustice. These insights are germane to an analysis of 
state-sponsored injustice. However, structural injustice theorists like Iris Marion Young do not 
seem to consider the applicability of their approach to the operation of state-sponsored injustice, 
and take an agential approach to the latter. We are left with an agent-structure binary, where 
wronging results from either the actions of agents or the operation of social-structural processes. 
As is the case with most binaries, there is little room for gradation between the two poles. 

Reflecting on state-sponsored injustice occasions a move beyond the agent-structure 
binary, as I argue. Neither wholly agential nor wholly structural, state-sponsored injustice is best 
thought of as its own distinct concept. In view of this, I propose a six-part framework that aspires 
to do justice to state-sponsored injustice’s complexity: (1) the injustice is authorized by the state, 
(2) the injustice is legally protected, (3) procedures by which the injustice is to be carried out are 
systematized, (4) state officials execute the injustice, (5) the injustice sets a political precedent 
for, or enables, other injustices in a similar vein, and (6) the injustice can impact the norms and 
beliefs of society at large.  

The essay has three parts. The first part considers state-sponsored injustice against the 
backdrop of agents and structures. In the middle part, using eugenic sterilization as a case study, 
authorization, protection, systemization, execution, enablement, and norm- and belief-influence 
are outlined as six components of state-sponsored injustice. Young’s models of responsibility for 
agential and structural injustice, and the place of state-sponsored injustice with regard to these 
models, are the focus of the third part.  

                                                
1 Iris Marion Young, Responsibility for Justice (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), 52. 


