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Iris Marion Young’s (1949-2006) book chapter                                                        
“Five Faces of Oppression” supplies vocabulary to describe                                
injustice perpetrated against individuals because they belong���
 to a particular group (race, gender, sexuality, religion, etc.) 
 

Ø  We’ll consider what these groups are,���
why they have become so meaningful in our society,���
and whether or not they should remain part of our society. 

•  She begins by observing that                                                        ���
“many people in the United States would not choose the term ‘oppression’ ���
to name injustice in our society,” (39) 

Ø However, she wants to “persuade people that the discourse of 
oppression makes sense of much of our social experience. 

–  She will explain what it means for oppression to be structural,  
»  and “provide normative argument ���

to clarify the wrongs the term names.” (40) 

•  We will discuss what each of the normative ethical theories we have studied ���
might say about why these forms of injustice should be considered morally wrong. 
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Young will argue that different groups  
 

–  (e.g., “women, Blacks, Chicanos, Puerto Ricans and other  
Spanish-speaking Americans, American Indians, Jews,   
lesbians, gay men, Arabs, Asians, old people,                 
working-class people, and the physically & mentally disabled”)  

…“are not oppressed to the same extent or in the same ways. 
 

Ø  In the most general sense, all oppressed people suffer     
some inhibition of their ability to develop & exercise their 
capacities and express their needs, thoughts, & feelings. 

•  In that abstract sense, it is not possible                                 
to define a single set of criteria that describe                                           
the condition of oppression of the above groups.” 

•  Instead, “oppression names in fact                                    
a family of concepts and conditions, 

Ø which I divide into five categories:  

»  exploitation, marginalization,            
powerlessness, cultural imperialism, & violence.” 
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Young writes, “In its traditional usage,                                   
‘oppression’ means the exercise of tyranny by a ruling group. 
 

–  Thus many Americans would agree with radicals                               
in applying the term oppression to the                                       
situation of Black South Africans under apartheid. 

•  ‘Oppression’ also traditionally carries a                                               
strong connotation of conquest & colonial domination.  

–  The Hebrews were oppressed in Egypt, and many uses                     
of the term ‘oppression’ in the West invoke this paradigm. 

 
 

Dominant political discourse may use the term                       
‘oppression’ to describe societies other than our own,  

Ø  …[But] in dominant political discourse it is not legitimate            
to use the term ‘oppression’ to describe our society, ���
because oppression is the evil perpetrated by the Others.” 

–  In other words, people tend to think of ‘oppression’ ���
as a condition that would be unthinkable in the United States,       
with its stated values of “liberty and justice for all”. 
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In contrast to the traditional view, today’s concept of oppression = 

Ø  “the disadvantage and injustice some people suffer . . . ���
because of the everyday practices of a well-intentioned liberal society. 

 

 

Ø  …Oppression in this sense is structural,                                                 
rather than the result of a few people’s choices or policies.  

–  … [it] refers to the vast and deep injustices some groups suffer                            
as a consequence of often unconscious assumptions and reactions of            
well-meaning people in ordinary interactions, media & cultural stereotypes,   
…bureaucratic hierarchies & market mechanisms             
Ø in short, [as a consequence of] the normal processes of everyday life. 

»  We cannot eliminate this structural oppression                                      
by getting rid of the rulers or making some new laws,  
Ø because oppressions are systematically reproduced                        

in major economic, political, & cultural institutions.” 

•  E.g., on this view racism exists in the U.S. not just   
because some individual Americans are racist,���
but instead because systems in our culture ���
have been set up to be biased against people of color. 
•  video: bit.ly/2oJi5pS 
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Young explains: “The systemic character of oppression implies that                                                           
an oppressed group need not have a correlate oppressing group. 

•  …social power structures are much more complicated than                               
just a “dyadic [binary, dichotomous, black-&-white] relation of ruler & subject”: 

–  instead “the conscious actions of many individuals                                           
daily contribute to maintaining and reproducing oppression,  
•  but those people are usually simply doing their jobs of living their lives,            

and do not understand themselves as agents of oppression. 

•  It is often true that “specific groups are beneficiaries of the oppression of     
other groups, and thus have an interest in their continued oppression”:  
–  these groups are comparatively privileged,                                                    

even if they do not actively intend to oppress anyone. 

•  For example, acknowledging ‘white privilege’  
does not mean accusing individual white people 
of deliberately holding racist beliefs or 
intentionally harming/disadvantaging nonwhites; 

•  Instead, it just means that white people ���
tend to have a comparative advantage over 
nonwhites (in the job market, courts of law, ���
encounters with police/security guards…) 6	  



Young asserts that                    ���
“many different groups must be said 
to be oppressed in our society, 
 

•  and…no single form of oppression 
can be assigned…moral primacy,” 
meaning that problems like racism, 
sexism, islamophobia, transphobia, 
etc. are equally problematic, and 
shouldn’t be pitted against each other. 

 

•  Also, “group differences          ���
cut across individual lives in a 
multiplicity of ways that can entail 
privilege and oppression for the same 
person in different respects.” 

Ø  Intersectionality is the idea 
that we must acknowledge that 
oppressive systems often have 
overlapping and/or combined 
effects on individuals’ lives. 
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“Oppression refers to structural phenomena                                                  
that immobilize or diminish a group.  
Ø  But what is a group?”, Young considers. 

–  She answers that social groups are “not simply ���
collections of people, for they are more intertwined ���
with the identities of the people described as belonging to them. 

•  They are a special kind of collectivity, with specific consequences ���
for how people understand one another & themselves.” 

•  Also, “…a group exists only in relation to at least one other group,” ���
because “group identification arises…in the encounter & interaction between 
social collectivities that experience some differences in their way of life… 

–  Social processes “differentiate groups within a single society.” 
•  E.g., the division of labor between men’s work and women’s work ���

“has created social groups of women and men in all known societies. 
–  Members of each gender have a certain affinity with others ���

in their group because of what they do or experience, ���
and differentiate themselves from the other gender, 

–   even when members of each gender consider that ���
they have much in common with members of the other, ���
and consider that they belong to the same society.” 8	  



Young explains that people often mistakenly think of ���
social group membership as something an individual ���
chooses, on the basis of their individual traits. 

•  Typically, this is because they (unrealistically) think of ���
each individual person as “autonomous, unified, free, ���
& self-made, standing  apart from history & affiliations, ���
choosing its life plan entirely for itself”. 
•  This neglects the extent to which choices are made ���

for us in virtue of where we’re born, who our parents are, 
what we look like, etc. 

On Young’s view,                                                                                                          
“group categorization & norms are major constituents of individual identity”:        
our group shapes our personal identity, instead of our identities shaping the group. 
 

•  Since we don’t choose what social groups we end up in, “one finds oneself           ���
 as a member of a group, which one experiences as always having been. 

Ø  For our identifies are defined in relation to how others identify us,   ���
and they do so in terms of groups which are always already               ���
 associated with specific attributes, stereotypes, and norms.” 

•  One always “first finds a group identity as given, and then takes it up in ���
a certain way” (e.g., embracing it, rejecting it, feeling ambivalent about it). 9	  



Ø  On Young’s view, social groups are an ineliminable part of human life. 

–  In contrast, her opponents believe that oppression occurs because            
groups are inherently divisive & cause people to turn against each other. 

 
 

She explains that in contrast to her view, some “think that                                   
social groups are invidious fictions, essentializing arbitrary attributes. 
 

•  From this point of view problems of prejudice, stereotyping,                
discrimination, and exclusion exist because some people                         
mistakenly believe that group identification makes a difference                                
to the capacities, temperament, or virtues of group members. 

•  …Oppression, on this view, is something that happens to people                    
when [and because] they are classified in groups.  
–  Because others identify them as a group,                                                       

they are excluded and despised.”  

•  On this contrasting view,  “eliminating oppression ���
thus requires eliminating groups.  
–  People should be treated as individuals,                                                    not 

as members of groups, and allowed to form               ���
their lives freely without stereotypes or group norms.” 
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Young explains: 

•  “While I agree that individuals should be free to pursue life plans in their own way, ���
it is foolish to deny the reality of groups. 

–  …Even when they belong to oppressed groups, ���
people’s group identifications are often important to them,                            ���
and they often feel a special affinity for others in their group. 

–  Also, “admitting the reality of social groups does not commit one ���
to reifying collectivities”: it does not mean that one believes that groups ���
must always be constituted the way they currently are, nor that the course���
of individuals’ lives are fully determined by the groups they belong to. 

»  “I believe that group differentiation is both an inevitable                                       
and a desirable aspect of modern social processes.  

Ø Social justice…requires not the melting away of 
differences, but institutions that promote reproduction of 
and respect for group differences without oppression.”  

In short, Young believes ���
the problem isn’t that people form groups,  
•  but rather that groups end up holding power & 

opportunities in an imbalanced way. 11	  



Young does note that one motivation for denying ���
that social groups are real is the observation that they are heterogeneous, 

–  ….and that whatever brings them together should not be regarded ���
as the defining feature of every individual in the group. 

Ø  “Oppression has often been perpetrated by a [mistaken] conceptualization            
of group difference in terms of unalterable essential natures that determine ���
what group members deserve or are capable of….” 

•  E.g., sexist behavior and policies are often underpinned ���
by the attitude that all women (or all men) are the same, ���
and they are this way permanently because it is part of their nature. 

Young writes that an important step in combatting oppression is ���
“to conceptualize groups in a much more relational & fluid fashion”,                
instead of positing that they have a common, unchangeable nature (or essence). 

–  “Although social processes of affinity & differentiation                                    
produce groups, they do not give groups a substantive essence. ���
There is no common nature that members of a group share.” 

»  This view of social groups is called anti-essentialism: 
•  the denial that group membership ���

a) is a reflection of its members’ shared essence, ���
and/or b) gives its members a shared essence. 12	  



Young introduces five different “faces of oppression”: ���
five (often overlapping) processes by which groups become oppressed ���
(i.e., systematically inhibited in their ability to flourish). 
 

1)  exploitation: “…this oppression occurs through a steady process of                      
the transfer of the results of the labor of one social group to benefit another.” 

•  “Social rules about what work is, who does what for what for whom,                 
how work is compensated, and the social process by which the results            
of work are appropriated operate to enact relations of power & inequality. 

•  These relations are produced through a systematic process in which            
the energies of the have-nots are continually expended                                
to maintain and augment the power, status, and wealth of the haves.” 

 

–  Karl Marx argued that capitalist societies                                  
are especially likely to exploit workers: 

»  In order to maximize profits, ���
employers will try to eke out more value from their laborers 
without having to expend more on wages, benefits, etc. 

Ø Marx coined the term “alienated labor” to describe how 
workers’ efforts benefit their employers much more than it 
benefits the workers themselves. (video: bit.ly/1AEDcek) 13	  



example #1 of exploitation: 
 

•  “…women’s oppression consists partly in                                                                        
a systematic & unreciprocated transfer of powers from women to men… 
–  The freedom, power, status, and self-realization of men is possible precisely 

because women work for them” without getting fairly compensated. 
 

Ø  Women often perform physical & emotional labor without fair compensation: 

•  e.g., traditional marriages require wives to take care of all the housework      
and childcare, so that the husbands are unburdened with responsibilities           
that interfere with their ability to perform and advance in their careers; 

–  for many contemporary working women, this means that ���
on top of their careers, they work a “second shift” at home. 

»  “Women provide men & children with emotional care                     
& provide men with sexual satisfaction, & as a group               
receive relatively little of either from men.” 

•  “…typically feminine jobs involve gender-based tasks     
requiring sexual labor, nurturing, caring for others’ bodies,                                       
or smoothing over workplace tensions…                              
[which] often go unnoticed and undercompensated.” 
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example #2 of exploitation: 
 

•  the manual labor of workers of color is often exploited     
in “a segmented labor market that tends to reserve     
skilled, high-paying, unionized jobs for whites”.  

Ø  “Whenever there is racism, there is the assumption,       
more or less enforced, that members of the             
oppressed racial groups are or ought to be servants     
of those, or some of those, in the privileged group.  

•  In most white racist societies this means that  
many white people have dark- or                      
yellow-skinned domestic servants… 

•  …In our society there remains strong           
cultural pressure to fill servant jobs                        
– bellhop, porter, chambermaid, busboy,           
and so on – with Black and Latino workers.  

–  These jobs entail a transfer of energies 
whereby the servers enhance the status         
of the served.” 
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Normative ethical analysis of exploitation: 
 

•  Aristotle’s virtue ethics does not include exploitation ���
in its list of actions that are always wrong ���
(unless you consider exploitation a form of stealing), 
–  so presumably it requires that individuals use their reason to determine ���

whether or not it is appropriate to exploit a person in a specific situation. 
–  However, given that Aristotle believes that greed is a vice (an excess of the 

virtue ambition), it’s likely that exploiting others out of greed is wrong most of 
the time. 

•  Hobbes’ contractarianism says exploitation is wrong ���
when the law says it is wrong. 
–  Does that mean it was ok to exploit slaves throughout the centuries in which 

slavery was not yet prohibited by law? 

•  Held’s care ethics probably prohibits exploitation as a violation of people’s moral 
rights to have their essential needs satisfied through care. 

•  Mill’s utilitarianism would say that the rightness/wrongness of exploitation depends 
upon its consequences: so it might be ok in some circumstances. 

•  Kantian deontology would say that exploitation is wrong if it amounts to using a 
person as a mere means (like a tool) instead of as a person with full autonomy. 
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2)  marginalization:  
–  “…perhaps the most dangerous form of oppression.  

»  A whole category of people is expelled from useful participation               
in social life and thus potentially subjected to severe material 
deprivation and even extermination.” 

•  “Marginals are people the system of labor cannot or will not use… 
–  [an] underclass of people permanently confined to lives of social 

marginality, most of whom are racially marked” 
»  …though the elderly, young unemployed people, single mothers,     

disabled persons, former prisoners, etc. are also often marginalized. 
 

 example #1 of marginalization: 
 

•  Ex-prisoners are often prevented from getting jobs ���
and basic protections, no matter what kind ���
of crime they were imprisoned for, ���
or how they have tried to change their lives. 
•  (This is also a mechanism of structural racism, 

since people of color are disproportionately 
sentenced with prison time.) 

•  video: bit.ly/1It6R9k (6:31-11:52) 17	  



example #2 of marginalization: 
 

•  People will disabilities ���
are often marginalized ���
because physical structures ���
are not designed to ensure ���
the same level of accessibility ���
that able-bodied individuals enjoy.  

–  Only 92 of NYC’s 425 subway stops ���
are wheelchair-accessible; ���
image: bit.ly/2peEvkf 

•  video: bit.ly/2nd63CG 

–  If people can’t physically navigate ���
the world around them, ���
they may struggle to make a living and ���
can be forced into a life of poverty & solitude. 
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Normative ethical analysis of marginalization: 
 

•  Aristotle’s virtue ethics… 

•  Hobbes’ contractarianism… 

•  Held’s care ethics… 

•  Mill’s utilitarianism…  

•  Kantian deontology… 
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