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Abstract: The recent focus on implicit bias has generated debate about whether implicit biases 
or social structures are more important when it comes to explaining and combatting persisting 
social inequality. I defend a view on which this debate is confused: implicit bias helps constitute 
a kind of social structure, and so it is mistaken to pit the two against each other. Specifically, I 
introduce a novel distinction between two kinds of social structure— external structure and 
internalized structure— and develop a detailed account of internalized structure. Whereas 
external structure consists of formal institutions and institutional policies, internalized structure 
consists primarily of psychological phenomena (e.g. concepts, schemas, beliefs, affective 
dispositions, and implicit biases). These psychological phenomena result from systematic 
processes of socialization, and they give rise to patterns of shared psychology and behavior 
within a cultural group. By coordinating individual behaviors and dispositions, internalized 
structure gives rise to social norms, roles, identities, and practices. The distinction between 
internalized and external structure allows for a finer-grained understanding of oppression. In so 
doing, it facilitates the recognition of new or previously unrecognized forms of oppression, while 
also offering new, practical suggestions for combatting systemic inequality.  
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Internalized Social Structure 

The aim of this paper is to introduce a distinction between two kinds of social structure— 

internalized structure and external structure— and to provide a detailed account of internalized 

structure. The distinction between internalized and external structure has, as far as I can tell, 

gone unrecognized in the literature.1 And yet, as I will show, this distinction has important 

practical and theoretical implications: it can help us to better understand, identify, and combat 

systemic injustice. 

The motivation for this project comes from a debate about both what best explains social 

inequality and what should be done to combat it. On one side of this debate are the “structural 

prioritizers,” who emphasize the importance of social structures in explanation and intervention; 

on the other side are the “individualists,” who instead emphasize the role of implicit bias.2 On 

my view, this debate is confused— it mistakenly pits implicit bias and social structure against 

each other, when, in fact, implicit bias falls under the category of social structure. More 

precisely, I will argue for a novel distinction between external and internalized structure that 

resolves this debate.3 External structure consists of formal institutions and the laws and policies 

                                                             
1 Zheng (2018) makes a move that gestures at this distinction when she draws on Bourdieu’s 
notion of habitus to say that implicit bias constitutes its own kind of social structure. If implicit 
bias is a special kind of social structure, then this suggests that there are multiple distinct kinds of 
social structure. However, Zheng does not give much detail as to how her claim is to be 
understood, nor does she draw a principled distinction between kinds of social structure of the 
kind that I draw. Another important difference between our views is that Zheng largely limits her 
discussion to implicit bias, whereas I identify a host of phenomena which, together with implicit 
bias, constitute a distinct kind of social structure. See also Bourdieu (1977). 
2 Madva (2016) introduces the term “structural prioritizer.” See Alcoff (2010), Anderson (2010), 
Ayala and Vasilyeva (2015), Haslanger (2015), Haslanger (2016), and Madva (2016). 
3 Although I here offer a dualist view of social structure, in which internalized structure and 
external structure together make up the larger whole of social structure, I am open to there being 
other kinds of social structure that also help make up the broader category of social structure. 
Thus, I am really interested in pushing for a pluralist view of social structure, on which 
internalized structure and external structure are two parts of the larger whole that is social 
structure. 
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of such institutions; this is the more familiar kind of social structure that structural prioritizers 

often seem to have in mind. But what both sides have failed to realize is that implicit bias is part 

of a host of psychological phenomena that together constitute another, distinct kind of social 

structure: what I call internalized structure. In this paper, I will develop a detailed account of 

internalized structure. On this account, internalized structure consists primarily of psychological 

phenomena (e.g. concepts, schemas, beliefs, affective dispositions, and implicit biases) that 

result from systematic processes of socialization. The shared psychology that results from these 

systematic processes coordinates individual patterns of action and reaction such as to give rise to 

social norms, roles, identities, and practices. Together with external structure, internalized 

structure sustains and generates systemic inequality. 

Not only does my account help resolve the debate about the roles of social structure and 

implicit bias in explaining and combatting social inequality, but it also contributes to a host of 

other discussions. Readers interested in epistemic injustice, the claim that we live in a “rape 

culture”, or the notion of adaptive preferences may find that these phenomena are elucidated by 

seeing them as part of internalized structure. To those with more specialized interests in debates 

about ideology— or to a general reader who has heard the term and felt mystified by it— I offer 

a view of ideology as a subset of internalized structure. To those committed to the project of 

conceptual engineering, I suggest that the “ameliorative” or “activist” phase of conceptual 

engineering is part of the larger project of changing problematic internalized structural 

phenomena; as such, my suggestions for practical intervention (§3.4) should be of special 

interest.4 Additionally, I offer examples of how phenomena that are overlooked by other 

                                                             
4 Relatedly, I think that the discussion of internalized structure raises questions about whether, 
given the kinds of considerations that seem to motivate conceptual engineers, conceptual 
engineering should be limited to concepts. Unfortunately, I will not be able to develop the 
thought in this paper, but I think the conceptual engineer will find food for thought here. 
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accounts of social inequality (e.g. affective dispositions towards housework) can play an 

important role in perpetuating patterns of injustice. 

The paper will proceed as follows. I will begin by offering a general characterization of 

social structure and a brief overview of external structure. I will then turn to the bulk of the 

paper, which develops the account of internalized structure. On this account, internalized 

structure consists of widespread psychological phenomena that emerge from systematic 

processes of socialization and coordinate individual behavior such as to give rise to social norms, 

roles, and practices. Finally, I will demonstrate four key benefits of the view: (1) it identifies 

systemic problems overlooked by other accounts of social inequality; (2) it overcomes a classic 

dilemma for structural explanations; (3) it allows us to better understand and identify different 

forms of oppression; and (4) it reveals new strategies for structural intervention. 

Part I. Social Structure and External Structure 

1.1. What are social structures? 

The notion of social structure is central to social theorizing in philosophy and the social 

sciences, and yet there is a remarkable lack of consensus as to what social structures are; there 

are many varied notions of social structure in the literature.5 Accordingly, I will begin by 

offering a characterization of social structure. My intention is not to offer a grand theory of 

social structure, but rather to establish a general starting point for my account. 

I take social structures to have two key features. First, social structures are social in 

origin; they come about— causally or constitutively— as a result of social activity.6 Biological 

structures are not social structures. For example, a hamster is a biological structure: the hamster 

                                                             
5 Porpora (1989), for instance, identifies four distinct conceptions of social structure that he takes 
to be central to sociology. 
6 Compare this to Haslanger’s claim that social structures are “in some sense and to some degree, 
constituted by relations between individuals” (2016, 114). 
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has different organs that come into being as a result of biological processes; these organs have 

different roles, and they relate to each other in important ways. Together, the organs make up the 

hamster and make it possible for the hamster to run, digest food, and, hopefully, live a happy 

hamster life. In the case of the hamster structure, the structure is the result of biological processes 

such as genetic expression and cellular differentiation. In contrast, social structures are primarily 

the result of social processes— processes that involve individuals doing certain things and 

interacting with each other in particular ways, and which are not the result of biological 

necessity.  

Second, social structures play an important role in structuring the social world. That is, 

they play an important role in organizing, coordinating, constraining, and enabling individuals.7 

This is another important respect in which social structures are social: they are social insofar as 

they organize social life. This second feature also speaks to the sense in which social structures 

are structural: they are structural insofar as they perform a structuring, or organizing, role.  

It is often useful to think about social structures in terms of systems of nodes and 

relations.8 These systems can operate on different scales. On a more macro scale, nodes can be 

occupied by social groups. For instance, the gender system consists of one node (men) that is 

occupied by the social group consisting of individual men, and another node (women) that is 

occupied by the social group consisting of individual women, and there is a relation of 

subordination between these nodes. On a more micro scale, nodes can be occupied by 

                                                             
7 Compare this to Haslanger’s (2016) claim that structural explanations work by identifying the 
constraints that social structures place on individuals. 
8 Shapiro (1997) offers a general account of structure in terms of a collection of nodes and 
relations. Haslanger (2016), following Shapiro, suggests that we use this model to understand 
social structures. I think that this is often a useful way of thinking about social structures, but, as 
I discuss in the footnote below, it’s not clear to me that social structures must always be 
understood in this way, except insofar as just about anything can be modeled in terms of nodes 
and relations. 
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individuals. For instance, a “traditional” family has four nodes— father, mother, child1, and 

child2—with relations like “mother of”, “primary caretaker of”, and so forth between nodes. 

Particular family members (e.g. Larry, Lisa, Lulu, and Louis) then occupy those nodes.9  

Both the macro system of gender and the micro system of the traditional family satisfy 

the two features of social structure I have identified. First, both are social in origin. The gender 

system is made up of social entities and comes to be as a result of human interaction, and 

similarly for the family system. Second, both of these systems have significant social effects. 

The gender system organizes individuals (qua members of social groups) around the demands of 

reproduction; the family system similarly organizes individuals with respect to reproductive 

labor, caregiving, emotional support, and financial support.  

1.2. External Structure 

Now that I have offered a general characterization of social structure, I will move on to 

the claim that there are at least two important, distinct kinds of social structure. Most of this 

paper is devoted to developing a detailed account of one of those kinds— internalized social 

structure. But first, I will sketch out the other kind of social structure that I identify: external 

structure. Because I expect that external social structure will seem more familiar and be more 

readily accepted— indeed, it seems that structural prioritizers generally have this kind of 

structure in mind—  my sketch will be brief.   

                                                             
9 A different example shows both that it may not always be useful to model social structures in 
terms of nodes and relations, and that there are are different ways of doing so. Suppose that a 
social group has a collection of social rules. The collection of social rules is a social structure on 
my view: the rules are social in origin, insofar as they are made up and decided on (in more or 
less explicit ways) by the group; and the rules also play an important role in organizing social 
life, insofar as interactions between individuals are governed and shaped by the rules. We can 
model the social rules in terms of nodes and relations in different ways. For instance, we can take 
the collection of social rules to be the system, with particular rules playing the role of nodes; or, 
we can take members of the social group as nodes and take the rules to be relations between 
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I will start from concrete examples that philosophers have identified as social structural 

phenomena. These include mass incarceration, housing segregation, housing integration, blind 

review policies, educational funding reform, universities, and companies.10 This is a diverse 

range of phenomena, but it can be organized into three categories: mass incarceration and 

housing segregation are structural problems; housing integration, blind review policies, and 

educational funding reform are forms of structural intervention; and universities and companies 

are social institutions that nicely fit the nodes and relations model of social structure.11  

Let us begin with the entities identified as social institutions— entities like universities 

and companies. Institutions can be organizations (like the U.S. Government, Chase Bank, and 

Harvard University) or systems of organizations (like the legal system or the stock market).12 

Institutions are helpfully modeled on the nodes and relations conception of social structure. On 

that picture, an institution is like the hamster in §1.1: it is a system that is constituted by a 

collection of nodes and relations. For the hamster, the nodes are things like organs, whereas for 

an institution such as a university, the nodes are things like offices, departments, and 

administrators. Institutions are external social structures, just as hamsters are biological 

structures. 

Structural interventions are generally interventions on the relational features of social 

institutions. Institutions have various rules and policies that govern or help constitute the 

institution: for example, market hours, policies for hiring and promotion, bus schedules, tax 

                                                                                                                                                                                                    
members. These different models may be useful in different contexts; in other contexts, they may 
not add much, if anything, to our thinking about the rules. 
10 See, for instance, Anderson (2010, 2012), Banks and Ford (2011), Dixon et al. (2012), and 
Madva (2016). 
11 See Haslanger (2015). 
12 I am primarily interested in entities that have formal, explicit recognition as organizations. In 
this way, what I mean by an institution in the context of external structure is more exclusive than 
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codes, laws, and interest rates. On the nodes and relations picture just discussed, these policies 

are relations that help govern the behavior of the institution. This is also where structural 

interventions come in. Structural interventions attempt to change the behavior of a social 

structure, often by changing institutional policies. Proposals for blind review, for instance, are 

proposals to modify institutional policies around hiring and evaluation. Similarly, calls for 

educational funding reform are calls to implement or modify the laws and regulations of local, 

state, or federal governments. Thus, structural interventions often seek to alter the relations 

between nodes. 

Finally, structural problems emerge when social institutions have bad effects on the 

world. Consider, for instance, housing segregation. Housing segregation is largely a product of 

redlining, a term for discriminatory policies of lending institutions. Housing segregation is thus a 

structural problem (more specifically, an external structural problem) because it is the result of 

bad institutional policies. On the flip side, calls for housing integration are calls to change this 

state of affairs— presumably by changing institutional policies. 

To summarize, the category of external structure consists of social institutions, the 

policies of such institutions, and the states of affairs that emerge as a consequence of institutional 

policies. External structure conforms to the general characterization of social structure offered in 

§1.1: institutions, their policies, and the resulting states of affairs are created and at least partly 

constituted by social activity, and they play a central role in organizing the social world.  

II. Developing the Account of Internalized Structure 

I now turn to the bulk of the paper: developing the account of internalized structure. This 

will involve not just specifying what internalized structure is, but also arguing that this is a kind 

                                                                                                                                                                                                    
what other philosophers or sociologists have in mind. For instance, I would not consider the 
English language an institution in this sense. See Giddens (1984) and Searle (1995, 2010). 



9 

of social structure. I will develop the account by answering a series of central questions: (1) 

What kinds of phenomena count as internalized structure? (2) How is internalized structure 

internalized? (3) How does internalized structure structure?  

These answers provide the answer to the final question: how is internalized structure a 

kind of social structure? This is because describing the process of internalization reveals the 

social origins of internalized structure, and similarly, to show how internalized structure 

structures is to show how it organizes the social world. Given that I have characterized social 

structure in terms of these two key features— being social in origin and playing an important 

role in organizing the social world— this is enough to show that internalized social structure is a 

kind of social structure. 

2.1. What counts as internalized structure? 

I will begin by distinguishing between a narrow use of the term ‘internalized structure’ 

and a wide use of the term. The wide use encompasses all of the phenomena that make up the 

account, and which will be introduced in the subsequent sections. In general, when I refer to 

“internalized structure” or “internalized structural phenomena,” I will be invoking the wide use. 

On the wide use, the account of internalized structure can be understood as an account of culture 

or— as I’m most interested in the bad cases— ideology.13 However, for the purposes of 

developing the account, I will restrict myself to the narrow use in these initial sections. 

What then is internalized structure, in the narrow sense? Internalized structural 

phenomena are psychological phenomena with a particular social history (to be discussed in 

§2.2) and particular social effects (§2.3). These phenomena include such things as concepts, 

beliefs, associations, attitudes, scripts, schemas, implicit biases, explicit biases, and 

                                                             
13 Following Geuss, I am restricting “ideology” to the pejorative use of the term, and using 
“culture” to mean ideology in the descriptive, “world-view” sense (Geuss 1981, 4-22). 
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dispositions.14 Some of these phenomena may be reflectively deployed, as in the case of beliefs, 

but others can be automatically deployed.15 Similarly, while some of these are cognitive 

phenomena (e.g. beliefs, concepts, and cognitive dispositions), internalized structure also 

includes non-cognitive phenomena (e.g. non-cognitive attitudes and dispositions).16 

2.2. How is internalized structure internalized? 

I now turn to showing how internalized structure emerges from social processes— and 

thus to showing that it satisfies the first key feature of social structure. This involves specifying 

how it is that internalized structure, in the narrow sense, gets internalized. The short answer is 

that these phenomena are internalized as a consequence of the systematic transmission of 

mutually-supporting cultural memes. The longer answer requires explaining what memes are, 

how they are transmitted, and how their transmission gives rise to the internalized structure that I 

am interested in.  

2.2.1. Memetic Transmission 

Cultural memes include phenomena like concepts, stereotypes, scripts, schemas, 

representations, norms, and sequences of behaviors.17 They are abstract entities that can be 

roughly conceptualized as units of cultural information; these units of cultural information can be 

transmitted to individuals by other individuals, as well as by cultural products, social groups, and 

                                                             
14 This list may be redundant, depending on how exactly you conceptualize some of these mental 
phenomena (and in particular, explicit and implicit biases). See Brownstein (2016) for discussion 
for implicit biases. See Valian (1998) for discussion of the role of schemas in gender inequality. 
15 Ayala (Forthcoming) emphasizes the role played by automatic rather than reflective processes 
in norm-following behavior and uses this to argue against the adequacy of individualistic, biased-
mind explanations, which they take to rely on reflective processes. I agree with Ayala that 
automatic processes will be important, but (as they anticipate), I do not see why biased-mind 
explanations cannot invoke automatic rather than reflective psychological processes (2018, 10). 
16 Thus, I take my view to offer a non-cognitivist account of ideology. See Haslanger (2017), 
Shelby (2003, 2014). 
17 Thus, memes will include, but are not limited to what Fricker (2007) calls “hermeneutical 
resources.” 
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institutions. Alternately, memes can be conceptualized in more functional terms: they are the 

abstract vehicles that encapsulate and transmit cultural tools and building blocks.   

My view of memetic transmission draws on work on socialization and social construction 

from sociology, feminist philosophy, and critical theory.18 On this view, there are myriad ways 

in which important cultural information can be transmitted. Parents, role models, peers, books, 

movies, schools, news, advertisements, and other cultural sources all play important roles in 

socializing individuals by transmitting important cultural memes. 

Memetic transmission can be more or less direct. Direct transmission involves explicit 

instructions and claims, such as when parents tell boys that boys don’t cry and tell girls that they 

should not play “rough” games because such games are not suitable for girls. Indirect 

transmission involves implicit verbal or behavioral communication. For instance, observers are 

more likely to describe the same baby as being either fearful or “friendly, satisfied, and 

accepting” if they are told that it is a girl than if they’re told it is a boy (Renzetti & Curran 1995, 

34-35). Presumably this leads to differential treatment, which conveys subtle messages about the 

nature of boys and girls and what is appropriate for them. Indirect transmission also includes 

putting certain behaviors on display, such as when children see their mothers putting on makeup 

every day before work, or observe their parents splitting chores in traditionally gendered ways.  

Schools are also important sites of socialization. School dress codes, for instance, play an 

important role in transmitting standards of professionalism and respectability, as well as sexist 

                                                             
18 Shelby (2014), for instance, claims that “individuals now absorb, through processes of 
socialization and mass media, the attitudes and habits of mind that are constitutive of racial 
ideology” (71). Similarly, Haslanger (2017) claims that “what we absorb through socialization is 
not just a set of beliefs, but a language, a set of concepts, a responsiveness to particular features 
of things (and not others), a set of social meanings” (9). See also Millett (1971) and de Beauvoir 
(1972 [original 1949]) for classic discussions of gender socialization. 
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and racist norms.19 Going beyond gender, the omission, inclusion, and representation of different 

social groups and historical events shape how schoolchildren conceptualize themselves, their 

country, and various social groups. For instance, the language and images used in special multi-

cultural events play an important role in building up the schemas children have of different social 

groups, especially in the context of widespread segregation.  

Books, movies, advertising, and other media are further obvious sources of memetic 

transmission. Books and movies are brimming with stereotypical representations of boys, girls, 

men and women. Magazine covers overwhelmingly feature thin, tall, light-skinned women, 

coding these traits, and not their counterparts, as beautiful.20 Crime reporting underrepresents 

Black and Latinx folks in the role of victim, overrepresents them in the role of perpetrator, and is 

more likely to visually represent them with mug shots, images of being in police restraint, and at 

all, relative to their white counterparts (Entman & Gross 2008, 98-100). People of color are 

underrepresented in media and, when they are represented, they tend to be pigeonholed into roles 

like “thug” or “maid.” In these and other ways, media sources more or less directly transmit 

scripts, schemas, norms, stereotypes, patterns of behavior, and other memes surrounding gender, 

race, sexuality, and other important social domains. 

2.2.2. Redundancy and Coherence 

An additional feature of these processes of memetic transmission— one that is crucial to 

explaining how internalized structure develops— is their redundancy. Within a given cultural 

context, individuals will be exposed to roughly the same stereotypes, representations, norms, 

                                                             
19 See Kayla Lattimore. NPR. “When Black Hair Violates The Dress Code.” Last modified July 
17, 2017; Laura Bates. Time. “How School Dress Codes Shame Girls and Perpetuate Rape 
Culture.” Last modified May 22, 2015; Cecilia Law. “Schools Are Drowning In Sexist And 
Racist Dress Codes.” Last modified May 30, 2017. 
20 Notably, in March 2017 Vogue released a cover that was meant to celebrate diversity. 
However, all of the models are light to medium skin toned, and all but one are tall and very thin. 
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values, and other memes pertaining to important social and cultural domains (e.g. race, gender, 

sexuality, family, politics) over and over again. For example, consider the idea, central to 

American culture and politics, that America is a land of opportunity for all. Children may be told 

this by parents on the 4th of July or on a trip to New York City. They will be exposed to this idea 

when learning about Ellis Island and the history of U.S. immigration, as well as when learning 

patriotic songs in school. They will see the notion depicted in books and movies. They will hear 

it referenced in political speeches. They will discuss the idea with friends and acquaintances, or 

online. Just considering one idea and one individual, that individual will be exposed to that idea 

countless times through inter- and intra-generational connections, as well as by engagement with 

cultural products.  

The same can be said for other individuals and other important cultural ideas. Important 

cultural ideas— those that make a difference to how people understand themselves and others, 

and how people relate to one another— cause those who have internalized them to transmit them, 

either directly (by compelling them to tell others that “this is how we do things here”) or 

indirectly (by shaping behavior in such a way that the message is implicitly transmitted). The 

redundancy of exposure, combined with the richness of the social networks through which these 

memes are transmitted, means that individuals that are part of the same social network will, by 

and large, be systematically exposed to roughly the same important cultural memes.  

Further, there are also complex interconnections between memes that give rise to mostly 

coherent clusters corresponding to different cultural elements. This clustering can happen at 

different scopes and levels of complexity. For instance, there could be relatively small clusters 

consisting of memes corresponding to something like “women,” then slightly larger clusters 

corresponding to something like “gender.” But then memes corresponding to gender, men, 
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women, sex, family, and marriage will also be interwoven to give rise to yet larger and more 

complex clusters. On the highest levels, the clusters will correspond to what might be labelled 

“American culture,” or particular American sub-cultures. 

Thus, the concepts, norms, values, schemas, and other memes that are systematically 

transmitted are not isolated, but closely linked and mutually supporting. Roughly speaking, these 

memes cohere into cultural systems; in the bad cases, subsets of these memes cohere into 

ideologies. 

2.2.3. Internalization 

The redundancy and systematicity of memetic transmission is crucial because it is what 

leads to the development of internalized structure. That is, persistent exposure to the ideas, 

concepts, scripts, schemas, stereotypes, etc. causes individuals to develop corresponding beliefs, 

concepts, associations, attitudes, implicit biases, explicit biases, and dispositions. Internalized 

structure, in the narrow sense, is the psychological result of internalizing the contents of cultural 

memes. 

Consider, for instance, the idea that men ought to be (or simply are, by nature) 

emotionally invulnerable. Individuals will be repeatedly exposed to memes that support this idea. 

For instance, consider a particular individual, Tom. As a young boy, Tom may be given 

instructions not to cry, and hear others be instructed not to cry; he may watch men in his life hold 

back their emotions; he may read books in which the hero eschews all sentimentality and is 

praised for doing so; he may watch (real-life or on-screen) men be censured for revealing 

emotional vulnerability; etc. The redundant exposure to memes clustering around the idea that 

men ought to be emotionally invulnerable will then lead Tom to develop various internalized 

structural phenomena. For instance, he is likely to include “emotionally invulnerable” in his 
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personal schema of “man”; to form the belief that men ought to be emotionally invulnerable; to 

develop the disposition to censure men who display vulnerability; to develop associations 

between “masculine,” “stoic,” and “strong,” as well as between “feminine,” “emotional,” and 

“weak”; to develop an affective disposition to respond to emotional displays from men with 

discomfort or even disgust; and to develop a disposition to conceal, ignore, or even dampen his 

own emotions. The internalization of the meme(s)— in this case, memes revolving around the 

idea that men ought to be emotionally invulnerable— gives rise to the psychological phenomena 

that constitute internalized structural phenomena in the narrow sense. Thus, broadly speaking, 

systematic memetic transmission leads to the internalization of the culture. 

Before moving on, it should be noted that there will be important feedback loops at play 

in this process.21 For instance, Tom will be censured by others who have already internalized the 

norm, and this censure will make it more likely that he also develops the dispositions (e.g. 

dispositions to censure men and boys who display emotional vulnerability, and dispositions to 

conceal, ignore, or dampen his own emotions) that help constitute the norm. In this way, the 

norm “loops back” to reinforce the dispositions (etc.) that help ground it. 

2.3. How does internalized structure structure? 

I’ve discussed at length the social origins of internalized structure, or how it is that 

internalized structure gets internalized— this shows that internalized structure satisfies the first 

key feature of social structure. Next I will show that it also satisfies the second key feature; I will 

                                                             
21 I want to distinguish the kind of looping that I am talking about from the kind of looping that 
Hacking (1999, 2006) discusses. As I understand it, Hacking is concerned with the ways in 
which human identities evolve in response to being categorized and conceptualized in particular 
ways. This is an interesting and important phenomenon, and my account should be able to 
accommodate it. However, as I will discuss further in §2.5, I am interested in more general 
feedback loops between various different kinds of phenomena, and not (just) those that are 
involved in the dynamic evolution of interactive kinds. See also Khalidi (2010) for helpful 
discussion of Hacking’s view. 
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show the important role that internalized structure plays in organizing, or structuring, the social 

world. 

The social effects of internalized structure can be divided into micro and macro 

consequences. On the micro side, internalized structure governs interpersonal relations so as to 

give rise to social identities, social roles, and interpersonal social relations. On the macro side, 

internalized structure (broadly speaking) combines with external structure to govern inter-group 

relations, giving rise to systemic injustice and the oppression of social groups.22  

2.3.1. Micro Consequences 

I will now explain how internalized structure has these effects, beginning with the micro 

consequences. The general idea is that the features of memetic transmission discussed in §2.2 

allow memes to organize individuals into informal, socio-cultural institutions. As discussed, 

individuals are systematically exposed to important cultural memes. Internalizing these cultural 

memes leads to the development of internalized structural phenomena like implicit associations 

and attitudes, as well as cognitive, affective, and behavioral dispositions. These attitudes, 

associations, dispositions, etc. then lead people to behave and treat each other in ways that 

conform to and help constitute social norms and practices.  

To see this, recall that cultural memes have contents that make prescriptions about how 

different people should behave, what one should expect from different people, how one should 

treat various people, and so forth. Memetic internalization will, therefore, have implications for 

how people conceive of and relate to one another. Recall the example of Tom and emotional 

invulnerability. The dispositions to, for example, react with disgust and censure men who display 

vulnerability will lead Tom to experience actual feelings of disgust and to actually censure men 
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who display emotional vulnerability. Further, Tom will be lead to actually conceal and/or ignore 

his emotions because of his internalization of the idea that “this is what men do,” combined with 

the pressure created by the social sanctions for behaving otherwise. Together, then, the 

internalized structural phenomena relating to men’s emotional vulnerability, combined with 

other internalized structural phenomena having to do with men, women, gender, etc. will have 

the effect of shaping Tom’s social identity and organizing him into social roles— in this case, 

gender roles.  

More generally, individuals will occupy roles and identities that match the prescriptions 

of the memes that they have internalized; further, they will relate to others in ways that match 

others’ social identities, again as prescribed by the memes they have internalized. And, because 

most people in a culture will have copies of roughly the same memes by virtue of the redundant, 

systematic transmission of mutually supporting memes, most everyone will have roughly the 

same expectations of and reactions to others. In this way, individuals come to occupy different 

nodes (like mother, woman, immigrant, etc.) in a system of social relationships.23 And so 

widespread social coordination emerges from the systematic internalization of cultural memes, 

thereby organizing individuals into informal socio-cultural institutions (e.g. gender, family, and 

race). 

2.3.2. Macro Consequences 

With these micro-consequences in place, we can now turn to the macro effects of 

internalized structure. In general, internalized structure (broadly speaking) will work with 

                                                                                                                                                                                                    
22 Theoretically, it’s conceivable that these macro relations could be other than relations of 
oppression. However, because my motivation is to understand and intervene on real-world 
problems, I mention the relations I am interested in, which are relations of oppression. 
23 As I will further discuss in §3.2, this picture is very similar to the one suggested by Ayala and 
Vasilyeva (2015). However, Ayala and Vasilyeva do not cite the systematic internalization of 
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external structure to give rise to relations between social groups, such as the relation of 

domination between men and women discussed in §1.1. Again, in talking about external 

structural phenomena, I’m talking about formal institutions (e.g. universities, banks, and 

governments), institutional policies (e.g. laws, tax codes, procedures for hiring and promotion, 

bus schedules, and parental leave policies), and states of affairs that result from institutional 

policies (e.g. housing segregation and school segregation).  

Philosophers often cite external structure (albeit not under that name) when arguing that 

the recent focus on implicit bias is misguided because it ignores the ways in which (external) 

structural factors can explain persisting social inequality independently of problematic individual 

attitudes.24 They consider, for instance, cases in which external structural elements— such as 

policies about parental leave and a lack of affordable childcare— contribute to gender-based 

inequality even though the individuals involved have perfectly egalitarian attitudes.25 Cases like 

these make clear the importance of external structure in explaining persisting social inequality. 

But external structure does not work alone. Rather, internalized and external structural 

elements often work together to create and sustain systemic injustice. For instance, consider the 

important fact that mothers, but not fathers, tend to have access to parental leave. While this is a 

direct result of workplace policies (i.e. external structural phenomena), one can ask— why are 

                                                                                                                                                                                                    
cultural memes as underlying the system of social relationships; more generally, they do not 
provide a very detailed story about how these systems of social relationships are put in place. 
24 See Alcoff (2010), Anderson (2010), Ayala and Vasilyeva (2015), Haslanger (2015), 
Haslanger (2016). See also Madva (2016) for a discussion of these “structural prioritizers.” 
25 More concretely, consider the “Parental Leave” case (due to Okin, Cudd, and Haslanger): 
Larry and Lisa are equally intelligent, talented, educated, and experienced in the workplace; they 
have no prejudices about gender roles, and are equally capable of all domestic and child-rearing 
tasks. Larry and Lisa decide to have a child. However, there is no childcare in their community 
that they can afford, and while Lisa has access to paid maternity leave, Larry does not have 
access to paid parental leave. Under these conditions, Larry and Lisa go with the best choice 
available to them: Larry works full- time and Lisa makes adjustments to her work in order to 
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these the policies? The fact that these are the policies in place is the result of the beliefs, 

attitudes, and practices around gender that predominated when the policy was crafted. It is, at 

least in part, because people believe that woman are and should be the primary caregivers that, in 

general, individuals have access to maternity but not to paternity leave.26 In other words, 

internalized structural phenomena help to explain why these policies are in place. Internalized 

structure shapes external structure. The converse is also true. The fact that parental leave policies 

are as they are helps to reinforce existing beliefs, associations, norms, and practices around 

gender and caregiving. 

This example shows that external and internalized structure often reinforce each other 

and work together to explain the existence and persistence of certain phenomena. This is true 

with respect to relatively small-scale phenomena, like the phenomenon of women rather than 

men tending to function as primary caregivers, but it is true on a larger scale as well. External 

and internalized structural phenomena will, through the combination of all of these smaller-scale 

phenomena, have the overall consequence of placing some social groups (e.g. men, white people, 

and cis-gender people) in positions of power over other, oppressed groups (e.g. women, people 

of color, and trans-gender people). Thus, internalized structure (broadly speaking) plays an 

important role in determining inter-group relations and sustaining systemic injustice. 

2.4. How is internalized structure a kind of social structure? 

It should now be easy to see why I take internalized structure to be a kind of social 

structure. Once again, I have identified two key features of social structure (§1.1): 

1) Social structures are social in origin 

                                                                                                                                                                                                    
care for the baby. Because of her experience in those early times, Lisa becomes the child’s 
primary caregiver. Haslanger (2015, 4); See also Cudd (2006) and Okin (1989). 
26 Or that maternity leave tends to be more generous than paternity leave. 



20 

2) Social structures play an important role in organizing, coordinating, constraining, and 

enabling individuals  

The preceding sections have discussed at length how it is that social processes give rise to 

internalized structure (satisfying (1)), and how internalized structure plays an important role in 

organizing the social world (satisfying (2)). As discussed in §2.2, individuals transmit memes, 

hold each other accountable to norms, treat each other in accordance to norms and practices, etc., 

and it is through these social interactions that internalized structure comes to be. And, as just 

discussed in §2.3, internalized structure plays an important role in shaping the social world by 

giving rise to social norms, identities, and relations, as well as by working with external structure 

to establish macro-scale relations between social groups. 

2.5. An Overview of the Account of Internalized Structure 

Let’s recap. Memes that form a largely coherent system (or systems) are systematically 

transmitted between and internalized by individuals. Systematic transmission and internalization 

of these memes, in turn, give rise to psychological phenomena (e.g. implicit associations, 

attitudes, beliefs, concepts, and dispositions) that constitute internalized structure in the narrow 

sense and coordinate individual action such as to give rise to social identities, roles, norms, and 

practices. Moreover, internalized structure works with external structure to govern inter-group 

relations. 

The account can be summarized by the following diagram: 
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On this picture, four levels of phenomena can be identified: (1) cultural memes, which I 

have conceptualized as abstract entities that systematically transmit cultural information between 

individuals through redundant processes of socialization; (2) psychological phenomena 

(internalized structure in the narrow sense) that result from the internalization of memes; (3) 

individual behavior that is the result of the psychological phenomena (and which also transmits 

cultural memes, more or less directly); and (4) the informal socio-cultural institutions that are 

constituted by patterns of individual behavior resulting from the psychological products of 

memetic internalization.  

There are a variety of causal, constitutive, and explanatory links between these 

phenomena. For instance, patterns of individual behavior together with patterns in individual 

beliefs, attitudes, dispositions, etc. help constitute social roles, identities, and practices. But, in 

many cases, social practices also explain why individuals are behaving in certain ways and make 

individual actions what they are.27 Altogether, the causally, explanatorily, and constitutively 

                                                             
27 For instance, it is because of the social norms and practices that exchanging rings, saying “I 
do,” etc. constitutes getting married. 
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interconnected phenomena that occupy these four levels constitute what I call internalized 

structure in the wide sense.28 

Before wrapping up, I would like to emphasize that not all internalized structural 

phenomena are internal to or internalized by some agent. For instance, memes are external to the 

agents that internalize their contents. Nevertheless, because of their role in the account, I 

categorize memes as one type of internalized structural phenomena. This is so even though 

institutions will often play a role in distributing memes, and even in determining which memes 

are distributed in the first place. Think, for instance, of the role of media companies in creating 

and distributing content. These companies are formal institutions (and, thus, external structural 

phenomena), but they play an important role in producing and distributing internalized structural 

phenomena (e.g. concepts, stereotypes, and representations). In this case, I would still consider 

the relevant memes internalized structural phenomena. But such memes can also be considered 

external structural phenomena, insofar as they are the products of institutional policies. This 

illustrates another way in which internalized structure and external structure are often, in 

practice, deeply intertwined and mutually reinforcing. 

III. Benefits of the View 

My account of internalized and external structure has important explanatory, theoretical, 

and practical benefits. Some of these benefits are due to the distinction between internalized and 

                                                             
28 Technically, the argument that internalized structure is a kind of social structure was only 
about internalized structure in the narrow sense. However, the argument is easily extended to 
internalized structure in the wide sense: (1) the causal and constitutive connections between the 
psychological phenomena and the other phenomena show that these other phenomena are also 
the result of social processes and, hence, are social in origin; (2) these other phenomena are part 
of the story given in §2.3 about how internalized structure helps organize the social world. 
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external structure— a distinction that, as far as I can tell, is not present in the literature.29 Instead, 

most philosophers seem to take external structure to be exhaustive of social structure. But, as I 

will show, there is considerable value in recognizing internalized social structure as a distinctive 

kind of social structure.  

Other benefits arise from the details of my account of internalized structure. The diversity 

of psychological phenomena that the account encompasses allows for the recognition and 

diagnosis of problematic phenomena that other accounts overlook. Further, specifying the 

interconnections between the four different levels of phenomena helps resolve certain 

explanatory puzzles, while also suggesting possibilities for practical intervention. 

3.1. Not all problems stem from bad beliefs, biases, or institutional policies 

The first benefit of the account is that it allows us to identify and explain systematic 

problems that both psychological and structuralist accounts of inequality overlook. I take 

psychological accounts of inequality to include accounts that expect implicit bias to do most of 

the explanatory work, as well as cognitivist accounts of ideology that take ideology to consist in 

sets of beliefs. As I will show in a moment, these psychological accounts fail to capture 

problematic phenomena that involve neither problematic beliefs nor implicit biases. Similarly, 

because common structuralist accounts overlook the role of internalized structure, these accounts 

fail to capture problematic phenomena that are not due to bad institutional policies.  

To illustrate, consider the following case: 

• [Just Not Bothered] Michael and Lilian are domestic partners. Each works a full-time 

job outside of the home, and both share the belief that domestic labor should be divided 

equitably between genders. However, Michael and Lilian have very different affective 

                                                             
29 Zheng (2018) does claim that implicit bias is a special kind of social structure, which is 
suggestive of a distinction along the lines I suggest. However, she does not develop this thought 
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responses to different levels of cleanliness. Michael is generally unbothered by the likes 

of dirty clothes strewn across the floor or a sink full of dirty dishes. Lilian, however, is 

disposed to react to these phenomena with anxiety, distress, and disgust, leading her to 

repeatedly clean and tidy up after Michael. Irritated with this pattern, Lilian confronts 

Michael and asks him to pick up some of the slack. Michael responds defensively, saying 

that he just isn’t bothered by these things and therefore doesn’t think there’s any slack to 

pick up. It’s not his fault if Lilian is bothered by these things, and it’s her problem if she 

chooses to take these tasks upon herself. Irritated but finding it both hard to argue against 

this line of thought and difficult to overcome her anxiety and disgust, Lilian continues to 

tidy up after Michael. 

The Just Not Bothered case shows how gendered patterns of affective dispositions can 

play a role in sustaining certain unjust gender relations, even in the absence of problematic 

beliefs, biases, or institutional policies.30 Implicit bias isn’t relevant in this case, and the problem 

isn’t what Michael and Lilian believe, at least not primarily. Instead, the problem is that they 

have very different, socially conditioned, affective responses to the same situation.  Similarly, 

appealing to institutions is not going to be useful here, as the problem is independent of 

problematic institutional policies. Rather, to adequately explain how this is a problem that goes 

beyond Michael and Lilian, one must recognize that (1) affective dispositions play an important 

role in producing and sustaining social inequality, and (2) these affective dispositions are part of 

a social structure— more specifically, internalized structure. 

                                                                                                                                                                                                    
in detail. 
30 Note that Michael can contribute to unjust patterns even if he is not blameworthy for doing so. 
See Zheng (2018) for a helpful discussion of attributability vs. accountability notions of 
responsibility. 
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This is just what my account, but not these other accounts, does. By identifying a host of 

interconnected psychological phenomena as social structural phenomena, my account allows us 

to explain what is going on in cases like Just Not Bothered. Further, it does so in a way that 

allows us to recognize that the problem that Michael and Lilian are experiencing isn’t just a 

problem between two individuals. Rather, the problem is a deep, structural problem that has to 

do with the ways in which we socialize boys and girls, and hold men and women to different 

standards. Unlike other accounts, my account captures the fact that social inequality isn’t just a 

matter of bad beliefs, implicit biases, or problematic institutional policies. It alerts us that we also 

need to worry about affective dispositions, concepts, patterns of behavior, and other internalized 

structural phenomena if want to eradicate social inequality.  

3.2. Connecting Structural and Individual Levels of Explanation 

A second benefit of my account concerns a dilemma typically faced by structural 

explanations. The dilemma starts by considering two possibilities for how social structures can 

be causally efficacious. The first possibility is that social structures are causally efficacious by 

virtue of individuals behaving in certain ways; on this possibility, structural causes simply reduce 

to the sum of many individual causes. Alternately, structures could be causally efficacious in a 

way that is independent of and not reducible to the sum of individual actions.  

Each of these possibilities raises a problem for structural explanation. On the first 

possibility, it seems that a structural explanation is simply shorthand for individualistic 

explanations. Structural explanations are then not genuinely explanatory, because we could 

simply talk about individuals and not lose any valuable information.31 On the other hand, it is 

mysterious how structures could bring things about independently of individual agents; and 

                                                             
31 See Jackson and Pettit (1992) for a discussion of this problem. 
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further, if social structures are genuinely explanatory and bring things about without going 

through individuals, then this seems to leave no room for individual agency or responsibility. 

My account of internalized structure can avoid this dilemma because of the way it traces 

the connections between different levels of phenomena (§2.5). I will start with the second horn 

of the dilemma— that is, the horn that depicts structural explanations as (2a) mysterious and (2b) 

autonomy-threatening. As discussed in §2.3, an individual’s repeated exposure to the relevant 

memes leads them to develop the internalized structural phenomena (in the narrow sense) that 

help constitute social norms and practices. At the same time, the reason that the individual is 

repeatedly exposed to those memes is that the relevant norms and practices are in place. That is, 

it is because others already have the relevant concepts, beliefs, dispositions, etc., and are 

disposed to act and react accordingly, that the individual is repeatedly exposed to the 

corresponding memes. These two things together demystify how a social norm can explain why 

the individual acts or reacts as they do— the individual is following the norm because they have 

certain dispositions that lead them to behave in accordance with the norm, and the reason that 

they have these dispositions is because the norm is in place. The social norm thus explains why 

the individual behaves as they do without drawing on any spooky mechanisms, thus resolving 

(2a). As for (2b), my account leaves an important role for individual agency: the process that 

gives rise to norms and other cultural elements relies on individuals doing things (e.g. spreading 

memes, acting on dispositions) in order to help constitute the norms. While questions about 

individual responsibility certainly remain, an internalized structural explanation does not 

circumvent individual agency, and thus avoids the worry that structural explanations threaten 

individual agency. 
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I will now address the first horn by showing how explanations invoking internalized 

structure (in the broad sense) can be genuinely explanatory. On my account, one can think of 

internalized structure as setting up certain conditions that make it likely that individuals will 

behave in ways that conform to cultural prescriptions and patterns. In this way, my solution is a 

specific version of Jackson and Pettit’s (1992) general solution to the problem of how social 

structure can be explanatory. They suggest that structural explanations explain "by introducing 

factors that program for the realization of the conditions explained” (Jackson and Pettit 1992, 

117). To illustrate, they consider the example of a closed flask containing water. The temperature 

of the water is raised to its boiling point, and the flask explodes. The idea is that the rise in 

temperature— which is a high-level property consisting of the mean kinetic energy of the water 

molecules— explains the cracking of the glass because it makes it highly probable that some 

water molecule will have sufficient velocity to cause a crack when it collides with the glass 

(Jackson and Pettit 1992, 118). Thus, the explanation “identifies a condition such that its 

realization is enough to ensure that there will be causes to produce the event explained” (Jackson 

and Pettit 1992, 119). Similarly, explanations that invoke internalized structure (in the broad 

sense) are explanatory because they invoke conditions (norms, practices, etc.) that make the 

explanandum highly probable.  

To further clarify these ideas, compare my account to Ayala and Vasilyeva’s (2015) 

explanation of discursive injustice. Ayala and Vasilyeva seek to offer a structural explanation of 

discursive injustice, because they think that biased mind explanations objectionably present 

individuals as if they were isolated from social forces. To that end, Ayala and Vasilyeva offer the 

following picture: individuals occupy nodes in a system of social relations, where different nodes 

have different speech affordances in accordance with prevailing social norms. For example, by 
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virtue of being a non-native English speaker, Sofía occupies a certain node in the system of 

social relations; the node that she occupies is such that when she attempts to contribute to a 

philosophical discussion, her utterance is taken as an entreaty to join the conversation rather than 

as a genuine contribution.32 It is thus Sofía’s location in the system of social relations, together 

with the system of social norms, that explains the discursive injustice that she suffers. 

Ayala and Vasilyeva essentially describe the informal socio-cultural institutions that 

make up the fourth level of internalized structural phenomena on my view (§2.2), but, 

importantly, they lack an account of internalized structure. This causes them to run into the 

second horn of the dilemma. As Ayala acknowledges, the explanation in terms of Sofía’s social 

position remains mysterious (Ayala Forthcoming, 19).  If one takes for granted that there are 

these nodes, norms, and relations, then one can understand how the injustice arises, but it 

remains unclear what gives rise to this system and how the norms are causally efficacious.  

Ayala attempts to overcome this sense of mystery by appealing to an analysis that 

“naturalizes discursive norms by turning them into structured affordances, what I call speech 

affordances, which interlocutors can pick up or not” (Ayala Forthcoming, 19).33 However, this 

move only pushes back the question. Now the question is how it is that the speech affordances 

are determined and how it is that interlocutors pick up on them. Neither Ayala nor Ayala and 

Vasilyeva offer an answer to this question, and so their account fails to overcome (2a). 

In contrast, my account does not simply take for granted that there is such a system of 

nodes, norms, and relations. Rather, my account is able to elucidate how Sofía comes to have a 

certain social identity and to occupy a certain social position; it is able to explain how norms, 

including discursive norms, come to be. My account accomplishes this by tracing the causal, 

                                                             
32 This example is from Ayala and Vasilyeva (2015) and Ayala (Forthcoming). 
33 See also Ayala (2016). 
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explanatory, and constitutive relations between cultural memes, internalized structure (in the 

narrow sense), individual behavior, and socio-cultural phenomena. Thus, my account, unlike 

Ayala and Vasilyeva’s, is able to provide a non-mysterious structural explanation of the 

discursive injustice that Sofía suffers. 

Further, it’s not clear what role Ayala and Vasilyeva’s solution leaves for individual 

agency (2b). This is, again, because of the way that the account takes for granted the existence of 

the system of nodes, norms, and speech affordances. It seems as if individuals just find 

themselves enmeshed in these systems and, consequently, find themselves unable to say/hear 

certain things to/from certain people. Ayala’s emphasis on the idea that norm-following behavior 

is typically automatic rather than reflexive makes this impression even starker (Ayala 

Forthcoming, 16-18). If norm-following behavior is typically automatic, then it does not seem 

that individuals are choosing to pick up on affordances, and so individual agency cannot 

generally be re-introduced in that way.  

In contrast, while my account does leave open questions about how we should evaluate 

individual responsibility with respect to internalized structure, individual agency plays a crucial 

role in the account. Again, it is because individuals do certain things that internalized structure is 

sustained and perpetuated. Thus, while Ayala and Vasilyeva’s account, on its own, struggles 

with the second horn of the dilemma, my account is able to complement theirs by filling in 

important links between different levels of phenomena such as to demystify internalized 

structural explanations and reintroduce individual agency. 

3.3. Understanding and Identifying Oppression 

A third benefit of my account is that, unlike accounts that fail to distinguish internalized 

and external structure, it helps us to refine our understanding of oppression by considering 
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different ways in which these structures factor into different kinds of oppression. For this 

discussion I will take it for granted that oppression is to be analyzed in social structural terms, 

roughly as the systematic disadvantaging of some social group that operates by way of unjust 

social structures working in tandem. If we understand oppression in this way, then it opens up 

the possibility that different forms of oppression can rely on different types of social structure in 

different ways. Being alert to these differences, in turn, can help us develop more effective 

interventions.  

To elaborate, recall from §2.3 that internalized and external social structures often work 

together to establish macro relations between social groups. This is the case for race and gender, 

for instance. Racism and sexism are each the joint product of mutually reinforcing and 

interdependent internalized and external social structures. But the distinction between 

internalized and external structure also allows us to recognize differences between these and 

other forms of oppression. For instance, it’s plausible that racism is heavily dependent on both 

kinds of social structure. Compare this to heterosexism.34 Although it’s undeniable that there are 

institutional aspects of heterosexism (see various legal battles surrounding gay marriage for an 

obvious example), it’s not clear that institutional injustices track gay or queer identity in the 

same way that, e.g., housing segregation tracks racial identity to systematically disadvantage 

people of color. Instead, much of heterosexism seems to be grounded in cultural beliefs, 

attitudes, reflexes, etc. Consider, for instance, the unfortunately still-prevalent belief that being 

gay is unnatural, or that homosexual acts are sinful; assumptions often made to the effect that 

someone’s partner is of the opposite sex; or the discomfort that many experience when observing 

same-sex couples kiss, hold hands, or otherwise display romantic affection. I take these and 
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similar phenomena to be important instances of internalized structural phenomena that do much 

to undergird present-day heterosexism.  

One can of course debate the extent to which institutional vs. cultural elements factor into 

heterosexism, but I take the theoretical upshot to be that different kinds of oppression can occupy 

different spaces along a spectrum. On one end of the spectrum are forms of oppression that rely 

exclusively on external structure; on the other end of the structure are forms of oppression that 

rely exclusively on internalized structure. It is unclear whether any actual forms of oppression do 

or could exist on the extreme ends of the spectrum— it seems likely that, in practice, oppressive 

systems will need the support of both kinds of structure to remain stable. Nonetheless, it is 

plausible that different forms of oppression will vary with respect to their reliance on different 

kinds of social structures. In this way, the distinction between internalized and external structure 

provides a tool for thinking more carefully about how particular forms of oppression work and, 

specifically, the different supporting roles played by different social structures. Ultimately, the 

hope is that this realization might better guide practical interventions. Plausibly, dismantling 

heterosexism will require different kinds of strategies than dismantling racism, precisely because 

of differences in the extent to and manner in which these forms of oppression rely on internalized 

vs. external structure. 

Additionally, recognizing that different forms of oppression may vary with respect to 

their dependence on different kinds of social structures can help us to identify previously 

unrecognized forms of oppression. For instance, some may be inclined to dismiss claims of fat 

oppression as overblown. However, it seems plausible to me that there is a cohesive system of 

internalized structural phenomena that systematically disadvantages fat people in the United 

                                                                                                                                                                                                    
34 I use “heterosexism” as an analogue to terms like “racism” and “sexism” in order to capture 
the systemic oppression of sexual minorities. On this usage, homophobia will be one 
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States (by resulting in significant social stigma, discrimination in hiring and promotion, 

inadequate medical treatment, etc.). So if oppression is analyzed in terms of social structure, then 

my account offers theoretical grounds for recognizing fat oppression as a form of oppression, 

and similarly for other new or previously unrecognized forms of oppression. 

Finally, recognizing the internalized-external distinction and realizing its implications for 

oppression makes it clear that we need both internalized and external structural justice. Getting 

rid of problematic institutions or institutional policies is not enough if problematic internalized 

structural phenomena persist and continue to systematically disadvantage a group of people (and 

vice versa). Like Madva, I think that battling systemic injustice requires more than changing 

external structure (Madva 2016, 713-715). Unlike Madva, I think that what’s missing is a call for 

systematic cultural change, and not merely a change in individual attitudes. 

3.4. New Suggestions for Practical Intervention 

Finally, my account has important practical implications for the battle against systemic 

injustice. It suggests new strategies for managing problematic external and internal structural 

problems. 

It has already been noted that interventions on external structure can help manage 

problematic internalized structural phenomena (although not in these terms). For instance, 

institutionalizing the blind reviewing of papers is a popular method for managing the effects of 

implicit bias. But what has gotten little attention is that the reverse is also true: changing the 

culture (i.e. internalized structural reform) can motivate institutional change, and may even be 

required for stable institutional change. As Madva (2016) points out, institutional change is often 

                                                                                                                                                                                                    
manifestation of heterosexism, but heterosexism will also include other phenomena. 
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subject to damaging backlash if it is not accompanied by internalized structural reform.35 

Changes in culture might even motivate people to contravene bad institutional policies, so that 

broad internalized structural reform can help to counteract the bad effects of external structure. 

In this way, my account offers strategies for managing external structural problems. 

Further, by breaking down internalized structure into four interrelated levels of 

phenomena, my account identifies significant points of structural intervention, and so helps to 

answer the difficult question of how to undertake cultural reform. Recall from §2.5 that the first 

level of phenomena consists of cultural memes. Accordingly, one might first try to change the 

composition of the meme stream. This could involve: introducing regulations that prevent certain 

problematic memes from enjoying such widespread circulation (e.g. prohibiting news sources 

from differentially presenting images of black and white suspects); putting significant amounts 

of money toward funding diverse storytellers and diverse stories; changing educational curricula 

and school dress codes; and engaging in consciousness-raising that challenges existing 

frameworks and introduces new term and concepts for interpreting the world.36 Similarly, one 

could try to intervene on the second, psychological level through debiasing efforts that seek to 

alter individual psychology; at the third, behavioral level by imposing social and/or legal costs 

for certain kinds of behavior; or at the fourth, socio-cultural level, by explicitly and reflectively 

changing cultural norms as, for instance, when revolutionary groups eradicate the use of 

hierarchical titles.37  

                                                             
35 Importantly, Madva does not put the point in structural terms. Instead, he says that what is 
needed is a change in individual attitudes. While I think that this is technically correct— a 
change in individual attitudes is needed, among other things— I think it is important to 
emphasize that broader structural change is required. 
36 See Haslanger (2017), for a discussion of the important role played by social movements. 
37 Thank you to Daniel Brinkerhoff Young for this point. 
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Doubtless eradicating systemic inequality will require a multi-pronged approach.38 It will 

require that a significant number of individuals commit to pushing things forward; it will require 

external structural interventions to address external structural problems and minimize the effects 

of problematic internalized structural phenomena; and it will require internal structural 

interventions to address internalized structural problems and sustain external structural change. 

But by recognizing the diverse forms that systemic inequality can take and introducing new 

points of intervention for systemic change, the account that I have provided offers a powerful 

theoretical tool for guiding this process. 

4. Conclusion 

I have introduced a novel distinction between two kinds of social structure— external 

structure and internalized structure— and offered an account of internalized structure. External 

structure consists of formal institutions, their policies, and the resulting states of affairs. 

Internalized structure consists of cultural memes, psychological phenomena that result from the 

internalization of these memes, individual behavior that results from the psychological 

phenomena, and socio-cultural phenomena that emerge from patterns in individual behavior and 

psychology. Internalized and external structure each play their own important role in producing 

and sustaining social inequality. But the two are also interdependent and mutually reinforcing, 

and work together to sustain oppression. 

I have shown that my view has important theoretical and practical benefits. First, by 

recognizing a diversity of psychological phenomena as structural phenomena, my account allows 

us to identify and diagnose structural problems that other accounts fail to adequately capture. 

Second, my account surmounts a classic dilemma for structural explanations by offering a 

demystified view of how internalized social structure can be genuinely explanatory without 

                                                             
38 I think Madva (2016) makes this point clear. 



35 

erasing individual agency. Third, my account refines our understanding of oppression in a way 

that allows us to identify differences between forms of oppression, as well as new or previously 

unrecognized forms of oppression. And finally, I have shown that by distinguishing between four 

levels of internalized structural phenomena, my account suggests new forms of practical 

intervention and provides a foothold for creative strategizing. For all of these reasons, the 

internalized-external distinction is needed to adequately explain and combat persisting systemic 

inequality. 
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