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Abstract  

The lives of most nonhuman animals alive today are marked by routine violence, suffering, desperation 

and death, while they are transformed into material building blocks for endless economic growth and 

accumulation. Scholars in the field of Critical Animal Studies (CAS) stress the structural nature of the 

injustices faced by nonhuman animals, while Iris Marion Young’s theory of structural injustice provides a 

helpful framework for investigating how structural processes produce injustice. However, her theory was 

developed with humans in mind and does not account for multispecies dimensions of structural injustice. 

In this dissertation I argue that the field of Critical Animal Studies can extend and revise Young’s 

framework to overcome its anthropocentric assumptions by telling us how to conceptualize multispecies 

structural injustice. Using insights from CAS, I argue for revising the subjects of injustice to account for a 

multispecies framework, through rethinking the concepts of social groups, agency and voice. 

Furthermore, I argue that CAS and Young can complement each other, as Young provides a developed 

account of responsibility and CAS can help to reconceptualize that in a multispecies manner. This 

dissertation applies the revised framework to the animal agriculture industry as an example of structural 

injustice and then argues for collective responsibility to transform it. This application is indicative of other 

forms of multispecies structural injustice that require further analysis to better understand how structural 

processes operate and how to act.  
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Introduction  

Human dominance of animal others is totalizing and continues to increase to unprecedented and 

increasingly dire levels in the context of the anthropocene. Each year, billions of nonhuman animals1 are 

killed, commodified and confined. The condition of most nonhuman animals is marked by its routine 

repertoire of violence, deprivation, desperation, agony, suffering, and death (Pedersen & Stanescu, 2012). 

Scholars in the burgeoning field of Critical Animal Studies (CAS) underline the systemic nature of the 

injustices faced by nonhuman animals and stress how they are deeply embedded in our institutions, social 

routines and daily habits (Taylor & Twine, 2014, p.10). Furthermore, CAS scholars stress how the human 

exploitation of nonhuman animals (and certain human animals) is for a large part driven by 

political-economic structures, namely capitalism (Taylor & Twine, 2014; Meijer, 2023, Nibert, 2017; 

Noske, 1989). Conceptualising change, which is urgently needed for all animals alive today, requires us to 

investigate how political and economic forces relate and produce multispecies injustice.  

​ Arguably, scholars situated in political theory, political philosophy and related fields occupy 

crucial roles in this project as they provide important conceptual tools to analyze political phenomena 

such as (in)justice. However, many are still underpinned by anthropocentrism2; as Best (2009) notes, 

many scholars took apart every binary opposition humans have created throughout Western history, ‘but 

the Berlin Wall dividing human from nonhuman animals’. With my thesis I aim to contribute to the 

project of politicizing the animal other by revisiting anthropocentric political theory; specifically Iris 

Marion Young’s theory of structural injustice.  

Although the origin of the concept is often associated with Marxism (McKeown, 2021), in 

contemporary political theory, the term “structural injustice” is predominantly used in relation to the work 

of Young from the 2000s (Young, 2003, 2004, 2006a, 2006b, 2011). Young argues that structural injustice 

renders individuals vulnerable to domination or oppression in different spheres, which can extend beyond 

nation borders, and the political; economic structures play an important role in perpetuating injustices 

(Meijer, 2023; Young 2011). 

2 Anthropocentrism, as defined by CAS scholars, is a belief system, of which the nature is ideological, that advocates 
privileging humans. It functions to maintain the centrality and priority of human existence through marginalizing 
and subordinating nonhuman perspectives, interests and beings. Anthropocentrism may assume a variety of forms, 
including the human-animal binary or hierarchy. Human-animal dualism posits that humans have a moral status over 
and above all other animals, radically separated into two homogenous, opposing kinds. Alternatively, a 
human-animal continuum or hierarchy  hierarchically ranks humans and animal others along a scale by the degree to 
which they are ‘human’ (Joy & Weitzenfeld, 2014) ​ ​ ​  

1 For the sake of clarity I use the term ‘nonhuman animals’ instead of ‘animals’, as distinguishing human and animal 
is as incoherent as saying ‘apples and fruit’ (not to mention how it would reinforce the violent human-animal 
binary). When I use the term ‘animals’, this thus also includes the human animal.   
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Young's theory appears to be particularly useful for illuminating the structural aspects of 

injustices faced by nonhuman animals, precisely because it emphasizes the structural nature of injustices. 

Furthermore, Young developed a social connection model, aimed at explicating responsibilities with 

regard to structures of injustice. This is relevant as her framework thus not only allows for gaining a better 

understanding of injustice, but also for changing it and progressing toward more just futures. However, 

Young herself and most extant philosophers who apply the concept of structural injustice to real-world 

phenomena only focus on humans when theorising about injustices, even when they are clearly 

multispecies (McKeown, 2024; Godoy, 2017; Lu, 2011). 

Using insights from CAS, I seek to extend and revise Young’s theory in order to conceptualize a 

multispecies framework of structural injustice, answering the following question:  

 

How can the field of Critical Animal Studies extend and revise Iris Marion Young’s structural 

injustice theory to conceptualize mutli-species structures of injustice? 

​

In this dissertation, I will argue that CAS extends Young’s theory of structural injustice, by 

conceptualizing nonhuman animals as victims of structural injustice. I also argue that CAS can benefit 

from dialogue with structural injustice theory, because the latter provides a theory of responsibility that 

helps understand how to struggle for animal liberation. 

This dissertation is divided into four chapters. In the first chapter I provide background 

information on both the work of CAS scholars and Young. The chapter is divided in a brief overview of 

the main tenets and concepts central to CAS and an outline of Young’s structural injustice framework 

including the SCM of responsibility. In the following chapter I explicate where CAS scholars and Young 

converge. In Chapter III, I develop a multispecies revision of Young’s theory of structural injustice and the 

SCM of responsibility. I do this by drawing on insights from CAS and reconsider key concepts including 

social groups, agency, voice and the normative commitments of responsibility. In the fourth and last 

chapter I use the animal agriculture industry (AAI) as an example of global3 multispecies structural 

injustice to which I apply the revised framework.  

The methodology for this dissertation combines normative analytic political theory, critical theory 

and applied political theory. The dissertation puts Young’s theory of structural injustice into dialogue with 

3 The animal agriculture industry, as a global phenomenon, is a product of colonialism. The development of animal 
food production and consumption was deeply shaped by colonial relations. European countries (mainly Britain and 
Germany) invested heavily in land and later also in factories in South America. With the development of refrigerated 
shipping the colonial model of meat production was further enabled, as it allowed for Europeans to consume greater 
quantities of meat. This led to the development of intensive agriculture in Europe and the U.S., which has now 
spread globally (Cudworth, 2014, p.31) 
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CAS, uses insights from CAS to revise the framework, and applies the revised framework to the animal 

agriculture industry.   

Chapter I - Background 

1.1 Mapping Critical Animal Studies  

The animal advocacy movement has emerged out of ideas, theories and actions based on the premise that 

nonhuman animals are not objects to be used as humans see fit, but subjects with agency in their own 

right.4 Although the movement is often regarded as a modern development of the 1970s, the “animal 

question” has been asked, in varying ways, for quite a long time. The foundation for the concept of 

providing rights and protection to, and even liberating sentient beings can be traced back to ancient 

philosophy and Eastern religions of Jainism, Buddhism and Hinduism, although the animal advocacy 

movement only began to take formal shape with the founding of the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty 

to Animals in England in 1824. Today the movement's foundational ideas are being challenged, expanded 

and enmeshed with those of other movements and struggles; CAS, rooted in critical theory, anarchism, 

ecopedagogy and social justice, emerged from this project. It argues for an interdisciplinary intersectional 

and multi-movement approach for a total liberation field of study and is multidisciplinary in both its 

theoretical and methodological foundations (Nocella et al., 2014, pp.xxi-xxii). Reflexivity toward human 

exploitation of other animals and the politicisation of the violence this entailed already appeared before 

the term CAS was coined. As Taylor and Twine (2014, p. 4) note, a catalyst for debate on animal ethics 

came from ecofeminist writings during the 1970s, 1980s and 1990s alongside, and often in tension with, 

the work of well-known animal philosophers such as Peter Singer and Tom Regan. However, it was only 

in the beginning of this century that a self-conscious field of critical animal studies appeared. The field 

traces its institutional roots to 2001 with the launching of the Centre for Animal Liberation Affairs, which 

became the Institute for Critical Animal Studies (ICAS) in 2007 (Taylor & Twine, 2014). ICAS defines 

CAS as “a radical, interdisciplinary field dedicated to establishing a holistic total liberation movement for 

4 Providing a complete overview of the field of Critical Animal Studies is not what I claim to do here, as this would 
prove to be an impossible task, not only since this is beyond the scope of this paper, but also as the field is not 
monolithic and holds many nuances that I will simply not be able to capture. Instead, what I seek to do is sketch an 
introductory overview of the main tenets and concepts central to CAS that are relevant to this dissertation. What is 
also important to be noted is that special weight is given to topics, phenomena and concepts CAS has concerned 
itself with that are deemed relevant for the later case study of the animal agriculture industry. In order to 
contextualise the field I start by giving a brief overview on the history and the emergence of the field.  
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humans, nonhuman animals, and the Earth. CAS is engaged in an intersectional, theory-to-action politics, 

in solidarity with movements to abolish all systems of domination”.  

 

1.1.1 Animal Studies and Critical Animal Studies  

Those who coined CAS did so with a specific sense of purpose and definition, of which one element is to 

challenge and supersede the field of Animal Studies (AS) which has exponentially grown over the past 

three decades. Whereas AS is concerned with the “question of the animal”5 CAS seeks to differentiate 

itself from this tradition by directly focusing on the circumstances and treatment of animals (Taylor & 

Twine, 2014). From a CAS perspective, the twenty-first century represents a pivotal period in which the 

Earth and all her inhabitants face unprecedented threats. As Best (2009, p.33) writes, “the absent referent 

(to borrow a phrase from Carol Adams) in animal studies is nothing less that the catastrophe staring us all 

in the face and nothing short of biological meltdown and ecological collapse”, along with the enormity of 

animal suffering which is building to the most severe and dire levels. In this sense ‘critical’ expresses the 

urgency of our times. CAS is concerned with the nexus of activism, academia and animal suffering and 

maltreatment, or as put by Stanescu & Pedersen (2014), the condition of the animal. Along with its 

critique of capitalism, imperialism, and oppression in all forms this makes CAS more overtly political 

than the often wholly academic AS. Furthermore CAS also openly avows its explicit ethical and practical 

commitment to the freedom of well-being of all animals and to a flourishing planet and so ‘critical’ also 

denotes its openly avowed normative stance against animal exploitation, oppression and domination (Best, 

2009; Taylor & Twine, 2014). Futhermore, in alignment with (some) feminists who have made the 

inherent oxymoron in notions of objectivity in research apparent, CAS seeks to counter the morally and 

politically corrosive tendencies of conventional scholarship and its mask of objectivity and 

value-neutrality (Best, 2007, p.3; Taylor & Twine, p.8). Taylor & Twine (2014, pp.4-5) note that feminist 

and CAS scholars also share a belief that professionalisation should not presume a detachment from the 

rich diversity of civil society and instead wishes to stoke it into working toward progressive social change. 

Thus, in opposition to ‘theory for theory’s sake’ a central tenet of CAS is engaged theory, which is ‘theory 

intended to support social change directly or indirectly’ as defined by Garry (2008, p.99) (Taylor & 

Twine, 2014; Best, 2009). CAS seeks to write not only for readers but, echoing Foucault (1974), also for 

“users” (including activists, supporters and comrades) in its quest to not only interpret the world, but also 

change it (Pedersen & Stanescu, pp.273-274). Against positivism, which is prevalent in much academic 

writing, CAS argues for a critical praxis that interweaves theory and action and promotes listening to, 

5 The “question of the animal” refers to the philosophical inquiry into who and/or what constitutes “the animal” as 
well as what moral, political, or ontological status “the animal” should have.  
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following and working with the oppressed. CAS stresses that nonhuman animals do have agency and are 

dynamic agents that are inseparably embedded in human history, arguing for a nonhuman animal 

standpoint (Best, 2009, Donovan, 2006).  

 

1.1.2 CAS and total liberation  

Two central tenets of CAS that are worthy of additional elaboration are its politics of ‘total liberation’ as 

expressed by principle seven of “The Ten Principles of Critical Animal Studies6” (Best et al., 2007) CAS 

champions: “a politics of total liberation on which grasps the need for, and the inseparability of, human, 

nonhuman animal, and Earth liberation and freedom for all in one comprehensive, though diverse, 

struggle; to quote Martin Luther King Jr.: “Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere.” As well 

as the foregrounding of intersectional analysis and politics as expressed by principle four which states that 

CAS: “Advances a holistic understanding of the commonality of oppression, such that speciesism7, 

sexism, racism, ableism, statism, classism, militarism and other hierarchical ideologies and institutions are 

viewed as parts of a larger, interlocking, global system of domination.” CAS seeks to subvert the humanist 

assumptions of intersectional theory by bringing animals and animality into these areas (Taylor & Twine, 

2014, p.4). CAS argues that the biological criteria that are used to justify anthropocentric ownership and 

management of life on earth, are not neutral, ahistorical facts, but human-made rationalizations for 

perpetuating and intensifying exploitation of both human and nonhuman animals. CAS posits that both 

human and nonhuman animal oppression are based upon a hegemonic human subjectivity that privileges 

some as humans and others as ‘Others’. The ‘human’ always falsely occupies the space of the universal, 

as the human-animal binary and hierarchy has historically produced and may continue to reproduce a 

violent margin of subhumans, which contradicts humanism’s premise of the universality of freedom (Joy 

& Weitzenfeld, 2014, pp. 4-11). The examination of human–animal relations embedded within a broader 

framework of intersectionality, seeks to contest essentialisms of the ‘human’ and the violence inherent to 

the homogenisation of all nonhuman animal species under the banner ‘animal’. As Taylor and Twine 

(2014, p.12) write: “For CAS, the promise here lies in ‘liberating’ people from their own assumedly fixed 

self-categorisations, and in ‘liberating’ (some) humans and other animals from a shared representation as 

7  Speciecism, as defined by CAS, is not a mere prejudice but rather a composite of interspecies injustices within 
material institutions, discursive regimes, and embodied affects. Speciesism is a complex of material institutions that 
systematically, non-criminally sacrifice the lives and interests of animals as well as cultural discourses and 
narratives, speech and stories that circulate misrepresentations of animal others as inferiors and proper objects that 
are disposable (Joy & Weitzenfeld, 2014). 
 
 

6 All ten principles are in the appendix   
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animalised and, by implication, of less value than a normative white, wealthy and male model of 

subjecthood.”  

What follows from the awareness of the commonalities of oppressions is also the need for alliance 

and solidarity politics. As Best (2009, p.45) asserts the animal liberation movement cannot possibly bring 

about the end of animal exploitation alone, but it needs to do this in alliance with progressive social 

causes, anti-capitalist struggles, and radical environmental movements.  

​ Now that I have sketched the outlines of CAS, I will turn to Iris Marion Young’s framework of 

structural injustice.  

 

1.2 Mapping Iris Marion Young’s Structural Injustice Framework  

Young pushed back on traditional liberal notions of justice as the fair distribution of goods and resources. 

For Young, ‘Justice should refer not only to distribution, but also to the institutional conditions necessary 

for the development and exercise of individual capacities and collective communication and cooperation’ 

(Young, 1990, p. 39). Injustice then refers primarily to two forms of disabling constraints, oppression, 

defined as ‘the institutional constraint on self-development’ and domination as ‘the institutional constraint 

on self-determination’ (Young, 1990, p. 37). Even though Young analytically differentiated between these 

two basic critical concepts, she remains aware of their overlap in practice: those who are oppressed are 

also dominated, though not everyone who is dominated is necessarily oppressed (Young, 1990, p. 38).  

For Young, oppression is a structural phenomenon. It refers to the injustices suffered by some 

groups as a consequence of the normal processes of everyday life. ‘Its causes are embedded in 

unquestioned norms, habits, and symbols, in the assumptions underlying institutional rules and the 

collective consequences of following those rules.’ (Young, 1990, p. 41). Oppression happens to social 

groups, which Young defines ‘a collective of persons differentiated from at least one other group by 

cultural forms, practices, or way of life.’(Young, 1990, p.43). Here, persons refers to humans and human 

social groups are understood as products of social processes. Young (1990, pp.48-65) identified five faces 

of oppression, namely, exploitation, marginalization, powerlessness, cultural imperialism, and violence, 

which serve as analytical criteria to assess whether a given group is oppressed. It is quite possible that an 

oppressed group will face multiple modes of oppression (Young, 1990, p.64).  

 

1.2.1 Structural injustice 

Oppression and domination are social processes, which are realised in intersubjective relations. As 

explained above, it is not simply a case of the unjust distribution of opportunities, rights, resources or 

recognition, but also a case of the institutionalised processes in which some people are not able to exercise 
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and develop their capabilities, express their own opinion and experience and participate in defining 

conditions for actions. These institutionalised processes, according to Young, establish structural injustice 

(Udhu, 2021). While the term ‘structural injustice’ appeared in Young’s work Justice and the Politics of 

Difference, it is only in her work Responsibility for Justice that she returns to, and fully develops, the 

concept of structural injustice (Mckeown, 2021). There she defines structural injustice as the condition by 

which individuals and certain social groups are rendered vulnerable to oppression and/or domination.  

 

Structural injustice, then, exists when social processes put large groups of persons under 

systematic threat of domination or deprivation of the means to develop and exercise their 

capacities, at the same time that these processes enable others to dominate or to have a wide range 

of opportunities for developing and exercising capacities available to them. Structural injustice is 

a kind of moral wrong distinct from the wrongful action of an individual agent or the repressive 

policies of a state. Structural injustice occurs as a consequence of many individuals and 

institutions acting to pursue their particular goals and interests, for the most part within the limits 

of accepted rules and norms. (Young, 2011, p. 52).  

 

On this account, structural injustice refers to the cumulative unintended outcome of normal everyday 

activities that results in certain groups being dominated or oppressed. This is not to say that there cannot 

still be people who act badly within these structures. But holding these particular agents accountable for 

specific wrongdoings won’t tackle the wider social, economic and political structures in which structural 

injustice is embedded (McKeown, 2021). By drawing upon insights from social theory, Young (2011, pp. 

52-64) identifies four features of ‘social-structural processes’ that result in structural injustice. 1) Social 

structures provide historical givens that are relatively stable over time, and are the background for actions 

of individuals. The legal rules, social norms, and the material world in which people live form options for 

choice, and enable or constrain actions. 2) Actors occupy different positions in social space, and social 

structures constitute the connections among positions and relationships. 3) Structures are (re)produced 

through the actions of individuals 4) Structural processes have unintended consequences. And can sit in 

contrast with the intentions of the participants.  

Structural injustice is not limited to the domestic sphere and it can extend beyond state borders. 

The example Young gives of global structural injustice is the global garment industry. Injustice in this 

industry comes in the form of domination, coercion and need-deprivation suffered by sweatshop workers 

that are situated at the bottom of this system (Young, 2011, p. 131). Typical conditions in sweatshops that 

violate basic human rights and threaten the basic health and physical safety of workers include excessive 
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working hours, physical abuse and sexual violence, dangerous working conditions (poor sanitation, 

blocked exits, no access to clean drinking water) and little to no freedom to organize unions, if attempted 

workers are often threatened, blacklisted, physically abused, and even killed. Furthermore, the majority of 

sweatshops operate in countries in the Global South, with the vast majority of workers being women and 

children (Young, 2011, p. 127). Young acknowledges that certain agents are morally and/or legally 

responsible for these harms; factory owners and managers ought to be held legally responsible for 

violating labor law, states are morally responsible for encouraging sweatshops and bosses and employers 

that exploit and oppress workers should also be held morally responsible. However, she also 

acknowledges that these agents operate under structural constraints. Employers might claim that they have 

little room to improve wages and working conditions as they operate in a ‘highly competitive 

environment’ where other operators are constantly trying to undercut them (Young, 2011, p.131). Poor 

states in which sweatshops operate have to compete with other poor states for investment and jobs, which 

is why they develop export-processing zones and lax terms for multi-national corporations. Furthermore, 

institutions like the International Monetary Fund have further actively exhausted the public sector capacity 

of these states, making it difficult or impossible to monitor and enforce compliance with state regulation. 

Thus, structural economic and political processes involving multiple and diverse actors dispersed on a 

global scale, both enable and provide incentives for some actions and at the same time constrain others, 

resulting in the exploitation of sweatshop workers.  

 

1.2.2 Responsibility and the social connection model 

Much secondary literature on Young’s account of structural injustice focuses on responsibility (McKeown, 

2021). Young differentiates between a liability model and a social connection model (SCM) of 

responsibility. Under the liability model, which is the traditional way to understand legal and moral 

responsibility, particular actors are singled out as responsible for directly causing harm and are therefore 

blameable/liable. Young notes that the liability model is ‘isolating’ and impractical with regard to 

structural injustice; the actions of particular agents cannot be isolated and identified as contributing in 

quantifiable ways to harm since this is generated cumulatively. Furthermore, the liability model also 

ignores the baseline against which agents act that enables harm and since many are acting with little 

awareness about how their actions are contributing to unjust outcomes, Young contends that agents ought 

not to be blamed for it (Young, 2011, pp. 99-107). 

​ To overcome this problem, Young (2011, p.104) proposed the ‘social connection model’ of 

responsibility. On this model, all who contribute by their actions to the structural processes that produce 

injustice, have responsibilities to work to resolve these injustices. It is political responsibility, rather than 
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moral responsibility, that is generated through one's connection to structural injustice. Whereas the 

liability model of responsibility is backward-looking, meaning that it is mostly concerned with what is 

owed to respond to some unjust event which occurred in the past, the SCM is forward-looking, focussing 

on what would best promote a (more) just state of affairs in the future (Young, 2011, pp.108-9). 

Furthermore, political responsibility is a shared responsibility and therefore can only be discharged 

through collective action (Young, 2011, p. 110-113). It requires ‘public communicative engagement with 

others for the sake of organizing our relationships and coordinating our actions most justly’ (Young, 2011, 

p.112). One of the most controversial aspects of the SCM has been Young’s inclusion of victims. While 

some have objected that this verges on victim blaming (Gould, 2009), Young already has a response; on 

the SCM there is no blame (McKeown, 2021). Furthermore, Young contends that including victims is 

important as they have the greatest insight into their condition and it is important to recognize that they 

are agents too (Young, 2011, p. 146).  

In Chapter five of her book, Young (2011) proposes what she calls ‘parameters of reasoning’ 

which is useful for thinking about how to take up responsibility. The parameters of reasoning, of which 

she provides four are power, which relates to the ability to motivate change8; privilege, related to the 

relative privilege agents may hold in relation to unjust structures, equated to benefit; interest, which 

concerns whether change is in your interest and collective ability, by which Young means the ability to 

draw on some formal or informal mechanism to coordinate and focus action. For Young, these parameters 

affect the level of responsibility that different agents connected to the structure can have, and are useful 

for agents to think about what to do about a structural injustice (Young, 2011, pp. 144-147).  

 

In this chapter, I have outlined the central tenets of CAS relevant to this dissertation and Young’s theory of 

structural injustice, including the SCM of responsibility. The next chapter begins to bring CAS into 

engagement with Young by highlighting their main points of convergence.  

Chapter II - Where CAS scholars and Young find common ground 

In this chapter I seek to illuminate the main convergences between the field of CAS and Young’s theory of 

structural injustice and the social connection model (SCM) of responsibility. I will discuss the following 

convergences respectively; understanding of how injustices are produced, recognition of the agency of the 

oppressed, victimhood as a matter of degree, agency as constrained and distributed and, forward looking 

8 Young herself recognizes that including power as one of the parameters raises a problem, which is that those agents 
with significant power in relation to the unjust structures usually have an interest in their perpetuation. 
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elements. These overlaps matter as they provide the conceptual foundation for revising Young’s theory in 

the next chapter.  

 

2.1 The Production of Injustice  

Although CAS stresses a broader range of subjects of injustice and the importance of attending to their 

condition, a point which I will cover extensively in the next chapter, I argue that Young and CAS scholars 

share similar understandings on how injustices are produced. CAS stresses how interspecies injustices are 

produced systematically through non-criminal and normalized actions. Both emphasize the 

interconnectedness and role of cultural processes, social and political institutions; for Young, structural 

injustice is embedded within social, economic and political structures. Similarly, CAS stresses how 

exploitative practices against animals are ‘systemic and deeply embedded in our dominant economies, 

institutions, social routine and daily habits’ (Taylor & Twine, 2014, p.10). Both thus recognize how 

injustices can be produced beyond those produced through individual interaction and/or through the 

specific actions and policies of powerful actors and they have a similar understanding of the forces 

producing injustices that are structural. Furthermore, they both highlight the important role that economic 

structures play in perpetuating injustice (Meijer, 2023), although CAS is more explicit about the role of 

political economy and its critique of capitalism.  

 

2.2 Agency of the Oppressed 

Another aspect in which Young and CAS scholars find common ground is the recognition of the agency of 

the oppressed and what arises from this, namely the imperative to listen to, follow and work with those 

who suffer injustice (Young, 2011, p.146, Nocella et al., 2014, p.xxvii). As noted previously, Young 

includes the oppressed in political responsibility and affirms not just their victimhood, but also their 

agency. As McKeown (2021) writes, for Young this matters both epistemically, as it is victims that have 

the most knowledge and insights on/into their condition, but also politically as it is part of recognizing 

their agency in ongoing processes of change. CAS explicitly promotes solidarity and CAS scholars argue 

that animals do have agency as well as a voice (Donovan, 2006; Nocella et al., 2014, p.xxvii). Young and 

CAS scholars both recognize a form of political danger in denying the agency of those suffering 

injustices. Young writes that unless the victims themselves are involved in ameliorative efforts, 

well-meaning outsiders may inadvertently cause harm or implement ineffective reforms. As CAS scholar 

Stănescu (2025, pp.5-6) notes, the notion that animals are acted upon, but never act, necessitates the 

creation of new interpreters and translators who speak for animals and, overwhelmingly, what these 
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interpreters choose to interpret is that the animals consent to their abusive treatment and oppression. For 

CAS, the goal, however difficult this may be, “is to allow the animals the space and agency to resist their 

oppression and provide solidarity and support to help them” (Arrigoni et al., 2014, p.68). Although 

focusing on different (agential) victims, Young (2011, p.146) similarly contends that it is up to victims 

“though not them alone, to broadcast their situation and call it injustice.”  

 

2.3 Victimhood as a Matter of Degree 

Furthermore, both CAS scholars and Young reject the notion of victimhood as an all-or-nothing state 

(Meijer, 2023). Young (2011, p.146) contends that victims of structural injustice can also contribute to the 

structural processes that produce it. She discusses how sweatshop workers and owners of small companies 

are exploited, but also ‘usually (...) contribute to the structural processes that produce injustice’ (Young, 

2011, p.146). Similarly, CAS scholars recognize how victims of oppression may themselves be 

perpetrators of structural (socially-sanctioned) violence. An example that is frequently drawn upon is the 

oppression and suffering of workers in the animal slaughter industry (Eisnitz 2007; Gröling, 2014, p.91; 

Meijer, 2023), workers that in part make possible the killing of animals by virtue of doing it. Work in the 

meat-packing industry is accompanied by rampant psychological, physical and social consequences 

(Venable, 2016). Meat companies maintain appalling conditions and rely on the classed and racialised 

position of workers - often poor, racialised as inferior, male, and increasingly undocumented migrants 

(Muller, 2018). For much of the last quarter of the twentieth century the illness and injury rate of workers 

was higher in slaughterhouses than in any other industry (Broadway and Stull, 2008, p.28). As Pedersen 

& Stanescu (2014, p.268) write, for CAS scholars ‘the difference between the structural violence to the 

human slaughterhouse worker engaged in the disassembly lines is a difference in degree (but not of kind) 

to the structural violence rendered around the bodies of the animals who represent the slaughterhouse end 

“product”.’  

 

2.4 Constrained and Distributed Agency 

Besides understanding victimhood as a matter of degree, both Young and CAS scholars also view the 

agency of those implicated in structural processes as constrained rather than absolute, and distributed 

rather than concentrated in single actors (Twine, 2012, p.15). For Young (2011, pp. 53) this means that 

social structures, which she posits form the background conditions for the actions of individuals, can 

enable or constrain actions. Similarly, CAS scholar and sociologist Cudworth (2014, p.5) posits that we 

must understand agency - i.e. the options for actions - as socially structured rather than a capacity that 
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humans and/or animal others possess. Young (2011, pp.53-55) differentiates between two objectively 

constraining facets, that is the material world we inhabit and legal and social rules. This section is divided 

in a discussion on material constraints and then one on legal and social constraints. Building on Jean-Paul 

Sartre, Young (2011, pp. 53-4) shows how the accumulated effects of past praxis has left its mark on the 

physical world, opening some possibilities for present and future action and foreclosing others. In Young’s 

paraphrasing of Sartre, she notes how almost all matter that we encounter is marked by culture, human 

projects, and human decisions. Many of the actions whose material consequences we experience today 

were performed in the past, thus, although materialized, ‘​​we experience this praxis passively, as having 

objective properties of its own, which may or may not correspond to our current projects and goals’ 

(Young, 2011, p.54). Cudworth (2014, p.30) notes how the lives of most farmed animals are tightly 

constrained by structures of oppressive power. Collings (p.5) highlights the functioning of borders in 

maintaining a system that requires rendering bodies of sentient beings into products. These borders 

include material borders, such as the human-constructed fences or cages farmed animals are born into that 

are meant to contain them.  

For Young, besides the material world, institutional and social rules are also objectively 

constraining. She notes how these are partly made up of legal rules, but mainly of more implicit rules that 

people follow for different reasons; through habit, because they feel constrained to do so by others or 

because they perceive advantage themselves by doing so. We do not have to look far to see how legal rules 

can be constraining for nonhuman animals, as animal-subordination is quite literally written into the law, 

to which I return in Chapter IV. Social norms also enable and constrain actors because people behave as 

though they are real (McKeown, 2021). In the example of meat production, CAS scholars turn our 

attention to the objective constraints (in Young’s terms) experienced by those who consume the flesh (and 

other “products”) of nonhuman animals. In a similar fashion to Young, CAS scholars challenge discourses 

of choice as they de-socialise and personalise eating practices in an attempt to depoliticize them. Jenkins 

and Twine explain how it is the normative environment that steers people in the direction of particular 

hegemonic eating practices. This fits Young’s conceptualization of ‘channels’ (borrowed from Jeffery 

Reiman) created by social-structural processes guiding and constraining the actions of individuals in 

certain directions. Jenkins and Twine note how consuming animals is part of a set of normalised values 

and ontological distinctions of the carnistic culture we are born into. Carnism, as introduced by CAS 

scholar Melanie Joy (2010), is a sub-ideology of speciesism that legitimizes the consumption of certain 

animals as food. Before we encounter the animal product the carnistic system already obstructs our 

empathy that would otherwise disable the system (Joy & Weitzenfeld, 2014). Jenkins and Twine argue 

that the consumption of animals is the path of least resistance, as the violent relation of ‘non-relation’ to 
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our fellow creatures is given to us by the ‘social world in which our selves emerge’ (Jenkins & Twine, 

2014, p.236). This is not to say that people would not be able to act counter to this, indeed vegans are 

living proof of the possibility of individuals going against the dominant norm. Young also notes that to say 

that structures constrain does not mean that they eliminate freedom. But as Jenkins & Twine (2014, p.237) 

write, voluntarily ordering a hamburger does mask a profound loss of freedom, namely the ‘inability to 

encounter the cow as a moral other and the unintelligibility of that animal’s death’. 

 

2.5 Forward-Looking Elements  

The last commonality I consider between CAS and Young’s theory of structural injustice (including the 

SCM) are its forward-looking elements. One of CAS central tenets is that theoretical understanding must 

be grounded in, and geared towards, practical application, committed to theory for the sake of total 

liberation, not for theory‘s sake alone (Best, 2009,  p.19; Joy & Weitzenfeld, 2014). This is to bring about 

real change in individual lives. As we have seen, Young's conceptualization of political responsibility is 

pre-dominantly forward-looking. This is not to say that both CAS scholars and Young disregard the 

importance of looking back, they both look back, but possibly to varying degrees. Young contends that for 

the project of transforming processes that produce structural injustice, looking backward is necessary to 

understand how structural processes produce and reproduce, which requires a historical awareness of how 

they have come about and operated in the past into the future. For Young (2011, p.109) this is important to 

help us see the relationships between particular actions, practices, and policies as well as structural 

outcomes. In a similar fashion, CAS argues that one cannot change a world one cannot deeply understand 

(Best, 2009, p.28). CAS challenges structural violence accompanied by a broader historical and 

sociological critique of its sources in capitalism and other dominating social structures, taking shape in 

awareness of historically-constructed ideologies and systems of power and domination. ​  

 

In this chapter, I have highlighted the commonalities between CAS and Young’s structural injustice 

theory. In the next chapter, I look at how Young’s theory needs to be revised in order to account for 

multispecies injustice.  
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Chapter III - CAS revisions of Young: Towards a Multispecies Structural Injustice 

Framework 

In this chapter I seek to revise Young’s theory of structural injustice, including the social connection 

(SCM) model of responsibility, to account for multispecies structures of injustice. This is imperative as 

Young’s framework could provide a powerful framework for analysing the oppression and domination 

experienced by nonhuman animals. Yet, it was developed with human subjects in mind, and currently 

does not explicitly account for the ways in which nonhuman animals are embedded within and affected by 

and structural processes. This limitation is significant, because many contemporary structures of injustice 

are multispecies in nature. Furthermore, developing a multispecies SCM could provide CAS with a theory 

of political responsibility which it currently lacks. Using insights from CAS, I argue for two revisions. 

The first revision extends Young’s framework beyond the human by reformulating/rethinking the concepts 

of social groups, agency and voice in non-humanist terms. Most attention is given to this revision, as it is 

arguably the most important one. The second revision concerns the normative horizon of political 

responsibility. I argue that CAS could provide a multispecies SCM with a more developed normative 

commitment to justice. 

 

3.1 Extension Beyond the Human 

Arguably, the most important revision of Young’s framework is the extension beyond the human animal. 

In the previous chapter I pointed out how CAS stresses a broader range of subjects of injustice than 

Young; I am returning to this point now. Doing so first requires mapping the subjects of injustice Young 

and CAS are concerned with. As explained previously, the explicit focus of CAS lies on animals, 

specifically on their circumstances and treatment; CAS is then concerned with the exploitation, oppression 

and domination of the animal (Taylor & Twine, 2014). The animal also includes the human animal. 

Within Young’s framework of structural injustice, the sole focus lies on structures of injustice that result 

in the oppression and/or domination of humans, or she at least only analyses them in relation to humans9. 

Her framework was thought out with humans in mind and does not explicitly account for the possibility of 

nonhuman animals as subjects of injustice. This becomes apparent when we take a closer look at Young’s 

conceptualization of domination and oppression, which for her constitute injustice10. For Young, 

10 From here I choose to stick with oppression as Young recognizes that those who are oppressed are also dominated, 
though everyone who is dominated does not necessarily need to be oppressed (Young, 1990, p. 38). 

9 It is important to keep in mind that Young’s work was not finished by the time she passed. Even though she never 
explored the possibility that beings beyond the human animal can be subject to oppression and domination and can 
be victims of structural injustice, she also never precluded this possibility. Furthermore, Young, to my knowledge, 
also allowed for the possibility that others whom she did not identify directly may be oppressed (Greun, p.194). 
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oppression is a phenomenon to which social groups can be subjected; and a social group is a collective of 

persons, where persons refers to humans. Young also only considers how human individuals can shape, 

and be embedded within, social-structural processes that result in structural injustice.  

Whether Young saw nonhuman animals as ontologically and/or morally irrelevant to the domain 

of (in)justice remains unclear, but her exclusive focus on human animals remains problematic from a CAS 

perspective. Solely focussing on humans as the subject of injustice, while nonhuman animals clearly also 

experience (structural) injustice, is rooted in anthropocentrism, privileging the experiences and lives of 

humans, as well as their moral considerability. Furthermore, as scholars in the field of CAS argue, 

nonhuman animals too shape and are shaped by the social world they inhabit (Meijer, 2023). Humans are 

thus not the sole agents affecting social structures, yet Young's framework marginalizes the participation 

of animal others in society by ignoring it. CAS’s most important contribution here would be the extension 

of Youngs’ framework beyond the human to account for multispecies structures of injustice. This is also 

imperative as structures of injustice are often multispecies - even though most extant philosophers 

applying Young's framework still do not treat them as such. McKeown (2024), Godoy (2017), and Lu 

(2011), for example, have applied Young's framework to climate change and colonialism, structures of 

injustice that are clearly also multispecies, although they leave these dimensions unaddressed. The 

inclusion of nonhuman animals and animality in Youngs’ framework would be the most important 

revision that aligns with CAS’s project of subverting anthropocentric assumptions in intersectional theory 

and related fields. The question that remains now is whether Young’s framework can accommodate this 

extension, I argue that it can.  

In the following sections I will turn to three concepts central to Young’s framework, namely, 

social groups, agency and voice. Since Young understands structural injustice in terms of oppression and 

domination, and contends that it is social groups that are subjected to these processes, it is necessary to 

consider whether and how social groups can include nonhuman animals. I will argue that Young's 

conception of the social groups is relevant for thinking about nonhuman animals and specifically about 

inter- and intraspecies groups. I then argue that, although Young implicitly focuses on human agency, her 

conceptualization of agency within structures can also accommodate nonhuman animal agency. Finally, I 

argue that the SCM’s commitment to public communicative efforts, requires a multispecies understanding 

of voice that takes seriously various forms of communication from and with, rather than about, nonhuman 

animals.  
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3.1.1 Nonhuman social groups 

As explained previously, for Young, oppression is experienced by human social groups. Though, as others 

have argued, Young’s definition of a social group leaves space to include groups beyond the human, as 

under Young’s conception, social groups are constructed through social processes, which is also the case 

for nonhuman animal groups (Dubeau, 2020; Gruen, 2009). In her analysis, Gruen argues that the entire 

pool of nonhuman animals can be thought of as one group, akin to the human social groups Young 

described. However, I contend that this is unhelpful for thinking about interspecies injustice, as nonhuman 

animals are not a monolithic group. CAS scholars point to the existence of a zoological scale, which 

privileges some species of animals (e.g. pets) over others (e.g. livestock and poultry), and there are often 

vested interests in allowing some animals to be in higher proximity to the humanity side of the 

animality–humanity continuum11 (Fitzgerald & Taylor, 2014, p.173-80). A more helpful approach might 

be Dubeau’s (2020), who attends to both intra- and interspecies differences, arguing that that enables us to 

better identify the constitutive relationships that generate interspecies oppression.  

Young defines subsets of human groups in her analysis of social groups; these are considered 

intraspecies groups; groups that recognize the diversity that exists between individuals of a particular 

species. Dubeau (2020) invites us to consider how intraspecies group differentiation can also be relevant 

beyond the human. Consider the site of the dairy industry in which the female cow faces more severe 

oppression along the axes of exploitation while the male cow (often only calf) endures heightened 

marginalization. Another example would be the difference in position occupied by household dogs or 

dogs that are violently and invasively employed by the police. Dubeau (2020) argues that interspecies 

groups; bundles of individuals from two or more species, also matter. Young (1990, p.48) also notes how 

members of a social group may not ‘share a common nature’, they are ‘multiple, cross- cutting, fluid and 

shifting’ (Young 1990, p. 48), but they can be subject to oppression insofar as they are identifiable to those 

in positions of power. Consider the position of animals raised for industrialized slaughter: the cow, 

chicken and pig labor in a similar fashion to increase in size only for its flesh to become a commodity that 

is never actually owned by them. One of the virtues of Young’s approach is that it recognizes that there 

are different kinds of groups that are constructed for different reasons in different contexts and that 

oppression will operate differently given these social facts.  

11 E.g. the construction of carnivorous family members provides important markets for the industry’s 
(by-)products.  
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3.1.2 Nonhuman animal agency  

Within Young's theory of structural injustice she stresses the interplay between agency and structures; 

structures are reproduced through the actions of individuals and actions are always shaped by 

socio-historical conditions. It is implicit that she focuses on human agency, however, drawing on CAS, I 

argue that this agency need not be reserved for humans. A commonly held assumption is that nonhuman 

animals are not subjects, but objects lacking agency. CAS however stresses that nonhuman animals do 

have agency and understands the animal as an actor producing interspecies relationships (Birke, 2014, 

p.80). Scholars such as Collings (2021) chronicle how nonhuman animals fight against their own 

oppression all the time, from escaping from slaughterhouses to sabotaging the tools of their oppression 

and destroying the property that confines them, thereby demonstrating intentionality and resistance. Eva 

Meijer (2023) similarly notes how nonhuman animals exercise agency and actively contribute to and/or 

shape relationships with others, including social and political relationships. However, as CAS scholars 

also note, within this social system of species relations centred on human domination, the agency of 

nonhuman animals is limited (Cudworth, 2014, p.30). While for example farmed animals can be 

understood as agentic beings, the structures of oppressive power tightly constrain their agency. However, 

as discussed in the previous chapter, Young also understands agency as constrained rather than absolute, 

so her framework would still be fitting and helpful here. That being said, it is clear that humans are not the 

only agents affecting social structures, although more ethological and biological research might be 

required to gain a better understanding of nonhuman animal agency in social structures (Meijer, 2023), 

also in concrete situations.  

 

3.1.3 Nonhuman animal voice  

Since the SCM demands public communicative engagement between different actors, a multi-species 

extension of the model appears to raise difficulties. If political responsibility requires communication and 

participation, then a multispecies SCM depends upon some form of multispecies communication. 

However, nonhuman animals are frequently characterized as ‘voiceless’ and excluded from the realm of 

language, and therefore viewed as incapable of communication. If this attribution holds any truth, it 

appears impossible to include nonhuman animals in political responsibility. Here, I will engage with the 

objection that humans have a legitimate monopoly on language, and that therefore a multispecies SCM 

would collapse. 

The view that only humans possess the ability to speak has deep roots in Western philosophy 

specifically. Within this tradition, language has always been defined as a human enterprise and 

19 



 

philosophers like Descartes, Kant and Heidegger even view language as the defining characteristic of 

humans (Meijer, 2019). Even within animal advocacy (whether within movements or ethics), stories and 

paradigms circulate that prevent us from encountering other animals as communicators, often operating 

from the vantage point that nonhuman animals are “voiceless” (Arrigoni et al., 2014, p.65 & Thomsen et 

al., 2023). For example, Peter Singer (1975) in his book Animal Liberation12 assures his readers that 

Animal Liberation has a lot of “handicaps” in comparison with other liberation movements as ‘we have to 

speak up on behalf of those who cannot speak for themselves’ (1975, p.7).  

CAS scholars, however, remind us that defining language and the ability to speak as exclusively 

human is rooted in the violent animal-human binary. It does not refer to a biological or universal truth, 

rather, it is a Western cultural construction that is deeply rooted in anthropocentrism and shaped by power 

relations (Meijer, 2019, p.16). Indeed, although common, the notion that nonhuman animals cannot speak 

is a false one. As some biologists and cognitive ethologists have shown (and CAS scholars also 

emphasize); nonhuman animals have rich and meaningful social and emotional lives, including complex 

and nuanced ways of communicating with members of their own and other species13 (Meijer, 2019, p. 5). 

Important to note is that nonhuman animals not only speak through sounds, but also communicate through 

color, scent, and movement (Meijer, 2025, pp.179-80). Consider African bees who use scents to summon 

the whole swarm for an attack or Caribbean reef squid speak with their skin14 (Meijer, 2023; Moynihan, 

1991; Slobodchikoff, 2012)15.  

Critics might still contend that these forms of communication do not constitute language in the 

human sense. However, this position takes human language as the blueprint against which all other forms 

of communication must be measured. Multispecies communication then only becomes possible in 

correspondence to the human subject, not on other animals' own terms, which is deeply problematic and 

humanist. Who can speak and/or who is seen as capable of language, is always a political question. This is 

also true for humans (think of Spivak’s famous question: Can the subaltern speak?), as, like CAS scholars 

also point out, the “human” always has a false claim on the universal16. Thus, to echo the words of Eva 

16 Young herself also recognizes this; she sheds light on how marginalized human groups have often expressed 
themselves in ways that are not recognised as proper forms of political speech. 

15 Important to note is that the growing body of research about the languages and expressions of other animals 
indicates that humans are now only beginning to scratch the surface in terms of understanding the different ways that 
animals communicate.  

14 Biologist Moynihan (1991) argues that the visual patterns, together with the postures squid use to create meaning, 
constitute a proper language, with nouns, verbs, adjectives, and adverbs. 

13 As Meijer (2023) notes, this also includes humans, as nonhuman animals also speak to humans and vice versa. 
Consider countries that have had dogs as their king, where humans had to be able to interpret canine voices and 
actions.  

12 One of the most influential works in the field of Animal Studies (AS) in which Singer articulated what can be 
considered the most canonized argument for the equal consideration to animal others.  
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Meijer (in Sudewo, 2025), rather than measuring nonhuman communication according to “human” 

standards, the richness and complexity of the expressions of nonhuman animals that we now know of 

require us to rethink language from the ground up. A multispecies SCM therefore does not collapse 

because nonhuman animals may lack human language. Rather, it becomes possible through recognizing 

multispecies communication on animals’ own terms and through rethinking political voice beyond 

anthropocentric understandings of language. 

Furthermore, as CAS scholars posits, just because the voices of nonhuman animals can perhaps 

not be fully understood by humans, it must be respected regardless (Donovan, 2006; Nocella et al., 2014, 

p.xxvii). When we think about other animals as incapable of presenting their perspectives to humans, this 

reinforces the anthropocentric notion that other animals are just waiting for humans to phrase what they 

are feeling. A conception of solidarity that moves beyond the simplistic politics of “speaking for those 

who cannot speak” is necessary as imposed liberation can disempower the subaltern community (Arrigoni 

et al., 2014, p.67), something Young (2011, p.146) also recognizes. As animals are subjects with their 

own perspectives and express what they are feeling all the time, it is not sufficient for epistemological or 

normative reasons to suggest that humans must interfere on their behalf and take charge of their lives 

(Meijer, 2019). Humans need to reformulate the political and social relationships that we have with other 

animals with them. As Meijer (2023) notes, the inclusion of nonhuman animal voices into processes of 

deliberation will make them more demanding, but it remains necessary for reasons of justice. In Chapter 

IV I will begin to scratch the surface on the question of how.  

 

3.2 (In)justice  

The second and final revision centers on the normative commitment to justice. Within her framework, 

Young does not develop a positive conception of justice. CAS however, openly avows its explicit ethical 

and practical commitment to ‘the freedom and well-being of all animals and to a flourishing planet’ (Best, 

2009, p.12). Through a discussion of Young’s and CAS’s conception (or absence thereof) of justice, I 

argue that CAS can provide a normative commitment to justice within a multispecies SCM. More 

specifically, on this model, CAS can help specify a normative horizon toward which discharging political 

responsibility could be aimed.  

Young posits that agents who contribute to processes producing injustice share a political 

responsibility for justice. However, she did not truly develop an account of what justice means. Young 

repeatedly talks about how agents connected to structural injustice have the responsibility to do something 

about it, but she alternates between varying formulations about what this must bring about, including 
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‘responsibility for remedying that injustice’, ‘rectivifying structural injustice’ and trying to ‘undermine 

injustice’. Her formulations carry different weight and implications; remedying implies mitigation, 

rectifying implies correction and undermining may only mean weakening unjust structures. In the same 

chapter she also refers to agents hypothetically trying to change structural processes, ‘in order to make 

them less unjust’. McKeown (2021) also notes how, in general, structural injustice theory is more 

concerned with diagnosing injustice rather than specifying what justice looks like.  

CAS, however, is explicitly committed to multi-species justice and offers a more substantive 

normative orientation. As expressed in principle five, CAS advances an orientation that seeks to 

‘dismantle all structures of exploitation, domination, oppression, torture, killing, and power in favor of 

decentralizing and democratizing society at all levels and on a global basis’ (Nochella et al., 2014, 

p.xxvii). CAS openly avows ethical and practical commitment to end oppression and domination through 

a total liberation framework which promotes, and grasps the need for, human, animal, and earth liberation 

through comprehensive, though diverse, struggle (Best, 2009; Nochella et al., 2014).  

​ I argue that this difference matters for multispecies SCM of responsibility for at least two reasons. 

I will provide some examples specific to CAS to illustrate my points.  

First, I argue that specifying the transformative commitments that should inform actions, which 

Young leaves open, matters as the end structures the means and vice versa; it shapes imagination around 

transformation and what forms of collective action are deemed (il)legitimate which also determines how 

actors are affected by it. The example of the often strained relationship between animal rights movements 

(ARMs) and human labourers17, exemplifies the relevance of a commitment to total liberation. The ARM 

has implemented tactics that ‘treat workers in animal agriculture as scapegoats’, including for example 

undercover investigations exposing animal cruelty, which often results in the punishment of marginalized 

human workers (Huget, 2021). Similarly, Valentine (2021) posits that the animal advocacy movement has 

a history of relying on carceral veganism18. It predominantly does this through legislation enforcing 

anti-cruelty laws that are often over-applied to low-income immigrant communities. Adopting a total 

liberation horizon can help illuminate the structures of oppression experienced and shared by both human 

and nonhuman labourers working and dying within these necropolitical facilities (Mcneill, 2024). Under 

such a commitment, one cannot pursue the liberation of animals through strategies that reproduce the 

oppression of human workers.  

18 Valentine (2021) defines this as a form of veganism that uses the state to protect animals through violent means 
which place workers in the meatpacking plants at heightened risk of imprisonment and deportation. 

17 Huget (2021) notes how workers in the animal agriculture industry are often seen, at best, as obstacles to be 
overcome in the service of animal liberation and, at worst, as enemies of the animal liberation project.  
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Secondly, Young’s formulation of making structures ‘less unjust’ could entail many different 

things, including reforms that only change structures at the very margins. ​ Consider “animal 

welfarists” campaigns that advocate for changes such as going cage-free or eliminating practices like 

routine tail docking. While such reforms may take animals out of cages, they do not fundamentally 

oppose the exploitation of animals, but seek to make oppression more comfortable, a form of patronising 

compassion. These demands would also not be considered legitimate if political responsibility needs to be 

discharged towards ending oppression and domination. This matters as, like others have also argued, such 

reforms fail to bring about social change for nonhuman animals and divert attention away from the 

systematic injustices they suffer on a daily basis (Nibert, 2017). 

CAS could thus provide a multispecies SCM with a more developed normative commitment to 

justice, which orients action toward the abolition of oppression and domination and the structures 

producing it within a total liberation framework. Rather than offering a fixed blueprint for what justice 

must look like, CAS still emphasizes that struggles for liberation remain collective, situated, and attentive 

to the voices, interests, and agency of those affected.  

 

In this chapter, I have revised Young’s theory of structural injustice using the insights from CAS. In the 

next chapter, I will apply the revised framework to the case of the animal agriculture industry as a form of 

multispecies global structural injustice. ​ ​  

Chapter IV - Case Study: Animal Agriculture Industry 

In this final chapter, I apply the framework of multispecies structural injustice to the animal agriculture 

industry (AAI)19. I chose to focus on the AAI for several reasons: (1), because the industry enables the 

exploitation of the majority of animals used for human ends and the enormity of animal suffering only 

continues to build to the most severe and dire levels; (2), because it provides a clear and common case of 

human domination over nonhuman life; (3), because of its profound ecological, environmental and climate 

impacts20, (4), because it harms both human and nonhuman animals; and finally, (5), because it shares 

important parallels with Young’s own example of the global garment industry.  

I will start by mapping the victims of the AAI, devoting greater attention to those who only 

become visible through the revised framework. Then, I will turn to discuss the structural processes 

20 Although the theoretical focus of this thesis does not lie with these considerations, the enormous environmental 
pressure associated with animal agriculture does very much add to the political and practical urgency of 
challenging/confronting the industry. As Best (2009, p.34) argues, we are at a critical historical juncture and what 
we do, or fail to do, determines the fate of biodiversity and of both current and future generations.  

19 From now on I will use the acronym AAI when referring to the animal agriculture industry 

23 



 

through which injustices within the AAI are reproduced. I conclude with some remarks on political 

responsibility on the revised multi-species SCM, which can be useful for thinking about political 

responsibility for the AAI and beyond. I do not aim to provide a comprehensive analysis of the AAI, but 

rather a brief and selective application of the revised framework that has illustrative potential regarding 

what it could visibilize and imply.  

 

4.1 Subjects of Injustice  

First I am going to show you how nonhuman animals (as well as certain humans) are oppressed in this 

industry. We do not have to look far to see how injustices within the AAI are rampant. Yet, without a 

revised framework of structural injustice, the most immediate subjects of injustice, namely nonhuman 

animals, specifically those categorized as “farmed” animals, would, despite the enormous scale, slip 

through the analysis. More than 100 billion animals are killed each year for their meat and other animal 

products, of whom 94% grow up in confined spaces (Ritchie & Roser, 2024). The revised multispecies 

framework of structural injustice allows us to see the enormity of animal suffering affecting billions upon 

billions of lives that would otherwise, under analyses centered solely on human subjects, remain invisible. 

Using Young’s five faces of oppression enables us to see how both interspecies (e.g. female dairy cows) 

and intraspecies groups (e.g. “farmed” animals) of animals trapped in the AAI suffer oppression (thus 

injustices) across all five faces.  

First, exploitation21, which can easily be extended to the condition of farmed animals, whose 

bodies, reproductive capacities and labour are continuously extracted without any remuneration. Some 

interspecies groupings, such as female dairy cows, face further intensified exploitation due to their 

reproductive capacity. Second, farmed animals face marginalization22, which is exemplified through 

practices such as “chicken culling”; the process by which male and unhealthy female chickens are 

immediately ground up upon hatching, as they are of no value to industrialised egg facilities. Third, 

animals confined in factory farms experience profound powerlessness23, being denied authority over even 

23 To be powerless, according to Young (1990, p.56), is to be denied the opportunity and authority to make decisions 
that influence one’s own life and actions, to be inhibited in the development of one’s capacities and, ultimately, to be 
subjected to disrespectful treatment because of one’s status. 

22 Marginalisation is a condition experienced by those who are categorised as disposable - marginals are the people 
the system of labour cannot use or will not use (Young, 1990, p. 53). This expulsion of an entire group from social 
life can lead to them becoming ‘potentially subjected to severe material deprivation and even extermination’ (Young, 
1990, p. 53). Young (1990, p.53) contends that this is perhaps the most dangerous form of oppression.​   

21 Refers to a form of oppression that occurs through a process by which the results of the labour of one social group 
are transferred to benefit another, without comparable remuneration (Young, 1990, p. 49). The energies of the 
have-nots are continuously expended to ‘maintain and augment the power, status, and wealth of the haves’, 
reproducing a relation of domination between them (Young, 1990, p. 50).​   
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the most basic aspects of their lives, such as movement, reproduction or interaction with others (Gruen, 

2009). Forth, farmed animals face cultural imperialism24 as anthropocentrism and carnism, renders the 

experiences and subjectivity of farmed animals, invisible within society. Lastly, the amount and degrees of 

violence25 routinely perpetrated against farmed animals is, as Jones (2015) notes, ubiquitous and 

unspeakable, it includes slaughter, mutilation, forced insemination, confinement, and other routine 

practices. Within this industry female and feminised animals used for breeding can be seen to incur the 

most severe forms of physical violence; they are bred, incarcerated, raped and killed at a massive scale 

(Cudworth, 2014, p.31). Furthermore, according to Young (1990, p.62), the oppressive character of 

violence exists in the context that makes acts of violence possible and acceptable; every aspect of animal 

farming is both socially and legally accepted in our society. Nonhuman animals are thus routinely 

subjected to Youngian oppression within the AAI, although they are not alone.  

As already touched upon in both Chapter II and III, the slaughterhouse workers who directly 

contribute to the exploitation and killing of animals, are themselves also exploited in the AAI, and their 

interests are disregarded too, in a structure that values profit above lives (Meijer, 2023). Another example 

is the destruction of rainforests and other ecosystems in the Amazon, which are the habitats of human 

indigenous communities, to grow soy for animal feed (Meijer, 2023). ​ ​  

​ ​  

4.2 Reproduction of Unjust Structures   

I have just shown how nonhuman animals are oppressed within the AAI and should therefore be 

considered victims of structural injustice in this industry. Here, I will explicate the various ways in which 

actors within the AAI are constrained and how social-structural processes (resulting in oppression and 

domination of many fellow beings) are codified at economic, cultural, and institutional levels within the 

AAI.  

From Chapter I, we know that structural injustices are reproduced through the actions of many 

differently situated actors. Within the AAI this includes, but is not limited to, large meat and dairy 

corporations, governments, consumers, farmers and investors. These actors occupy different positions 

across the social scheme; for example, the position of one of the 14 billionaires within the family that 

owns Cargill26 starkly differs from a consumer buying a burger. Similar to Young’s discussion of 

26 Cargill is one of the world’s five largest meat and dairy companies (Watanabe, 2021) 

25 The fifth face of oppression is violence, more specifically, systemic violence. According to Young (1990, p.61), 
violence is systemic, and thus a form of oppression, when it is directed at members of a social group because they 
are members of that social group. 

24 Cultural imperialism refers to the process by which the dominant meanings in society render the experience, or 
subjectivity of one group, invisible within society, while at the same time stereotyping this group and marking them 
out as the Other (Young, 1990, p.58)​   
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multinational retailers within the global garment industry, CAS scholars have pointed out the particularly 

powerful position of corporate actors as well as the (capitalist-friendly) state, its apparatuses and the 

mainstream media within the AAI (Barca & Nibert, 2020; Nibert, 2003; Twine, 2012). Young (2011, 

p.148) notes how ‘agents with significant power in relation to the unjust structures usually have an interest 

in their perpetuation’ and how they, when they can, will enact their purposes27 for their own benefit. 

Within the AAI it is very clear how certain very powerful actors have vested interests in the 

commodification of nonhuman animals for food; in 2024, the meat industry made nearly $300 billion in 

revenue combined in the U.S. alone (Scott-Reid, 2025). Between 2015 and 2020, global meat and dairy 

companies also received over 478 billion US dollars in backing investment firms, banks, and pension 

funds around the globe. These vested interests also help explain the various tactics28 employed by 

powerful entities aimed at normalizing and rationalizing the violence inflicted upon certain nonhuman 

animals, in order to render them consumable (Fitzgerald and Taylor, 2014).  

However, even the agency of these powerful actors can be understood as constrained within the 

wider structure. Twine (2012, p.20) notes that while, on the one hand, the animal-industrial complex 

points to powerful alliances striving to maintain a hegemonic position within the global economy, ‘it 

would be a mistake arguably to overplay the degree of control that particular actors and actor-networks 

are assumed to have.’ The basis of these vested interests also lies in the structuring of the political 

economy itself. While these particular powerful actors ought to be held accountable, this will not tackle 

the wider economic structure in which they operate. CAS stresses that much of the answer to why so 

many animals are exploited is found in the way in which ‘animal industries are embedded in a capitalistic 

fabric’ (Noske, 1989, p.22).  Similarly, Young (2011, p. 148) notes how the global capitalist system, of 

which the global garment industry is part, produces structural injustices.  

The reproduction of unjust structures cannot solely be understood in terms of economic 

structures: legal rules, cultural norms and the material world also play important roles (Cudworth, 2014). 

In much of the ‘Western world’, nonhuman animals are legally classified as property, enabling their 

28 Fitzgerald & Taylor (2014) show, through their examination of meat exporters’ websites and consumer 
advertisements, how both market a sanitized version of production; concealing the process through which living 
animals are turned into dead “products” and using “happy-animal” discourses often accompanied by rhetoric of 
“naturalness” serving to normalize the production and consumption processes of animal-derived food product. 
Another example is visible in the response of industry groups to people who challenge the commodity status of 
nonhuman animals. Potter (2018) shows that industry groups in the 1980s made up the label “eco-terrorist” to move 
“radicals”, including the Animal Liberation Front, out of the moral high ground and recast them as threats rather 
than heroes. Corporations used this language relentlessly in media campaigns, the press repeated it, lobby groups 
pushed it into congressional debate and it eventually worked its way into the top levels of government. ​  
 

27 Of which she contends the injustice that structures produce are often a predictable outcome 
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transformation into embodied commodities (Allen & Wyatt, 2024; Torres, 2007). Governments that 

reproduce unjust background conditions, through upholding the property status of animals can also be 

said to be constrained by the structuring of the political economy. They are to a certain extent incumbent 

to please the economic elite in order to stay in power (Boillat et al., 2012 ).  

Not only is turning corpses into cuisine legal, it is also widely socially accepted. Eating animals 

remains the dominant cultural practice and as noted in Chapter II, carnism conditions human consumers 

to eat (certain) animals (Joy & Weitzenfeld, 2014). The vast mythology surrounding the consumption of 

animals is that it is necessary, normal and natural (Joy, 2010).  

Materially, the industry is organized around infrastructures of confinement and slaughter, 

nonhuman animals are born into cages and feedlots that control their mobility and reproduction. Much of 

the material world we inhabit also keeps institutionalized violence out of the public eye; e.g. many of the 

slaughterhouses are located at the physical edges of society (Fitzgerald & Taylor, 2014, p.164). This 

further perpetuates consumer ignorance of what is actually on their plates (Joy & Weitzenfeld, 2014; 

Gröling, 2014, p.95).​  ​  

 

4.3 Notes on Responsibility for Multispecies Justice  

What follows from the previous analysis is that actors connected to the AAI share a collective 

responsibility to address this concrete case of structural injustice. On a revised SCM informed by CAS 

this responsibility is oriented towards total liberation. At the same time, this is also where CAS can benefit 

from structural injustice theory, as the SCM provides both a theory and an argument for responsibility, 

explaining how it is grounded in structural processes and how it might be distributed among differently 

situated actors across the social scheme. Now, determining responsibilities for those connected to AAI, is 

not a task I, or anyone else, could take on individually; on the SCM, responsibilities need to be 

determined collectively, just like they need to be discharged collectively. There are, however, some notes, 

reflections and possible points of departure I would like to raise that could provide some guidance as to 

how I think this could work.  

As established in the previous chapter, a multispecies SCM is attentive to the agency and voices 

of those affected and humans need to transform unjust structures with other animals. This requires 

multispecies communicative efforts, however, current political and practical factors pose challenges to 

realizing this. Firstly, many nonhuman animals are considered to be silent due to the ontological 

distinctions produced by anthropocentrism (Meijer, 2025). The development of new conversations with 

nonhuman animals requires us to recognize how they have been expressing themselves all along and 
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taking multispecies deliberation seriously (which includes recognizing existing multispecies dialogues as 

dialogues). Power relations shape who is heard and whose interests (often those aligned with the ruling 

class of the day) are deemed politically relevant. Meijer (2025) notes how, in order to have new and better 

conversations with nonhuman animals, whose voices have often been contextually silenced in many social 

and political structures, humans are required to take a step back and listen. It is through listening that we 

can come to learn about the perspectives of those with whom we must imagine and build just futures. 

Listening is not simply a virtue, under the SCM it is a political responsibility as it is necessary for 

multispecies processes of deliberation.  

Another challenge that arises is that the practices within the AAI have almost fully disabled 

nonhuman animal voices and agency through their enforced separation from humans. Many humans are 

not able to meet, become familiar with, and become acquainted with farmed animals intimately (Thomsen 

et al., 2023). Political responsibilities for humans connected to the AAI therefore should also include 

literally creating more space for nonhuman animals to express themselves. There are already some 

smale-scale examples29 of spaces being created that provide the opportunity for us to learn about how they 

can, and wish, to live and how we might live better together.  

 Furthermore, although the agency of farmed animals is tightly constrained, there are still 

instances in which farmed animals resist; for example when they refuse compliance or when they attempt, 

and sometimes succeed to, cross material borders through escape (Colling 2021). Political responsibility 

also requires us to be responsive to their resistance and the agency that they do exercise. 

Something else that we can learn from what we have discussed so far is that disentangling 

corporate interests should also be part of discharging our political responsibility. Powerful actors remain 

quiet and are reluctant to change as they have a material stake in the status quo, which is embedded in the 

organization of the political economy. If the injustices suffered by animals in the AAI is for a large part 

driven by capitalism, working towards multispecies justice requires confronting and ultimately 

dismantling these economic relations. Moreover, the normative horizon is animal liberation (through 

ending domination and oppression), which can never come about as long as global capitalism persists 

(Kowalczyk, 2014).  

Conclusion  

Young’s conceptualization of structural injustice as the cumulative and often unintended outcome of 

normal everyday activities that results in the oppression or domination of certain groups, offers a powerful 

29 See relevant research in animal sanctuaries such as VINE sanctuary, which is a sanctuary for formerly farmed 
animals (Blatterner et al., 2020).  
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framework to analyze and understand the injustices faced by nonhuman animals. Both Young and CAS 

recognize that injustice is produced through economic structures, cultural processes and social and 

political institutions.  Yet, Young’s framework remains limited due to its anthropocentric assumptions. It 

was developed with humans in mind, even though humans are not the sole agents that shape and are 

shaped by structural processes. Nonhuman animals, too, participate in and are affected by the social world 

they inhabit.  

In this dissertation, I have argued that CAS can help overcome this limitation by conceptualizing 

multispecies structures of injustice. Using insights from CAS, I proposed a revision of Young’s 

framework that includes nonhuman animals as subjects of structural injustice, by rethinking social groups, 

agency and voice. Social groups can include both intra- and interspecies groupings and the revised 

framework must be attentive to both animal agency and voice; recognizing and respecting multispecies 

communication and agency on nonhuman animals’ own terms. Furthermore, I argued that Young and 

CAS can complement each other. Young provides a developed account of responsibility and CAS can help 

to reconceptualize that in a multispecies manner by orienting action towards total liberation. 

Applying this revised framework to the AAI, revealed how nonhuman animals emerge as the most 

immediate subjects of injustice and how a wide range of differently situated actors are connected to the 

reproduction of these injustices. At the same time these actors operate under serious constraints, including 

economic structures, as well as institutional rules, cultural norms and the material world.  

Although this dissertation focused on the AAI, many other contemporary phenomena can be 

understood as global structural injustice and future research should investigate how structural processes 

operate. Futhermore, I suggest that future work on responsibility on a multispecies SCM is needed, which 

could for example explore topics such as veganism or direct action.  

Ultimately, the significance of a multispecies framework of structural injustice not only lies in 

how it helps us understand the world, but more importantly in what it demands of us. Let us just take a 

moment to be reminded that currently, the lives of billions of our fellow creatures are marked by 

institutionalized violence, suffering and death. Unless we intervene now and take collective responsibility, 

there will be countless others. ​  

 

​ ​ ​  
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Appendix 

 

The Ten Principles of Critical Animal Studies 

 

1. Pursues interdisciplinary collaborative writing and research in a rich and comprehensive manner that 

includes perspectives typically ignored by animal studies, such as political economy and the critique of 

capitalism. 

 

2. Rejects pseudo-objective academic analysis by explicitly clarifying its normative values and political 

commitments, such that there are no positivist illusions whatsoever that theory is disinterested or writing 

and research is non-political. 

 

3. Eschews narrow academic viewpoints and the debilitating theory-for-theory’s sake position in order to 

link theory to practice, analysis to politics, and the academy to the Community. 

 

4. Advances a holistic understanding of the commonality of oppressions, such that speciesism, sexism, 

racism, ableism, statism, classism, militarism and other hierarchical ideologies and institutions are viewed 

as parts of a larger, interlocking, global system of domination. 

 

5. Rejects apolitical, conservative, and liberal positions in order to advance an anti-capitalist, and, more 

generally, a radical anti-hierarchical politics, This orientation seeks to dismantle all structures of 

exploitation, domination, oppression, torture, killing, and power in favor of decentralizing and 

democratizing society at all levels and on a global basis. 

 

6. Rejects reformist, single-issue, nation-based, legislative, strictly animal interest politics in favor of 

alliance politics and solidarity with other struggles against oppression and hierarchy. 

 

7. Champions a politics of total liberation which grasps the need for, and the inseparability of, human, 

nonhuman animal, and Earth liberation in one comprehensive, though diverse, struggle; to paraphrase 

Martin Luther King Jr.: a threat to liberation anywhere is a threat to liberation everywhere. 
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8. Deconstructs and reconstructs the socially constructed binary oppositions between human and 

nonhuman animals, a move basic to mainstream animal studies, but also looks to illuminate related 

dichotomies between culture and nature, civilization and wilderness and other dominator hierarchies to 

emphasize the historical limits placed upon humanity, nonhuman animals, cultural/political norms, and the 

liberation of nature as part of a transformative project that seeks to transcend these limits towards greater 

freedom and ecological harmony. 

 

9. Openly engages controversial radical politics and militant strategies used in all kinds of social 

movements, such as those that involve economic sabotage and high-pressure direct action tactics. 

 

10. Seeks to create openings for critical dialogue on issues relevant to Critical Animal Studies across a 

wide-range of academic groups; citizens and grassroots activists; the staffs of policy and social service 

organizations; and people in private, public, and non-profit sectors. Through – and only through -- new 

paradigms of ecopedagogy, bridge-building with other social movements, and a solidarity-based alliance 

politics, is it possible to build the new forms of consciousness, knowledge, social institutions that are 

necessary to dissolve the hierarchical society that has enslaved the life forms on this planet and all for the 

last ten thousand years. 
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