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Codes of ethics for national and international social work emphasize the importance of
social justice. Both the brevity with which social justice is described in these codes and,
in general, the contested and pluralistic conceptualization of social justice, have led to a
mishmash of concepts, theories, and approaches. To counter this ambiguity, the current
study proposes an illustrative framework built on a basic continuum that locates social
justice between oppositional notions of social oppression and social equality. This frame-
work may help academics, students, and practitioners to locate their own personal un-
derstanding of social justice. It also may foster open dialogue about a system of social
justice that is more comprehensive and generous than the current one. To illustrate the
model’s use, an example of child-care policy in Canada is included.

Since the late 1990s, the concept of social justice has taken a prominent
position in codes of ethics for national and international social work.'
For example, the International Association of Schools of Social Work and
the Federation of Social Workers agreed in 2001 that “principles of human
rights and social justice are fundamental to social work” (Sewpaul and Jones
2004, 2). Similar statements are found in the codes of ethics for the National
Association of Social Workers (1999) in the United States and for the
Canadian Association of Social Workers (2005).

One foreseen problem with the return of this emphasis is that these
codes’ descriptions of social justice are marked by brevity (Solas 2008).
This brevity promotes problems in the classroom and in the community.
Social justice is essentially a contested concept, and there is no com-
prehensive, indisputable definition of the term (Bell 1997). Because the
concept is used in many contexts (e.g., sociopolitical, economic, legal,
philosophical, practice, and academic contexts), a universally applicable
definition is difficult to obtain. Further complications come from the
use of the concept in the social work literature, whose authors often
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make no attempt to define social

Y ustice or to explain how the concept
is used in their particular context (Moyo 2010). In such cases, authors
seem to take for granted that the reader should understand the
intended meaning. Social justice advocates should be concerned that
brevity, multiple meanings, and vagueness lead social workers, all
under the name of social justice, to use a mishmash of concepts,
theories, and approaches. Another concern is that this conceptual
vagueness may actually support the prevailing realities of social in-
justice. For example, the New Right is actively appropriating, overlaying,
and obscuring traditional understandings of social justice (Hancock
2007; Lister 2010). David Gil argues that, in response to such efforts,
social justice advocates should “move beyond an emotional attachment
to vague ideas toward an intellectual position, and should specify the
meanings of this term when using it in the political arena” (2006, 41).
A clear definition of the concept of social justice would improve col-
lective opportunity to act on the associated ethical commitments.

The absence of a definition makes it hard for social workers to build
on the hope that social justice encourages. In fact, this absence may
weaken social work’s mandate (Mullaly 2007). At a minimum, social
workers must understand social justice in order to articulate an alter-
native vision for society (Mullaly 2007).

To develop an understanding of social justice, this article uses an
illustrative framework that builds on a basic continuum. The study ar-
gues that social justice falls on this continuum between social oppression
and social equality. The framework then locates several contested forms
of social justice on the continuum, relating those forms to a number
of other contemporary social concepts. To capture each concept’s var-
iations and interconnections across the continuum, each relational con-
cept is illustrated with three versions. The result is a usable, though
tentative and incomplete, framework that may help faculty members,
students, and practitioners to locate a personal understanding of social
justice. The framework may also foster an open dialogue that encourages
imaginative idealism as well as the development of a comprehensive and
generous system of social justice.

Social Justice: A Contested and Changeable Concept

Social justice is a normative concept often expressed in two forms: as
an ideal and as a mobilizing idea. Discussions on the ideal of social
justice usually focus in abstract or idyllic terms on how and to what
extent “the good and bad things in life should be distributed among
the members of a human society” (Miller 1999, 1). Discussions that
emphasize claim making and obligation point to nineteenth-century,
Western, utilitarian arguments about social justice, namely, that social
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Justice entails the fair distribution of pleasure and pain in pursuit of
the greater good. Such a structured reasoning approach leads to inter-
pretations that cast social justice in societal types or images of a utopian,
absolute, exaggerated, idealized, ultimate, or transcendental nature
(Sen 2009). Utopian expressions of the structured reasoning approach
are generally based on the assumption that social justice represents some
end “to come” rather than something realizable in any immediate form
(Derrida 1992, 27).

Social justice also commonly takes the second form: it is understood
as an idea that can mobilize people, making injustice visible, contestable,
and changeable (Newman and Yeates 2008). Understanding social jus-
tice as a process of striving toward a goal is much different than un-
derstanding it as an idealized or perfectly just society (Sen 2009). Among
those who understand social justice as a means of mobilization and a
process of striving, contemporary issues of disparity require a definition
of social justice that accommodates multiple forms of identity, discrim-
ination, and exclusion. Those strongly influenced by feminism and post-
modern theory see social justice as both a process and an outcome
(Leonard 1997; Reisch 2002; Mullaly 2007). For example, Richard Poz-
zuto argues: “Collectively, we move toward social justice through cri-
tique, dialogue and creation. Each of these processes requires thought,
effort, and practice” (2006, 95). Karen Swift and Marilyn Callahan add
to this line of argument in stating, “We consider social justice to be an
‘emancipatory idea’ that allows us to move from acceptance to resistance
and then to social change” (2009, 227).

From this short introduction, one can see that the concept of social
Jjustice is shaped through claims making, societal obligations, social re-
lationships, context, and cultural practices. The concept is rich in both
meaning and ambiguity. This richness could lead to open and diverse
dialogue on what helps to define new strategies and mobilize struggles
against social injustices, but it can also lead to oppositional meanings,
contradictions, and covert and apposing actions. Michael Reisch (2002)
observes that current ideological struggles between and within nations
give rise to diametrically opposed visions of social justice. And there is
a tendency to link social justice to personal ideological beliefs about
the solutions to problems (Ball et al. 2010).

Another danger is that social justice language will become so common
in everyday speech and thought as to mean both everything and nothing.
If social workers come to understand social justice in this way, contra-
dictions and conflict will inevitably occur, increasing feelings of disem-
powerment and confusion about social work’s mandate (Lundy 2004;
Mullaly 2007). These feelings can also lead to confusion and disem-
powerment within agencies and among social work’s clients.
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Social Justice

Social Gppression
Social Equaliny

Frc. 1.—The social justice continuum

The Conceptual Model

Social justice can be located on a continuum between social oppression
and social equality. Although this study characterizes social justice as a
process of striving toward the goal of social equality, overcoming op-
pression must also be included as a central concern in any conceptu-
alization of social justice (Gil 1998; Mullaly 2010). For that reason, this
study proposes a conceptual model to illustrate the interface between
social oppression and social equality as a continuum (see fig. 1). The
framework of the model used here is influenced by the many ideal ways
that social justice is often constructed. That said, the use of the contin-
uum also points to a process of building on, expanding, and incorpo-
rating ideas as one mobilizes and moves toward social equality.

In the figure, each effort to define social justice can be assigned a
location on the continuum between the opposing poles. The assigned
location represents the outcome or goal desired by those constructing
the definition of social justice. As no model is pure in its attempt to
mimic a particular concept in reality, the use of a continuum here helps
to point out that ideas, values, and adjacent positions often overlap on
any continuum (Mullaly 2007). As will be shown below, contemporary
notions of social justice can be found anywhere in the space between
the continuum’s poles, and a given version’s location depends upon the
definition employed and the people who create that definition. As with
the powers of a magnet, the poles’ underlying structures can each be
more strongly felt in some definitions of social justice than in others.

Social Oppression

Social oppression exists when one social group, whether knowingly or
unconsciously, exploits another for its own benefit. It is understood “as
a type of second-class citizenship that is assigned to people, not on the
basis of lack of merit or failure, but because of their membership in a
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particular group or category of people” (Mullaly 2007, 285). In addition,
“social oppression is distinct from a situation of simple brute force in
that it is an interlocking system that involves ideological control as well
as domination and control of the social institutions and resources of
the society, resulting in a condition of privilege for the agent group
relative to the disenfranchisement and exploitation of the target group”
(Hardiman and Jackson 1997, 17).

So too, social oppression involves the fulfillment of an elite, dominant
social group’s aspirations even as that fulfillment is denied to subor-
dinate groups (Dorling 2010). Although intensity of oppression and the
extent of inequality can vary, social oppression is a result of privilege,
and privilege depends on oppression for its existence (Hancock 2007).
This dependent relationship can exclude subordinate groups from dem-
ocratic participation and create a passive citizenship rather than an
active one (Powell 2007). Feeling that they have no power and lack a
voice, oppressed populations often withdraw from politics and civil society
activities. In this way, oppression becomes directed inward. The oppressed
direct it toward themselves, family members, and others in the subordinate
community (Prilleltensky 2008). Franz Fanon (1968) would categorize
this inward oppressive process under the theories of internal domination.

With oppression comes elite demands for significant changes to the
concept of justice. Such changes move the concept away from compas-
sion and mutuality. Reconfigured as retribution, blaming, and simple
revenge, this redefined form of justice is directed against classes and
elements that are perceived as dangerous or perverse (Hancock 2007).
Jim Ife (2008) argues that insecurity and fear fuel and legitimate the
elite’s politics of revenge. One major result is that, rather than focusing
on people’s needs through collective responsibility and public inter-
vention, society increasingly focuses its attention on punishing behaviors
that are perceived to result from a perverse breakdown of individual
morals and civility. John Rodger labels this process of individualizing
responsibility the “criminalisation of social policy” (2008, 3).

Social Equality

At the other end of the continuum lies social equality. Like social justice,
it is a normative concept and one of the core principles in most state-
ments about what might make a socially just society (Newman and Yeates
2008). In progressive social work circles, the concept of social equality
is used to convey the principle that all individuals are possessed of equal
intrinsic worth and to emphasize the importance of that principle in
policy decisions. Bob Mullaly makes the same point: “The central value
premise of social equality is that every person is of equal intrinsic worth
and should therefore be entitled to equal civil, political, social, and eco-
nomic rights, responsibilities, and treatment. . .. Social equality is a correlate
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of humanism, as the dignity of the person cannot be achieved if some
people have control over others, have preferred access to life chances, or
have more power concerning public affairs” (Mullaly 2007, 58).

Social equality, understood in this broad manner, is associated with
the construction of solidarity among oppressed populations, and their
allies, in order to create social change at institutional and structural
levels of society (Mullaly 2010). Social equality is seen as multidimen-
sional, and this understanding is not readily reducible to equality in
one space only (Sen 2009). Rather, the process of building solidarity
promotes interdependence. It aims at giving “all stakeholders an equal
place and voice at decision-making tables and promotes an equitable
share of the social resources” (Dominelli 2009, 161). In these terms,
building solidarity requires “the reassertion of the ideas of collective
responsibility, a community of need, and public virtue” (Reisch 2002,
347). Peter Leonard states that such an effort, “while recognizing in-
dividual difference and cultural diversity, engages in a discourse on the
similarities between subjects confronting problems of health, personal
identity or material survival, similarities which may be embedded in
common experiences of class, gender and race. Such a practice, in other
words, emphasizes a potential solidarity between the individual subjects
of welfare” (Leonard 1997, 165-66). Although notions of social equality
have been tarnished by a neoliberal climate in recent years, research
shows that, at certain levels, increases in equality among citizens, not
the dominant emphasis on economic growth or freedom, create well-
being and strengthen societies (Wilkinson and Pickett 2009). These
findings suggest that “true social justice will both create and require
much greater equality than is as yet widely accepted” (Dorling 2010,
11).

The Five Relational Aspects of Social Justice

Five aspects of the model play a relational role in the proposed concept
of social justice. These five relational aspects are shown in the stub (left)
column of table 1. I contend that it is nearly impossible to understand
the concept of social justice within the social work profession unless
one analyzes where one stands in relation to these interconnected and
mutually supportive categories. Each of these five aspects acts as a sep-
arate lens through which the concept of social justice can be perceived.
None alone is sufficient for the task of understanding the concept.
Together, these categories begin to provide a more synthesized and
richer understanding of the concept than each suggests alone.

The list is not exhaustive and can easily be expanded. For example,
it could be expanded to include social workers’ growing interest in the
environment (Coates 2003; Jones 2010) and the capability approach
(Sen 2009; Otto and Ziegler 2010). To illustrate the arrangement, the
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model divides each relational aspect into three subcategories: a thin
version, a middle version, and a thick version.

Each subcategory of an aspect is located at a point along the contin-
uum to illustrate how that expression of the aspect relates to the poles.
The matrix describes subcategories closest to social oppression as thin
versions of social justice and those closest to social equality as thick
versions. This differentiation is not always as clean-cut as the illustration
suggests. In reality, there is overlap, hybridization, and mutual influence
among these subcategorical representations of complex relational as-
pects. An example of hybridization among subcategories is found in the
writings of Third Way theorists, such as Anthony Giddens (1998), who
attempt to blend promarket (neoliberal) and social democratic attitudes
in order to respond to the challenges brought forth by globalization
(Lister 2010). The descriptions that follow only touch the periphery of
each complex relational aspect in the model.

Relation to Distributive Justice

Theories about distributive justice are about “how a society or group
should allocate its scarce resources or product among individuals with
competing needs or claims” (Roemer 1996, 1). Although such theories
go back at least two millennia, they have reemerged over the past 40
years. The most famous expression is John Rawls’s influential work, A
Theory of Justice (1971). These theories offer solutions to social injustice,
proposing guidelines on the fair and equitable distributions of burdens
and benefits. They also articulate tenets of social justice, helping to
define and weigh such ideas as deservedness. Theories of distributive
justice enable discussions about what constitutes a socially just manner
of distribution and about what kinds of social welfare arrangements
should be defended. Such discussions, in turn, help social workers to
evaluate the worth of particular policies and programs. However, a key
impediment prevents the application of distributive justice theories in
the task of understanding social justice. Theories of distributive justice
generally favor economic interpretations of problems, representing the
problems as classlike inequalities rooted in the economic structure of
society (Fraser 2009). Three versions of distributive justice are examined
here.

One of the earliest and thinnest versions of distributive justice (i.e.,
least representative of full social equality) is the notion of basic equality.
It speaks to “the idea that at some very basic level all human beings
have equal worth and importance, and are therefore equally worthy of
concern and respect” (Baker et al. 2004, 23). This idea is manifest in
early civil rights, which include the “liberty of person, freedom of speech,
thought and faith, the right to own property, the rights to conclude
valid contracts and the right to justice” (Oommen 2008, 49). Theories
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of basic equality see property ownership as an important aspect of this
cluster of rights; ownership legitimates the rights of owners to exclude
others, to use what is owned, and to dispose of property as one sees fit,
including through inheritance. With the exception of basic state re-
sponsibilities, the working out of wants, needs, and responsibilities tends
to be left to the will (or choice) of the self-disciplined individual; the
individual’s lot is seen to be determined for the most part through status,
production, personal ability, character, proper choice, and luck. Under
the basic equality model, notions of fairness, equality, and justice are
institutionally interpreted in relatively neutral terms: the same rules are
formally applicable to all (Lecce 2008).

In unpacking this notion of neutrality, one finds that it is ideologically
rooted in classic liberal, patriarchal, nationalistic, and legal self-images.
It is therefore conspicuously silent on issues of power, interest, and
privilege. It is inattentive to historical legacies and backgrounds (Beh-
rendt 2003). The result of this structural inattention is that basic equality
“calls on us to prevent inhumanity, but it does not necessarily couch its
message in terms of justice as distinct from charity” (Baker et al. 2004,
23). In this version of equality, the importance of benevolence, charity,
and altruism as appropriate personal responses to misfortune speaks to
the notion that economic redistribution should be primarily voluntary
and based on one’s personal generosity to others (Lister 2010). In her
study of the proliferation of food banks in the United States, Janet
Poppendieck (1998, 5) speaks of the development of a “culture of charity
that normalizes destitution and legitimates personal generosity as a re-
sponse to major social and economic dislocation.” The notion of basic
equality will be discussed further below.

As illustrated in table 1, the middle version of distributive justice
relates to the concept of equality of fair opportunity. This left-liberal
(or liberal-egalitarian) approach emphasizes equal competition and spe-
cifically the premise that people should have an equal chance to com-
pete for social advantage (Baker etal. 2004; Cohen 2009). It goes beyond
basic rights and begins to speak about an equitable distribution of goods
and resources in a society. Proponents of equal opportunity use language
that emphasizes rights and duties. In this way, the notion of equal op-
portunity “usually refers to the idea that social divisions such as those
of ‘race’ or ethnicity, gender, disability and sexual orientation should
not affect an individual’s opportunity to succeed” (Lister 2010, 236).
The notion of equal opportunity draws upon the application of social
rights and the general acknowledgment that, in any society, variations
in advantages, privileges, and social circumstance cause social disadvan-
tage. Proponents of equal opportunity hold that such disadvantages
should be countered by state interventions. These interventions occur
in the distribution of resources, the tax system, and the social welfare
system. They are designed, as the metaphors go, to level out the playing
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field and to provide an equal start in the race; their goal is to enable
individuals to compete on equal terms. Implicit is the premise that
opportunity matters, not outcome: “When left-liberal equality of op-
portunity is fully achieved, people’s fates are determined by their native
talent and their choices, and, therefore, not at all by their social back-
grounds” (Cohen 2009, 17).

Equal opportunity is championed in such policy measures as free
primary and secondary education, Head Start programs, publicly funded
child-care policies, and subsidized housing projects. This version has
limits, however. For example, an opportunity in such contexts is limited
to “the right to compete, not the right to choose among alternatives of
similar worth” (Baker et al. 2004, 33). An equal opportunity model
places solely on the individual the responsibility for accessing and uti-
lizing these opportunities to the best of his or her ability; the individual
must take personal responsibility for his or her own success (and for
lack of success). This version of equality does not address the “absent
citizens” (Prince 2009)—those people who, through no fault of their
own, may never access that level playing field but still have needs and
desires that must be met in order to create a socially just society. This
version also tends to be silent on how good choices are made. In her
2000 work, Women and Human Development, Martha Nusshaum argues
that, for oppressed and poor people, “habit, fear, low expectations, and
unjust background conditions deform people’s choices and even their
wishes for their own lives” (quoted in Carpenter 2009, 357). Choice can
therefore be a biased evaluative tool in this model of social justice.

Under the middle version of distributive justice, charity has tradi-
tionally been used to enhance and complement state redistribution ef-
forts. This relationship has begun to collapse. Gary Teeple examines
efforts mounted since the 1980s to make social rights more consistent
with the rights of private property. He observes: “Many social rights have
been transformed into forms of charity—a form of income redistribu-
tion in which rights become the privileges of donors” (Teeple 2005,
15). One side effect of this overt form of caring (dependent on altruism,
empathy, and compassion, rather than on collective entitlement) is that
it depoliticizes responsibility for problems and forces solutions to be
shifted inwardly: “There is nobody but oneself to blame for difficulties
and lack of progress” (Prilleltensky 2008, 120).

The third and thickest version of distributive justice (i.e., the version
farthest from social oppression and closest to social equality) relates to
equality of condition. The previous two versions are based on the as-
sumption that many major inequalities are inevitable. In these versions,
the task of the social worker is to minimize the damage done by in-
equalities and to help make the process of accessing services fair for
individuals. Equality of condition, by contrast, moves beyond these ame-
liorative assumptions to enable people to exercise choices among real
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options. This transformative and structural version does not accept the
inevitability of inequality: “The idea of equality of condition sets out a
much more ambitious aim: to eliminate major inequalities altogether
or at least massively to reduce the current scale of inequality. The key
to this much more ambitious agenda is to recognize that inequality is
rooted in changing and changeable social structures and particularly in
structures of domination and oppression” (Baker et al. 2004, 33).

Equality of condition can be associated with an expansion of the
metaphor of the level playing field; the notion is that each person should
have more than just a right to equality in the competition for access to
resources. Under the concept there also needs to be in place structures
that build community responsibility, cooperation, and mutual benefit
for and by all members of a society. Reflecting on this, Gil (1990, 14)
speaks of the need for structural transformation, a paradigmatic shift
toward “egalitarian, cooperative, communal, and liberating alternatives.”
Obstacles to such a transformation are institutional structures that sys-
tematically produce worse life prospects for members of some groups
than for members of others.

The concept of equality of condition relies heavily on the Marxian
notion that social justice occurs only when all people are safe and secure
throughout their life span. To Karl Marx, this would only occur in a
“society without commodities, in which need would replace value as the
measure of things, in which work would be an expression of our species
being and not an exchange of labour power” (Dean 2010, 165). Under
this concept, social justice seeks to “correct for all unchosen disadvan-
tages, disadvantages, that is, for which the agent cannot herself reason-
ably be held responsible, whether they be disadvantages that reflect
social misfortune or disadvantages that reflect natural misfortune” (Co-
hen 2009, 17-18). Such an understanding of social justice requires not
only working to alleviate unmet needs but developing “critical con-
sciousness concerning social realities, and to organize and act against
destructive societal conditions that obstruct fulfillment of [those] needs”
(Gil 1998, 82). This understanding is not about prescribing an ideal
way of life for all people but about opening to everyone the prospect
of a good life by enabling them to make real choices among alternatives
of similar worth (Cohen 2008).

In articulating attempts to increase fairness and equity in social con-
ditions, theories of distributive justice often end up homogenizing dif-
ferences by adopting an understanding of human need that is univer-
salistic and materialistic (Dean 2010). This result, and the limits
associated with the underlying goals, are vigorously criticized (Young
1990). Specifically, critics contend that distributive justice approaches fail
to capture the particularistic claims against injustice and, therefore, can-
not provide a sufficiently comprehensive vision of a just society. To ex-
amine this contention, one must consider other relational associations.
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Relation to Identity

At various points in the twentieth century, new social movements
emerged to recognize nonmaterialist injustices. Such movements in-
cluded women; blacks and other racial minorities; indigenous peoples;
lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, two-spirited, and queer and ques-
tioning peoples; immigrants and refugees; and people with disabilities.
These efforts are not fully captured under the various versions of dis-
tribution discussed above. Although these movements had different fo-
cuses and engaged in different fights for collective identity, they were
similar in that all functioned as sources of self-discovery and liberation
for their members. All of the movements spawned “groups forming
around common identities of oppression and shared strategies for
achieving recognition and redress” (Niezen 2009, 7). To reinforce the
work of these movements, theorists began to use terms like the “politics
of difference” (Young 1990, 2008), “ideologies of identity” (Ball et al.
2010, 234), and the “politics of recognition” (Fraser 1995, 69).

The thinnest version of identity used here is generally represented
in the rights and obligations of citizenship. These features limit how far
redistribution extends into society. Richard Bellamy (2008, 3) observes:
“Citizenship has traditionally referred to a particular set of political
practices involving specific public rights and duties with respect to a
given political community.” These practices usually revolve around the
individual’s special relationship with society, a relationship that is tra-
ditionally defined by a specific national boundary (Mulvale 2001; Dwyer
2010). Citizenship is generally framed in terms of the autonomous per-
son. This framing extends to both the expression of individual rights
and to the individual commitment to the norms of society. Rights and
norms are perceived to represent the needs, goals, and perspectives of
a universalized person, who is seen as solid, permanent, fixed, and es-
sential (Plummer 2003). A major limit of this version of social justice
is that new narratives of identity are often challenged as significant
impediments to advancement and the prosperity of the privileged. These
conflicts between past and future group-identity narratives become the
new locations of injustice and inequality. For example, in their study of
what it has meant to be an American during the last century, Michael
Katz and Mark Stern (2006) point to the conflicts associated with the
shifting narratives of gender, race, and immigration and to the relation
between such conflict and persistent inequality. They conclude: “The
way inequality worked underwent important change. But throughout
the twentieth century America was, and it remains, one nation divisible,
with liberty and justice for some” (Katz and Stern 2006, 224).

The middle version of identity focuses on redistribution and cultural
recognition. Beginning in the 1980s, theorists and groups spoke of cre-
ating a new sense of social justice, one that emphasizes the importance
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of recognition of other voices (Fraser and Honneth 2003; Lister 20083).
These movements began to raise a host of potential new identities that
demanded recognition and laid claim to differentiated concepts of the
rights and obligations attending national citizenship (Plummer 2003).
Feminist demands for gender equity represent a good example of such
demands (Fraser 1994). In part, these movements claimed that the dom-
inant liberal paradigm’s promise of equality and inclusion ignored dis-
advantaged members of historically excluded groups (Young 20083).
Many of their actions sought to increase citizenship rights for such
excluded groups within nation-states. By focusing on social exclusion,
the movements shifted the debate on social justice from a conversation
on redistribution to one that also emphasizes recognition.

Most of these debates are framed within what Iris Marion Young (2008,
77) calls a “politics of cultural difference”; she states that this tends to
narrow discussions to a focus on the role of the state within a liberal
framework. Under this two-dimensional framework, issues of identity
become depoliticized and constructed as cultural additions to the law.
They become emotional objects of civil and individual tolerance rather
than of state practice (Brown 2006). Emotions can garner sympathy
from those less affected by the circumstances of the excluded, and, at
such times, this sympathy can be cultivated into action and campaigns
of justice (Niezen 2009). However, sympathy can be just another man-
ifestation of tolerance. Wendy Brown argues that the confluence of
sympathy and tolerance is problematic because narrow discussions
around tolerance both soften and deflect tensions brought forward
when the excluded raise social justice issues: “Tolerance discourse masks
the role of the state in reproducing the dominance of certain groups
and norms, and it does so at a historical moment when popular sen-
sitivity to this role and this dominance is high, when those who have
been historically excluded by the norms of sex, race, ethnicity, and
religion are vocal about such exclusion” (Brown 2006, 84).

There is a second problem with the language of tolerance; the term
“conveys that something is ‘wrong with’ or ‘negative about’ the particular
difference” (Mullaly 2010, 322, n. 1). In both cases, tolerance is con-
tingent on the assimilation of others’ differences; tolerance leads to
another form of social exclusion.

Redistribution, recognition, and representation characterize the
third and thickest version of identity. Ruth Lister argues: “Increasingly,
theories of social justice are ‘multi-scalar,” a term borrowed from ge-
ography to denote different spatial scales. This means that injustices
can be identified both below and above the nation-state. At one end
of the spatial scale, feminists identify the private, domestic sphere as
a site of struggles for social justice. . . . At the other end, we move
into the arena of what is commonly called ‘global justice’ (Lister 2010,
249). Within the global social justice movements, there is an increas-
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ingly broad array of international bodies (government, nongovern-
ment, civil, and prlvate) and other transcultural and supranatlonal
forces at work. These elements are spearheaded primarily from the
global South. As Jason Annetts and colleagues indicate in the 2009
book, Understanding Social Welfare Movements, these groups are “driven
by a concern with social justice, citizenship and human rights, security,
environmental concerns, gender, ‘race,” ethnic and cultural equality,
and opposition to war and oppression, inequality, poverty and social
harms” (quoted in Lister 2010, 266).

In response, Nancy Fraser suggests that there is a need to add a third
(or political) dimension to the understanding of the term “social jus-
tice.” Specifically, that dimension is representation (Fraser 2009). As
Fraser observes in a 2005 article, representation acknowledges that
“there can be distinctively political obstacles to parity, not reducible to
maldistribution or misrecognition” (quoted in Lister 2008, 108). This
interwoven, three-dimensional frame increases the ability to voice what
Young (2008, 77) calls a “politics of positional difference” that can speak
to new ways of looking at structural inequalities often missed by the
other two versions of identity. She asserts: “These structural inequalities
do not determine that every member of a less privileged group suffers
deprivation or domination. They do, however, make most members of
structurally disadvantaged groups more vulnerable to harm than others.
They also put restraints on the ability of group members to achieve well-
being. It is these vulnerabilities and limitations that define structural
injustice more than the amount of goods or power individuals may have
at a particular time” (Young 2008, 80-81). She argues that there is a
need to respond by focusing “attention to group differences generated
from structural power, the division of labour, and constructions of the
normal and the deviant” (Young 2008, 102).

If attention is focused on the structural inequalities caused by mal-
distribution, misrecognition, and misrepresentation, it is possible to be-
gin to create participatory opportunities for people to develop the ca-
pacities of well-being and social equality. This focus also replaces
demands for tolerance with demands for respect; it allows the pro-
mulgation of multiple cultural groups that are equal but autonomous
(Sennett 2003). Jurgen Habermas argues “The demand for respect is
aimed not so much at equalizing living conditions as it is at protecting
the integrity of the traditions and forms of life in which members of
groups that have been discriminated against can recognize themselves”
(2001, 205). In many cases, the language of human rights complements
a hope for universal justice that is implicit in the demand for recognition
of rights (Plummer 2003; see also Sennett 2003). Although not without
their own set of pitfalls, human rights have become an important part
of social justice dialogue.
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Relation to Human Rights

Human rights articulate multiple visions of what is right and offer a
discourse of hope. In doing so, they supply a rich and moral set of goals
for development (Nussbaum 2003). Human rights refer generally to
those rights defined by the United Nations’ Universal Declaration of
Human Rights (United Nations General Assembly 1948). The decla-
ration is primarily based on the institutionalization of the so-called three
generations of human rights: civil and political, economic and social,
and solidarity (United Nations, Centre for Human Rights 1994). How-
ever, one must be cautious in making the argument for building a
complementary relationship between human rights and social justice.
Feminists criticize these human rights constructions as male-centered,
and others criticize them for privileging a Western perspective (Nuss-
baum 2003). For the most part, the international social work profession
embraces this relationship as being complementary but imperfect
(Reichert 2007; Ife 2008; Mapp 2008).

As table 1 indicates, the thinnest version of human rights focuses on
political and civil liberties. This version represents the first generation
of such rights and is comprised of some of what are called negative
rights. Associated with individual rights, this version is designed to limit
government interference with basic verbal and written expression, pri-
vacy, a fair public hearing, and the practice of one’s religion (Wronka
2008). Nussbaum (2003, 38) states: “Often [such] fundamental entitle-
ments have been understood as prohibitions against interfering state
action, and if the state keeps its hands off, those rights are taken to
have been secured; the state has no further affirmative task.” Early liberal
and libertarian views held that negative rights are the only legitimate
rights; proponents asserted that “only freedoms whose existence re-
quires mere restraint on the part of others can count as genuine rights”
(Miller 2007, 3).

Social and economic rights represent the middle version of human
rights. They are the second generation of human rights and are some-
times called positive rights in that they are associated with state obli-
gation to provide basic necessities in order to ensure basic dignity among
all of a nation’s people. Their “most comprehensive and coherent de-
velopment came in the postwar era in the shape of the Keynesian welfare
state” (Teeple 2005, 14). Economic and social rights are associated with
collective entitlement to food security, health care, education, mean-
ingful and gainful employment, security in old age, special protection
for mothers and children, rest, and leisure (Wronka 2008). Often con-
sidered claims-based rights to legal entitlement, these rights have their
roots in the social struggle of marginalized groups and in social de-
mocracy. When these rights were originally introduced, the second gen-
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eration’s claims to collective entitlement stood in direct conflict with
the individualistic nature of the first generation of rights.

The thickest version of human rights is represented by solidarity
rights. Still in its infancy, this version emerged as a third generation of
human rights. Solidarity rights are primarily associated with such global
issues as pollution, war, social development, self-determination, the op-
pression of indigenous and other people, the global redistribution of
power in international forums, and intergovernmental cooperation
(Wronka 2008). Social rights and social development promised in this
third generation are the two main arenas of struggle for the global
South (Dean 2010). They have also been a new focal point of “indi-
genism,” a term that describes “the international movement that aspires
to promote and protect the rights of the world’s ‘first peoples’ (Niezen
2003, 3).

One of the movement’s main roles is the affirmation of local claims
of difference. It uses such concepts as treaty rights, regional autonomy,
and self-determination to make these claims, and it embraces the vision
of universal human rights as a way to protect and develop other sources
of identity and power. The use of a human rights approach is also
increasingly rooted in the dialogue on environment and sustainable
development (Adebowale 2008). With the growth of international social
work, indigenous worldviews, and antioppressive practice, the promi-
nence of all three generations of rights is growing in theory and practice;
this growth is evident in the proliferation of social work texts on the
subject (see, e.g., Reichert 2007; Ife 2008; Mapp 2008; Wronka 2008).

Relation to Social Welfare

Social welfare policy responds to human need. The relationship between
social justice and social welfare policy is focused here on the “means of
redressing poverty, inequality, exclusion, harm and other dimensions of
social injustice” (Newman and Yeates 2008, 4). Each of the three welfare
versions (regimes) discussed below focuses on this means in a compar-
atively different way.

The thinnest version of social welfare is the residual welfare and char-
ity regime. Its main focus is on meeting the minimal levels of human
need in order to realize the human potential in those judged deserving.
Under this version, redistribution is primarily seen as a private matter
in which obligation is voluntary, localized, and limited in time and scope.
However, this version does recognize a limited role for the state. Ex-
amples of this regime’s interpretation of social justice can be found in
the writings of the United Kingdom’s Centre for Social Justice. This
British Conservative Party affiliate believes that social justice policy
should be rooted in building strong families. “That we have failed to
stem the last four decades’ rising tide of family breakdown is shameful.
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We owe it to the next and future generations to act now; for their welfare
and well-being and for that of the society they will live in” (Centre for
Social Justice 2010, 60). As Lister (2010, 248) points out, “The fact that
leading members of the [British] Conservative Party are talking the
language of social justice represents a distinct break with the neo-liberal
new right, which, following Hayek, disputed the validity of the very idea
of social justice.” The Conservative Party seems to believe that society
(rather than simply the state), in order to encourage this version of
social welfare policy, must tackle the conditions caused by certain types
of citizens; namely, those seen as the underclasses. These groups are
characterized by welfare dependency, deviance, addiction, debt, and
family breakdown (Young 2007; Dwyer 2010).

Reflective of past “middle way” conservative regimes, this residual or
charity regime places a strong emphasis on “particular social goals such
as supporting ‘the family’ in its traditional form, as the cornerstone of
society and social order, and it focuses on tackling specific social prob-
lems” (Lister 2010, 34). For example, the regime emphasizes the state’s
role in remoralizing the underclasses to take responsibility in making
the right choices. It would allow compassionate citizens to take over
some or most of the residual costs of social welfare. Those costs would
be met by enlisting other citizens in altruism, volunteering, philan-
thropy, and charity work.

This approach to social justice has a key flaw. Social capital becomes
the mantra for civic engagement and renewal of community, but the
regime’s emphasis on self-help, agency, and active citizenship tends to
place most of the responsibility for a just society at the feet of those
who are most targeted by injustice (Ledwith and Springett 2010). Vol-
untary contribution pushes social welfare management out of the public
sphere and into the private sphere, a place where individuals’ decisions
are autonomous, voluntary, and often based on privilege or personal
wealth. In this way, charity and enterprise become two sides of the same
virtuous coin (Powell 2007). This push is also reflected in the faith-
based initiatives within the United States. So-called charitable choice
legislation there calls on faith-based organizations to take up the slack
left in a diminishing public sphere and, in doing so, to reconcile com-
passion with individualism (Allahyari 2000; Bartkowski and Regis 2003;
Wineburg 2007).

Located at the midpoint on the continuum, the second version of
social welfare is based on a social-minimum or welfare-state regime. The
key point in this version is that the dominant constructions of social
justice require the state, rather than voluntary individuals or charitable
organizations, to take “the responsibility for shaping and enforcing the
chosen distribution of social resources” (Fleischacker 2004, 7). This
point is reflected in Richard Titmuss’s (1963) argument that the state
has a duty to meet the varying welfare needs of its citizens. It is an idea
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of universal resource allocation: through social policy, the needs of the
whole of society can be met within society’s existing structures (Dean
2008). In the past, distribution was often associated with work (full fruit
of labor) and need. Under this version, charity continues to play a role,
but that role is complementary and enhancing; charity supports but
does not compete with the welfare state in meeting people’s economic
and social needs.

The third and thickest version of social welfare is based on a structural
transformation regime. Underlying this version is the assumption that
capitalist societies affect groups differently. Specifically, it assumes that
divisions of social class, ethnicity, and gender are conditions through
which subordinate groups are dominated by economically and socially
dominant groups in society (Payne 1997). As such, the goal of this
version is social transformation: “That is, it seeks to change the society
in which it occurs, rather than simply dealing with the consequences
of it. It will move from social relations based on inequality and supported
by important social institutions towards social relations based on equality
with a collective, participatory ideology” (Payne 1997, 223). Achieving
these new relations involves working to eliminate cultural and structural
violence that harms people by denying them their basic needs, human
rights, identity, and capabilities. By stressing change (rather than tra-
dition) and interdependence (rather than self-reliance), the model al-
lows for innovative creativity and recognition of common humanity

(Young 2007; Dwyer 2010).

Relation to Political Ideology

Political ideologies are the lenses that help one to make sense of what is
going on in society. One definition is that “an ideology is a fairly coherent
and comprehensive set of ideas that explain[s] and evaluates social con-
ditions, helps people understand their place in society, and provide[s] a
program for social and political action” (Ball et al. 2010, 4).

The thinnest version of political ideology is associated with neolib-
eralism and neoconservatism. One might question the connection of
these regimes to social justice; making the connection may lead to a
bastardization of the concept of social justice. At the least, it may force
contradictory elements upon the concept. Sadly, as use of social justice
terminology grows, that terminology gains favor across the entire po-
litical spectrum. For this version, “social justice is narrowly defined to
mean individual freedom to participate in the market” (MacKinnon
2009, 519). Rights are defined individually and in a way that limits them
to the force of negative rights discussed above. Ulrich Beck notes that
this individualization process invites people “to constitute themselves as
individual: to plan, understand, design themselves as individuals and,
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should they fail, to blame themselves. Individualisation thus implies,
paradoxically, a collective lifestyle” (1998, 28).

Under this ideological frame, the government’s principal objectives
in pursuit of social justice are establishment of meritocracy and creation
of self-reliant citizens. Personal and social need are simply defined as
individual market preferences or consumer demands (Blau and Abra-
movitz 2007). “The needs of society as a whole represent no more or
less than the sum total of millions of individual preferences. Because
people buy what they need, the gap between needs and resources—the
liberal justification for the welfare state—does not exist” (Blau and Abra-
movitz 2007, 139). Rather, the exclusionary narratives of social policy
here focus on the theme that the poor get ahead through personal
transformation. This ideological frame also moves toward welfare re-
trenchment and the decivilization of society, a society that manages
social exclusion and criminalizes social policy (Rodger 2008). Policy in
this frame prefers punishment over welfare for those who are not able
to reach self-reliance (Snider 2008). If redistribution occurs at all under
this model, it is confined to humanitarian aid, philanthropy, and charity
from what can be described as the “non-profit industrial complex,” a
set of relationships between the state and the owning class (Smith 2007,
9). In this complex, foundations increasingly become “the controllers
of social justice struggles” (Smith 2007, 9).

At the midpoint on the continuum is the next version of political
ideology: social liberalism. The concept of social justice in this version
is much different than the concept found in the previous version: “Social
liberalism redefined the relationship between the state and the market.
Postwar welfare states operationalized the idea that the state was re-
sponsible for the just distribution of social resources and that the market
could and should be regulated in order to maximize economic and
political stability and the collective wellbeing of all citizens” (Brodie
2007, 97). In this way, social liberalism recognizes that the state has a
legitimate role in addressing economic and social issues. To address
those issues, social liberalism tends to seek out legislative and judicial
remedies for structural barriers to citizenship equality. In order to com-
plement these egalitarian remedies, it “provided language for the sys-
temically disadvantaged to talk back to the state, to make claims as
citizens who had been actively denied its promise of social justice, and
to mandate the state to regulate and ameliorate structural assaults on
individual and collective wellbeing” (Brodie 2007, 99). Such an ap-
proach is ““dependent upon the identification of an interest group with
a shared identity’ that could be shown to have been ‘denied their full
and proper legal and/or human rights’” (Brodie 2008, 151). This com-
plements what Fraser and Axel Honneth identify as the second dimen-
sion of social justice: “recognition and voice” (2003, 29). Historically,
social liberals have tended to confine their understanding of rights and



286 Social Service Review

obligation to redistribution within their own domestic borders. In this
way, duties to developing nations are seen almost exclusively as a matter
of humanitarian assistance and therefore not based on global rights (Val-
entini 2009).

The third and thickest version of political ideology is reconstructed
socialism. Reisch states, “A Marxist view of social justice recognizes that
neither the human condition nor social reality is fixed, but are the
consequences of socioeconomic relations and cultural patterns, includ-
ing the ideological frameworks that rationalize them” (2002, 350). Cap-
italism, patriarchy, and racism play important roles in shaping human
nature by keeping people divided. To counter these hierarchal systems
of oppression, reconstructed socialism focuses on mutuality, social co-
operation, solidarity, and trust. Mullaly notes, “This revitalized socialism
must engage with post-modernism, as well as with feminist, anti-racist,
and other struggles against domination, and demand the acknowledge-
ment and celebration of diversity in cultures, sexualities, races, ages,
abilities, and other human characteristics that were excluded, sup-
pressed, or discriminated against within an unreconstructed modernist
version of socialism” (Mullaly 2007, 206, 209).

As such, a heterodox social justice perspective, “involving and incor-
porating the strengths of a variety of critical approaches,” provides the
best solution by which to challenge orthodoxy and fundamentalism
within current structures of society (Baines 2007, 22). Adding to this,
G. A. Cohen (2009, 34-35) speaks about the “requirement of com-
munity,” by which he means “that people care about, and, where nec-
essary and possible, care for, one another, and, too, care that they care
about one another.” This principle of communal reciprocity is often
associated with indigenous and feminist worldviews of the gift economy
(Kuokkanen 2007; Vaughan 2007). Cohen (2009, 39) argues that “com-
munal reciprocity is the antimarket principle according to which I serve
you not because of what I can get in return by doing so but because
you need or want my service, and you, for the same reason, serve me.”

Discussion

The model proposed in this article is intended to help organize theory
on the concept of social justice and to examine how that concept affects
the work done by social workers, students, and educators. This final
section focuses on two tasks. The first task is to illustrate how this model
can work as a teaching tool. The second task is to further consider the
thickening process discussed elsewhere in the article.

To illustrate the use of the proposed model in teaching, this section
reviews child-care policy in Canada. Child care serves as the lens through
which many analyze the shape and content of welfare state restructuring
there (Prentice 2004).
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Table 2

CANADIAN CHILD-CARE BELIEFS IN THE 1G70S

Relational Aspect Middle

Distributive justice  Reduce stratification by class, gender, and territory; countrywide
institutions with national standards; access to care as a social
right of citizenship

Identity Social inclusion and integration

Human rights Rights-based approach to care:

Approach by women to education, workforce, and child rear-
in
Approach by child to well-being and development

Social welfare Universal child care as public service; focus on child development
and education; accessible, high-quality, and affordable child
care

Ideology Social liberal

In the 1960s, Western nations began to focus on human rights, con-
ceptualizing equality in this case in terms of access to child care and
presenting that access as a social right of citizenship. In the Canadian
context, this focus can be seen in attitudes toward each of the five
relational aspects. Table 2 describes those attitudes. In this table, the
thin and thick versions that were shown in table 1 are removed in order
to show the exclusive focus on the middle version.

An understanding of a positive right to care slowly took hold in Ca-
nada. By the 1970s, the nation began to recognize and make commit-
ments to gender equality in the workforce (McKeen 2004). In the grow-
ing field of child development policy, the Canadian government
recognized that children, the state’s new citizens, have a right to care
(Friendly and Prentice 2009). “Thus, from the beginning of the second
wave, feminists in many countries claimed a new social right: access to
safe, reliable, and publicly financed childcare” (Jenson and Sineau 2001,
12). In Canada, child care was once seen as a private family matter, but
these new convictions credibly repositioned child care as a public re-
sponsibility. The shift is reflected in pragmatic federal efforts to keep
up with a growing need (Prentice 2001). Martha Friendly and Donna
Lero (2005, 73) assert: “To be universally accessible, [child care] services
must be available, affordable, and appropriate, requiring an adequate
supply of services while costs to parents must be affordable (either free,
very low costs, or geared to income).”

In terms of distributive justice, the hope by child-care advocates was
that state-sponsored universal access to child care in Canada would
broaden equal opportunity for women by increasing their participation
in education, the workforce, and child rearing. In terms of identity,
child-care advocates advanced the cultural claims of women (and
through them, the claims of their children). Such claims sought to create
real equality in a social policy often marked by inequality on issues of



288 Social Service Review

Table 3

CANADIAN CHILD-CARE REALITIES IN THE 20108

Relational Aspect Thin

Distributive justice  Proliberty notion of freedom; high reliance on family and the
market

Identity Essentialist notions of femininity and the traditional family model
highlighted and encouraged as foundation of care

Human rights High emphasis placed on individual choice and responsibility
over rights

Social welfare Enabling state or active state; provides a “trampoline” not a

“safety net” (Lister 2010, 49); focuses on child poverty and
means testing; encouragement of private solutions
Ideology Neoliberal or third way

gender, class, and regionalism (Jenson and Sineau 2001). Finally, in
terms of social welfare regimes, feminists helped expand welfare state
reforms through their critique of the state’s gender blindness and
through their demands for gender equity (Fraser 1994).

All these changes began to unravel with the advent of global restruc-
turing and the emergence of New Right social policies in the 1980s.
The task of child-care redesign fell into the hands of politicians. Al-
though the rhetoric of universal access continued in Canada, the focus
shifted away from discussion of state responsibility to the responsibilities
of individuals and families. Politicians often couched the shift in the
language of choice. In this way, “collective choice, which is the kind of
choice made by democratic institutions, gives way to more individualized
and flexible modes of choices made by individuals and families” (Jenson
and Sineau 2001, 241). The Universal Child Care Plan (UCCP), a policy
introduced by the Conservative government of Canada as a provision
of their first budget in 2006 (Friendly and Prentice 2009), illustrates
this regressive shift from a position near the middle of the continuum
to one that more closely approximates that for the thinnest version of
social justice. This plan and its applications to the five relational aspects
are outlined in table 3.

The UCCP has two components: the Universal Child Care Benefit
(UCCB) and Child Care Spaces. The UCCB provides “direct financial
assistance to parents”; the Child Care Spaces component provides “fund-
ing to provinces and territories as well as investment tax credit which
businesses use to create new child care spaces” (Human Resources and
Skills Development Canada n.d.). The UCCB benefit is set at $100 a
month and is paid to parents for all children under 6 years of age.
Parents can then choose the child care that is best for their children
and their family’s needs.

As table 3 suggests, the UCCP reflects a transition to thin versions of
each relational aspect. In the domain of distributive justice, the policy
emphasis shifted from the premise that child care is a social right. It
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now reflects, though not fully, the notion of freedom from government
intervention. This new position is typical of the traditional “liberal’
world of social welfare, characterized by a narrow notion of state inter-
vention and a high reliance on the family and the market” (Prentice
2004, 194). To borrow from British Third Way rhetoric, the demand is
for an “enabling state” or “active welfare state” role (Lister 2010, 49).
“The emphasis in social security policy is on providing a ‘trampoline’
not a ‘safety net.” In other words, the state is there to help people to
help themselves and to exercise responsibility” (Lister 2010, 49; see also
Blair 1999).

Beyond basic state responsibilities to help nudge people along, the
working out of wants, needs, and responsibilities under the UCCP tends
to be left to the will (choice) of the self-disciplined individual. The
UCCP reflects the Conservative government’s argument that women
have now gained equality (negative equality) and that there is therefore
no need to enact additional gender-equality provisions.? Throughout
the debate that led up to the UCCP, a strong chorus from a social
conservative front asserted that mothers need to be given the right to
stay at home; they argued that this right is lost in the national focus on
universal public provision of child care outside the home. For example,
Real Women of Canada, a group of social conservatives, lobbied against
universal child care but backed provisions in the UCCP to provide direct
payments to parents and to emphasize a flexible or deregulated system
of care: “We believe the ideal situation, even in a changing world, is
that every family, who so chooses, would be able to look after their
children in their own home. This means that women should have a
genuine choice, financially and socially, to remain at home as full-time
mothers, if they so choose, especially when their children are young”
(Real Women of Canada n.d.).

The statement does not mention that such a funding mechanism,
given the actual after-tax amount being offered, primarily benefits two-
parent families but treats other family types unfairly (Battle, Torjman,
and Mendelson 2010). In other words, the foundation of care in the
UCCP includes measures that reflect essentialist notions of femininity
and the traditional family (Fraser 1994). The plan leaves other family
types to the vulgarities of a targeted and residual welfare regime. Even
when these federal funds are supplemented by additional provincial
subsidies, the level of support falls far short of the universality noted
above. In fact, “the Organization for Economic Cooperation and De-
velopment continues to rank Canada’s child care situation as one of
the worst of its 30 member countries” (Dallaire and Rothman 2010).
In the end, the UCCP and fiscal restraints imposed through budget and
tax cuts shifted the costs of child care from government to households.
A logical conclusion is that unpaid labor will increase among women
to make up for lost services.
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This historical comparison provides some insight into how the social
justice model can be used both by individuals and within the classroom.
The model is applied to a historical comparison here but can be put
to other uses. For example, individuals could attempt to situate their
own beliefs along the continuum in order to identify their own strengths,
weaknesses, and consistency across issues. As an assignment, students
could evaluate for-profit, not-for-profit, and government agency policy
positions on social justice, using the model to examine rhetoric, pro-
grams, and actions. The model might also guide an instructor or human
services program in developing an introductory course on social justice.

The second of this section’s two tasks is to consider the thickening
process discussed elsewhere in the article. Along the continuum (fig. 1
and table 1), proximity to the social equality pole indicates a rich and
complex understanding of social justice. A thick understanding of social
justice does not necessarily conflict with thinner understandings but
often builds on, expands, or incorporates them. The differentiation
among points along the continuum is not always clean-cut, and there
are cautions. Distinguishing a thin interpretation from a thick one does
not necessarily mean that one is better than the other (Dean 2010; see
also Walzer 1994). With that said, several shifts are identified in the
development of this model. The first of these shifts is from individualized
(atomistic and privileged) to collective (organic and allied) images of
society. With this comes a shift from reasons of self-interest through
reasons of duty and on to reasons of care. So too, one could expect
changes that move people from personal to social forms of commitment.
A third identified shift is from relations of intolerance, through relations
based on tolerance, and on to relations based on respect and the pro-
motion of diversity. A fourth shift is from utilitarian understandings
(e.g., zero-sum game) to more transformative understandings of social
justice (e.g., liberation). Finally, the last shift is from managerial or elitist
concerns through group oppositional formations and toward interac-
tional models of engagement focused on institutional restructuring and
emancipatory practice. Each of these shifts potentially leads to thicker
meanings of what social justice is all about.

Conclusion

As stated in the introduction, social justice is an essentially contested
concept. Although the concept is used vociferously, its definition is al-
ways hard to pin down. Because social justice is adaptable, there is room
to add aspects and versions to the continuum as other knowledge, pos-
sibilities, and understandings emerge. This study identifies some of the
similarities and contradictions apparent in any attempt to define social
justice. Although tentative and subject to revision, the model may help
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academics, students, and practitioners to reflect upon and locate their
own personal understandings of social justice. In this way, the model
may also help in interpreting other people’s work. In the end, I hope
that the model will foster critique and dialogue about a system of social
justice that is more comprehensive and generous than the current one—
a system that moves society closer to the possibility of social equality.

Notes

An ecarlier version of this manuscript was presented on June 1, 2010, at the Canadian
Association of Social Work Education annual national conference in Montreal. The author
thanks Marleny Munoz and the anonymous reviewers for their comments on this earlier
version.

1. This is not to say that an interest in social justice was absent from social work practice
prior to this period. Social work’s historical, though tenuous, commitment to fight injustice
clearly reflects the notion of social justice, as do social work’s efforts to promote social
activism (Reisch 2007). Rather, the return of social work’s emphasis on social justice can
be seen as a response to the resurgence of conservatism in the late 1970s (Reeser and
Leighninger 1990).

2. For example, the Conservative government eliminated the phrase “gender equality”
from the mandate of Status of Women Canada, the country’s primary institution respon-
sible for gender equality. It also closed 12 of the organization’s 16 offices and eliminated
funding to a program that raises court challenges related to equality rights issues.
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