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Goals for the Panel 

 To share and discuss our work (in progress towards 
a book on Doing Justice) 

 To embed this work in ethical and curricular 
imperatives within social work practice and social 
work education 

 To articulate a set of assumptions and principles to 
guide social justice practice and how they differ 
from/add to common approaches to practice 

 To present several frameworks for theorizing justice 
and practice, and for engaging in social justice 
practice (goals and processes) 

 To discuss the utility, gaps, and issues in this work 



Different definitions of justice 
 A fair, equitable distribution of power and resources 

for the most people 
 An equal opportunity for everyone to succeed and 

make life choices 
 Challenging multiple ways that institutions, groups, 

and everyday practices create and perpetuate 
inequities and unearned privilege 

 Norms, values, symbols, and customs that allow 
everyone to participate knowledgably and 
comfortably 

 The right, obligation, and ability for everyone to 
participate fully in self- and societal governance 

 Other??? 



(Our) Basic Assumptions 

Social Justice 

 Conceptualization of 
social justice is context-
dependent  

 Beyond eradication of 
injustice 

 Beyond fair allocation 
or redistribution of 
power/resources 

 

Social Justice Practice  

 Not an add-on 

 An ongoing journey 

 Contexts are important; and 
they are changing, dynamic  

 Both goals & processes are 
important 

 Requires critical analyses & 
consciousness re: self, 
people you work w/, and 
contexts (& interaction) 

 

 



Components of Social Just Practice  

 



Visions 

Goals 

Processes 

Components of SJP 



Selection of general approach to change 

Developing plans/strategies 

Action/Implementation 



Analyzing, theorizing, contextualizing 

Worker self-knowledge & processes 



Working with others 

Monitoring, evaluating, learning, reducing unintended unjust conseq. 



Doing Justice involves… 

      Vision for Social Justice & Other Positive Goals/Processes 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

PRAXIS 

Theorize Act 

Reflect 





1. Lack of clarity within the social work profession 
about the meaning of social justice and how to 
translate its ethical imperatives into practice. 

2. Most discussions of social justice focus on 
eradication of injustice, not on what would 
constitute a socially just society or community. 

3. Most discussions of social justice assume a 
universal definition when this has not and does 
not exist. 

4. Most discussions focus exclusively on socially 
just goals and pay insufficient attention to the 
means. 

Key Points re: Social Justice Today 



Q: Why do movements and ideas about social 
justice emerge in a society at a particular 
time? 

 

1. Internal forces of change produce conflict and 
tension in a dialectical fashion 

2. External influences introduce alternative vision 

3. Gap between existing values & social conditions 

4. Contextual change/new developments render 
prevailing ideas about social justice inadequate. 

5. Oppression becomes unbearable & oppressed 
are inspired to act by new ideas/developments. 

Why Social Justice? 



Basic assumptions & definitions of (in)justice 

Philosophical origins of justice concepts 

Purposes for articulating justice concepts 

Means of implementation: law, customs, etc 

Conditions for receipt of justice 

Cultural expressions: language, symbols, etc 

Responsibility for implementation 

Patterns of evolution or change 

Resolution/rationalization of conflicts 

Components of Social Justice 



A link between  

 

-- Ideas about justice 

-- Cultural beliefs regarding the nature and 
 desirability of change and  

-- A society’s view about the relevance of 
its  past for understanding current realities 
 and future issues. 

A Common Element 



From Group Specific to Universal Concepts 

From Religious to Secular and Back Again 

From Spiritual to Material Well-Being 

Link to Equality & Individual Freedom: 
Compatible or Conflict-Ridden? 

Link to Idea of a Social Contract 

Link to Universal Human Rights: 
Contested 

Evolution of Social Justice 



Social justice requires the creation of a more 
egalitarian society – economically and socially 
Social Justice can be achieved within the 
existing societal structure & institutions 

Social justice goals complement the goals of 
preservation of individual rights and freedom 

There is a single, universal definition of social 
justice which can be applied to all groups in the 
same way at all times. 

Long-Standing Assumptions  

about Social Justice in the U.S. 



Until the mid-20th century, different views of social 
justice existed in different regions and within 
different communities. 

 Persistent cultural and political differences shape 
groups’ conception of the meaning of social justice, 
rights, needs, and helping. 

 These differences are reflected in language, goals, 
priorities, models of service delivery, patterns of 
help-seeking & organizational forms.   

 In sum: Social justice in the U.S. today is an 
evolving hybrid of diverse cultural norms. 

Reality of Social Justice in the U.S. 



 Conservative: Preserve individual liberty, property 
rights, & economic, social, & cultural order 

 Liberal: More equitable distribution of social benefits & 
burdens & expansion of civil rights & liberties 

 Humanitarian: Promote greater cooperation, trust, & 
mutuality in societal institutions and relationships 

 Social Democratic: Achieve social & political equality 
and promote greater civic participation by all. 

 Marxist/Radical: An egalitarian society which can only 
be achieved through a revolutionary transformation.  

 Post-Modern: Include marginalized individuals and 
groups in socially just decision-making processes. 

The Spectrum of Social Justice 



 Equality of rights and opportunities (Fair Play) 

 Equality or equity of outcomes (Fair Shares) 

 Unequal distribution based on individual needs or 
individual capabilities (Nussbaum) 

 Unequal distribution based on individual status 

 Unequal distribution based on distinct “contracts” 

 Unequal distribution based on merit/productivity 

 Unequal distribution based on compensation 

 Balance equal rights w/more equitable outcomes, esp. 
for the least advantaged (Distributive Justice) 

Approaches to Social Justice 



Universal vs. group-specific conceptions of social 
justice (ex. Affirmative Action) 

Respective roles of religious & secular views 

Change orientation vs. maintenance of stability. 

Egalitarian goals vs. individual rights/freedom. 

Fiscal and social costs required to achieve social 
justice goals vs. practical and political realities. 

Need for new knowledge & skills and constraints 
of existing conceptual frameworks and theories. 

Persistent Issues and Conflicts 



1. How can we apply universal social justice principles 
to a society in which social justice has a different 
meaning for different groups? 

2. How can we achieve social justice in the context of 
economic globalization when governments & 
nonprofit organizations no longer have the power 
and influence they formerly had? 

3. How can the social work profession sustain its 
social justice mission when that mission is thwarted 
by public policies and the market? 

4. How can social workers & social work educators 
close the gap between our rhetoric and practice? 

Dilemmas for the 21st Century 



Widening gap in the distribution of income and 
wealth in US over the past three decades 

 Increasing persistence, likelihood, and 
intensification of poverty, particularly for 
communities of color, women, & children. 

Growing racial disparities in health, mental 
health, education, housing, and employment 

 Impact of recent developments: Natural 
disasters, wars and their consequences, and the 
current global economic crisis. 

Realities of Social Injustice 



 Exacerbates longstanding inequalities worldwide 
 Transforms sectoral relationships in SW field 
Changes the mission, goals, cultures of social 

welfare organizations, esp. in non-profit sector 
Changes ideology and language of social work 
De-politicizes the social work profession 
Challenges prevailing assumptions about social 

welfare and social work practice, e.g.: 
 -- Role of state 
 -- Nature of worker-client relationship 
 -- Relevance of prevailing theories & practice  

Impact of Globalization 



Social justice is a complex, fluid, evolving, 
conflict-laden and subjective concept. 

Must be understood in dynamic not static terms. 

 Injustice exists in all societies, but it takes 
different forms in different contexts. 

All of the systems we need to create and 
maintain a just society have the potential to 
produce injustice. 

Social justice is never achieved for all time.   

Assumptions about Social Justice 



Theorizing, Critical 
Contextual Thinking and 

Doing Justice… 

Why theorizing is important for 
practice for social justice, plus criteria 

for using theory with examples 



Social Work Education and Theories 

 Espouse importance of knowledge & 
theories; tend to emphasize PIE (person in 
environment) perspectives & some version(s) 
of general systems and ecological theories 

 Theories often taught as static, a set of 
concepts to be employed in assessments 

 Theories actually are always changing, being 
challenged, evolve, lose/gain favor 

 PIE/systems approaches tend to stress 
adaptation to one’s environments, with less 
focus on change and exerting agency 



Social Work Practitioners and 
Theories 

 Many practitioners are impatient with 
theorizing, or feel put off or intimidated by 
the ways that many types of knowledge and 
theories are taught.  They want to move 
right to “doing things” and “making a 
difference”, not sitting around and thinking. 

 We argue that theorizing is  

a) important for good practice, and  

b) essential for practice with social justice 
goals/methods 



Why the Term “Theorizing”? 

 Indicates an active on-going process of 
engaging with, applying, and developing 
conceptual frameworks  

 Does not reify particular theoretical 
perspectives, but assumes that they are 
evolving and are shaped by historical forces 
and scholarly paradigms 

 Recognizes the skills and processes involved 
in using theory analytically & practically 



Theorizing Improves Practice 

 “There’s nothing so practical as a good 
theory” (Lewin)   

 

 “He who loves practice without theory is 
like the sailor who boards ship without a 
rudder and compass and never knows 
where he may cast.” (DaVinci) 



Using theories provides different 
lenses for… 

 assessment,  

 analyses, organizing info,  

 planning, implementing, & monitoring 
progress & consequences of actions for 
change/practice 

 

Shifting frames can help one to see 
alternatives, get new perspectives 



PRAXIS important for doing justice 

 Theorizing is an important part of PRAXIS, a 
major framework for social justice practice 
often associated with Freire 

 Praxis is an essential component of critical 
consciousness, the ability to see & engage 
with historical/societal/cultural forces, and to 
locate oneself, one’s multiple social locations, 
and one’s practice within these forces.   

 Locating oneself and doing contextual 
analyses are essential in working for justice 
and guarding against colluding with injustice 



Other Ways theorizing is important 
for “Doing Justice…” 

 can help identify social justice goals, different 
paradigms for justice 

 can help illuminate why injustice remains, identify 
how inequities are manifested, maintained and 
reinforced in social systems, theories, processes, 
and social work practice of different types and 
levels. 

 identify how to engage with and reduce these 
forces and to monitor change activities to ensure 
against unintended unjust consequences 

 analyze types, levels, and sources of power in 
practice contexts, theories and actions. 



Competencies in Critical Contextual 
Thinking/Analyses 

 Recognize impacts of privilege & inequities on various 
levels (individuals, family, orgs, community, society). 

 Understand how different social locations, sources of 
power (ascribed and earned), & multiple ways of 
knowing shape, actions, perceptions, attitudes, 
cognitive processes, & consequences 

 Analyze assumptions that underlie presumably 
universal practice methods (including evaluation & 
research) [i.e., decenter dominant frameworks].   
Name and challenge unrecognized assumptions 

 Value/use multiple ways of knowing/constructing 
knowledge. 



Major basic assumptions 

 the very structures, cultural mechanisms 
and processes that are necessary to create 
and sustain stability, predictability, 
identity, belongingness, and culture also 
create and recreate inequities.   

 these forces must be continuously and 
repeatedly addressed in practice and that 
this on-going engagement, vigilance and 
struggle are critical elements in social 
justice practice. 



Structural/Functional Frames 

• Create stability, organize resources/tasks 

• Create hierarchies & boundaries, that can lead to 

         privilege, exclusion 

Interpretive Frames (cultural, ideological) 

• Create meaning (values, symbols), express meaning 

• Dominant meanings can marginalize, exclude, require 

code switching, justify injustice 

Processes Frame: Group/Organizational Processes, 

Surveillance, Social Sorting 

• Manage day-to-day interactions, flow of work, decision- 

      making, & routines 

• Suppress differences & options; reinforce inequities &  

      ideologies, surveillance 

Conflict and Change 

(faultlines, differences, new 

& old, changes not 

compatible) 

 

• Changes in functions,  

  populations, economies 

• Conflict at boundaries 

 

• Changes in beliefs,  

     meaning, values 

• Multiple cultures 

 

• New technologies 

• How functions are 

     implemented/change  

  

• Status expectancies  

      challenged 

• Differences negotiated,  

    values surfaced 

• Micro-inequities surfaced 

    & negotiated 

Intra and Interpersonal Frames 

• Create connections, sense-making, influ indiv behaviors 

• Internalized attitudes & micro-inequities support privilege 

Key components of theorizing for justice: Domains of power & conflict 

 



Examples from Case 
 Environmental structures (river, terrain), 

political (law) and organizational structures, 
small group structures (families, peer groups) 

 Overt and non-conscious (taken-for-granted) 
ideologies and cultural values (how media 
portrays issues, symbols, holidays) 

 Processes—how decisions made, who gets 
into peer groups, how behaviors monitored 

 Intra-interpersonal—expectancies, behaviors  



Criteria for theorizing for justice? 

 Approaches that help illuminate different 
kinds of power, how can be used for social 
justice, how perpetuate injustices 

 Take multiple social locations into account, 
how they interact, emphasize the influence of 
contexts and both differences & power, e.g. 
intersectionalities 

 Focus on change & agency, not adaptation 

 Multi-level, embrace complexity, contextual 



Illustrative Approaches 

 Some emphasize social justice & social 
change—critical approaches, feminist, cultural, 
anti-racist, Freire 

 Conflict approaches, illuminate boundaries, 
divergences, faultlines, and how to bridge.   

 Approaches that examine how levels and 
components work together—e.g., complex 
adaptive systems, structuration (Giddens), 
Cultural sociology (Bourdieu), inequality 
regimes (Acker), status expectations 
(Ridgeway), and more… 

 



Exs: Potential Sources for Change 
in our case 

 Different subgroups within the community 
have different values and goals 

 Economic conditions changing, employment 
and tax base crises (coming from larger 
global political economy) 

 Cultures and norms in schools becoming 
more complex 

 Individuals, families, peer groups are both 
seeking their own goals, and reacting to 
larger contexts 



Other Examples?? 

 



 



Practice Principles 

Principles to achieve a more 
socially just society and to 
struggle against injustice 



Some key components (in relation to 
Doing Justice… boat metaphor) 

 Vision of social justice (goals & processes)—where 
and how boat is going 

 Analyzing, theorizing, contextualizing—basic 
understanding of the world, the boat and its journey, 
anticipating conditions 

 Worker self-knowledge and processes—skills, 
knowledge, & worldviews of people on the boat 

 Selection of general approach to change 
(intervention)—building the boat and basic/fundamental 
infrastructure 

 Developing plans/strategies—deciding on speed, 
course/itinerary, crew and resources needed etc.   



Key Components (cont) 
 Working with others—how people work together 

on the boat & w people encountered on the journey 

 Action components and steps—what is done to 
sail the boat towards its destination 

 Using and challenging power and conflict—
assisting people on the boat to use everyone’s skills 
and perspectives, changing practices and 
perspectives in response to what is learned 

 Monitoring, evaluating, learning, reducing 
unintended unjust consequences—making sure 
that sailing, relationships and actions are going as 
intended; to learn from experience 



Vision of social justice (goals & 
processes) 

 Practitioners and those we work with should 
develop a vision of what social justice could look 
like and take steps towards that vision, while  
working to remove sources of injustice as we go. 

 Processes and outcomes are  inextricably linked. 
Thus, we should use processes and actions that 
promote justice in our day-to-day work and that 
challenge and reduce everyday mechanisms that 
sustain injustice. 

 Social justice goals should be revisited regularly 
since our visions of what could be possible expand 
with more experience in trying to get there.  



Analyzing, theorizing, 
contextualizing 

 Engage in multiple kinds of theorizing & analyses, 
alone and with others, at all phases of practice.  

 Theorizing should include components of 
envisioning justice 
– key social justice goals and issues 

 Focus is multi-level and incorporates attention to 
complex socio, political, historical and cultural 
contexts 

 Attend to interconnections across and within 
levels.   

 Use multiple sources of information and ways of 
knowing 



Frames for 
Analyzing/Theorizing  

 Use different frames for analyses 
(described earlier) [examine forces for 
positive aims, sources of oppression and 
privilege] 

 Examine types of power operating in 
these domains and elsewhere, and how 
these interact across domains. 

 Identify potential sources of resistance 
to change, and what sustains this 
resistance in each domain 



Contextual analyzing at the 
services level—some questions 

 Examine how issues (and problems) are defined, 
conceptualized, and framed by external bodies and the 
service organization.  Do these definitions advantage or 
disadvantage service users and are sources of oppression or 
sources of empowerment? 

 Examine the social contexts of practice.  How do various 
social contexts either oppress/constrain the users of service 
or help them to achieve goals with social justice elements? 

 How do aspects of social injustice such as structures, 
conditions, language, culture, misuse of power, roles, 
policies, sexism, racism, and so forth oppress the 
practitioners and service users, hinder their attainment of 
goals, and affect the quality of their interactions and 
relationships with each other? 



The Worker: 
Reflection/Praxis 

Practitioners should engage in praxis (already 
introduced). This term signifies the “circular 
reflexive process” in which people  

 reflect upon their actions in the light of their 
ideas and theories,  

 reflect upon their ideas and theories in the light 
of their actions and the consequences of their 
actions,  and  

 subsequently create both future actions as well 
as new or revised ideas 



The worker: 
Intersectionality 

 We all occupy multiple roles and social locations, sometimes 
called. “positionalities”.  Our sense of self and identities 
emerge from some of these positions but all are important in 
doing social justice work. 

 Some of these positions bring us unearned privilege, which 
can block our ability to see injustices.  Some make us more 
likely to experience injustice.   

 These work together (intersect) and their salience changes 
in different contexts. 

 To work for social justice, one must recognize one’s own 
positionalities on multiple dimensions, including 
nationality/citizenship (the relative power of the nation) and 
other insider/outsider statuses. 



Application of Intersectionality 

 To learn how these positionalities affect us and can 
inform or distort our visions, workers and collaborators, 
including service participants need to reflect continuously 
on the ways their “positions” in the social structure 
contribute in complex ways to their privileges as well as 
their oppressions.  

 Important skills include being able to suspend one’s own 
assumptions and perspectives in order to 
understand/recognize alternative world views 

 
Maintaining oneself as a worker for justice 
 Use skills in a) maintaining and strengthening one’s own 

social support and self-care, and b) finding joy and 
meaning in one’s practice. 
 



The Worker: Use of both 
Reflection and Reflexivity 

 Reflection refers to a regular review & critique 
of our actions, interactions, processes, 
progress, & social contexts, to learn & deepen 
our understanding & sense of options. 

 Reflexivity requires us to place ourselves 
within our practice, along with all of our 
positionalities, historical contexts, & 
assumptions.  How does “who we are” 
influence the situation & our understandings? 



Selection of general approach 
to change (intervention) 

 The intervention methods utilized by the 
practitioner should be determined by what will best 
achieve social justice goals rather than practitioners’ 
preferences & experiences. 

 Those affected by interventions should participate 
in determining goals, methods for change, and 
acceptable risks and consequences. 

 Making this selection should be informed by an 
assessment of options and an analysis of the 
underlying assumptions of the approach. 

 Many theories suggest working at multiple levels 
with multiple approaches that can be coordinated. 



Developing plans/strategies 

 Those likely to be affected by work for 
change should be involved/have input into 
planning and strategy development 

 Multiple frames and different types of 
knowledge should inform planning 

 Plans should have social justice goals, 
clear action steps, and ways to ensure 
that implementation, information 
gathered, and routine procedures ensure 
socially just processes 



Working with others 

 All social work practice happens in work with others.  Other 
people may be  
– The targets of our actions,  
– Allies and collaborators even though we may have some different 

goals and approaches 
– Client constituent/cies—these can be service participants, community 

members, or groups for whom we advocate 

 Others will share some of our social locations and differ on 
others.  Thus, we should identify and work with these 
connections and differences (intersectionality).  

 Social justice practice must accommodate/build on different 
group’s goals and approaches, and attend to power 

 Be especially suspicious of ways of thinking that are 
dichotomized.  These often lead to unjust constructions of 
power and oversimplified definitions of allies & enemies. 
 



Action components and 
steps 

 Coordinate/attend to day-to-day detail in 
implementation.  

 Monitor steps towards goals, identify and address 
emerging unintended negative or unjust 
consequences of our actions. 

 Find time for regular review of how people are 
working together, how progress & problems are 
being framed, how different manifestations of power 
occur in all aspects. 

 Examine with others (regularly) how social locations 
are influencing perceptions and interactions 
(important sources of knowledge & conflict) 



Addressing Consequences of 
Oppression 

 When some form of help is needed (e.g., 
counseling) to deal with the intrapersonal & 
community effects of oppression, reframe 
symptoms & struggles to include different types 
of coping and resilience.  

 Acknowledge and negotiate power differences 
between those seeking and providing assistance, 
recognizing information and power that each 
brings to the transactions.  

 Examine and modify how everyone has 
incorporated information that has been distorted 
by our social positions into our views of 
ourselves. 



Using and challenging power 
and conflict 

 Practitioners should rename/interrogate the 
meaning of words and symbols used in the practice 
situation especially in relation to how they define 
justice, injustice & differences & obscure power 
dynamics. 

 Practitioners  should incorporate in their practice 
regular & continuous mechanisms for examining 
how power and conflict are being negotiated and 
sources of domination and subordination in their 
practice (e.g. sexism, racism, agism, homophobia) 

 Practitioners should seek to help members of all 
constituencies to challenge the negative 
consequences of unearned power and to develop 
and use their own power towards social justice goals  



Using and challenging power 
and conflict (cont) 

 All transformation will inevitably uncover or even intensify 
conflict which are opportunities to learn about differences 
and justice and to work for change. 

 Thus skills in identifying, valuing and working with conflict 
are important. 

 Constituencies should regularly leave time to uncover and 
learn from conflict.   

 to learn about power and sources injustice by dialoguing in 
situations of conflict 

 To act, in the face of conflict,  
 to resolve conflicts in ways that are peaceful, just, and that 

reduce or eliminate unequal use of power 

 All constituencies should scrutinize types of power involved 
in situations, the constructions of power that are at play, 
and the ways these situations maintain imbalances of power 
and/or can be mobilized to work for change.  



Monitoring, evaluating, 
learning, reducing unintended 

unjust consequences 

Regularly work with others, including users of services  

 to determine whether social justice goals were  
– Identified initially and developed over time 

– Attained or progress made towards them 

 to examine and discuss whether socially just methods & 
processes were employed & how these can be improved 

 to determine whether multiple constituencies were able to 
develop and use their own sources of power to help them 
attain their goals 

 to ascertain whether conflicts were resolved in socially just 
ways and with due regard for the rights and needs of 
multiple constituencies. 

 All the above includes attention to structures, language, etc 


