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‘Michael Reisch has brought together leading experts on social justice to produce a profoundly 
important book that ranges comprehensively over the field. Covering theoretical, practice, policy 
and international aspects, it is an invaluable resource which should be a part of every thoughtful 
scholar’s library.’ – James Midgley, Harry & Rova Specht Professor of Public Social Services, 
University of California, Berkeley, USA.

‘What could one more book about “social justice” tell us that has not already been said? After 
reading the Routledge International Handbook of Social Justice the answer is quite simple: 
Quite a lot! Editor Michael Reisch and 36 other scholars, advocates, and activists present in one 
volume, multiple perspectives and experiences on the histories, theories, and applications of 
social justice in a variety of cultural contexts across the globe. From presentations of analyses, 
debates, and dilemmas and explorations of poetry, musings, and music, each thoughtfully 
written essay is replete with its own wealth of new ideas and references. Early on, Reisch quotes 
Michelangelo to say “I am still learning”. With texts like this Handbook available to us now, 
thankfully we all are still able to learn!’ – Darlyne Bailey, Dean and Professor, Graduate School of 
Social Work and Social Research, Bryn Mawr College, USA. 

 
This authoritative volume explores different perspectives on social justice and what its attainment would 
involve. It addresses key issues, such as resolving fundamental questions about human nature and social 
relationships; the distribution of resources, power, status, rights, access, and opportunities; and the 
means by which decisions regarding this distribution are made. Illustrating the complexity of the topic, 
it presents a range of international, historical, and theoretical perspectives, and discusses the dilemmas 
inherent in implementing social justice concepts in policy and practice. Covering more than abstract 
definitions of social justice, it also includes multiple examples of how social justice might be achieved at the 
interpersonal, organizational, community, and societal levels. 

With contributions from leading scholars around the globe, Reisch has put together a magisterial and multi-
faceted overview of social justice. It is an essential reference work for all scholars with an interest in social 
justice from a wide range of disciplines, including social work, public policy, public health, law, criminology, 
sociology, and education.

Michael Reisch is the Daniel Thursz Distinguished Professor of Social Justice at the University of 
Maryland, USA. He has published and presented widely on the history and philosophy of social welfare, 
social justice and multiculturalism, community organization, the non-profit sector, and contemporary policy 
issues, such as poverty, health care, welfare reform, and the impact of globalization on social welfare.
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In a world where genocide, hunger, poverty, war and disease persist and where richer nations 
often fail to act to address these problems or act too late, a prerequisite to achieving even modest 
social justice goals is to clarify the meaning of competing discourses on the concept. Throughout 
history, calls for social justice have been used to rationalize the status quo, promote modest 
reforms and justify revolutionary, even violent action. Ironically, as the prominence of the concept 
has risen, the meaning of social justice has become increasingly obscured. 

This authoritative volume explores different perspectives on social justice and what its attain-
ment would involve. It addresses key issues, such as resolving fundamental questions about human 
nature and social relationships; the distribution of resources, power, status, rights, access and 
opportunities; and the means by which decisions regarding this distribution are made. Illustrating 
the complexity of the topic, it presents a range of international, historical and theoretical per-
spectives, and discusses the dilemmas inherent in implementing social justice concepts in policy 
and practice. Covering more than abstract definitions of social justice, it also includes multiple 
examples of how social justice might be achieved at the interpersonal, organizational, community, 
and societal levels. 

With contributions from leading scholars around the globe, Reisch has put together a magisterial 
and multi-faceted overview of social justice. It is an essential reference work for all scholars with an 
interest in social justice from a wide range of disciplines, including social work, public policy, public 
health, law, criminology, sociology, and education.

Michael Reisch is the Daniel Thursz Distinguished Professor of Social Justice at the University 
of Maryland, USA. He has published and presented widely on the history and philosophy of 
social welfare, social justice and multiculturalism, community organization, the non-profit sector, 
and contemporary policy issues, such as poverty, health care, welfare reform, and the impact of 
globalization on social welfare.
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INTRODUCTION
Michael Reisch 

One of the ironies of the early 21st century is that proponents of vastly different visions of society—
secular and religious, democratic and authoritarian, individualist and collectivist—march under 
the banner of social justice. As they have been for millennia, calls for social justice are used to 
rationalize the status quo, promote modest reforms, and justify revolutionary, even violent action. 
Consequently, labels like “good” and “evil,” freely used to characterize supporters or opponents, 
have become increasingly ambiguous and the meaning of social justice has become increasingly 
obscured. In a world where genocide, hunger, poverty, and disease persist, where richer nations 
often fail to act or act too late to address these problems, and where climate change threatens 
human life on Earth, a prerequisite to achieving even modest social justice goals is to cut through 
the fog of competing discourses on this topic. 

But what does the attainment of social justice really mean, on individual, community, 
national, and international levels? Most discussions about social justice focus on the eradication 
or reduction of injustices. But just as peace is not merely the absence of war, and love is not 
merely the absence of hate, achieving social justice requires more than the elimination of 
injustice. It involves envisioning what a just society would look like. It requires us to address 
fundamental questions about human nature and social relationships; about the distribution of 
resources, power, status, rights, access, and opportunities; and about how decisions regarding 
this distribution are made. In a world that, ironically, is both more interdependent and more 
polarized than ever, it is possible that our definition of social justice may need to be tailored 
to specific contexts. 

Yet, most discussions of social justice today assume that particular visions of social justice 
can be applied universally; this ignores the reality that conflicting ideas about social justice 
have long competed with each other. Even in relatively homogeneous Western societies, 
recent political debates about government’s role in addressing the social and economic con-
sequences of globalization reflect this ongoing conflict. As societies around the world become 
increasingly diverse, as new demographic and cultural realities transform nations and com-
munities at an unprecedented pace, there is a greater need to develop processes through which 
the ideological foundations of these conflicts can be openly discussed and resolved both 
within and among nations. 

One component of such processes would be the development of a revised and expanded 
view of injustice that explores how people are affected by the intersection of their race, gender, 
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ethnicity, class, religion, age, and sexual orientation. New conceptions of social justice are 
needed, therefore, which incorporate an understanding of how such demographic and cultural 
factors, singly and in combination, result in the systematic exploitation of people—through 
societal institutions, personal relationships, and their ideological or cultural rationalizations. 

For decades, both secular and religious thinkers have proposed various strategies to end this 
exploitation. In the West, some secular philosophers, like the late John Rawls (1971, 1999), have 
attempted to synthesize liberal/individualist and egalitarian/collectivist perspectives by asserting 
that an unequal distribution of resources is permissible in a just society only if it serves the 
benefit of the least advantaged. Similarly, religious leaders, like the U.S. Catholic bishops, have 
proclaimed “distributive justice requires that the allocation of income, wealth and power in 
society be evaluated in light of its effect on persons whose basic needs are unmet” (National 
Conference of Catholic Bishops, 1986).

It has become increasingly clear, however, that the expansion of social provision alone can-
not create a socially just society. The creation of socially just outcomes involves more than 
constructing policies which allocate societal “goods” more equitably. It also requires the 
development of socially just means to formulate, implement, and evaluate those policies, cou-
pled with a recognition that the translation of an idealized abstraction (social justice) into 
concrete terms may take different forms in different circumstances. The goal of social justice 
is, therefore, neither simple nor ever entirely realized. It is a goal which is constantly pursued 
rather than completely attained. 

While there are countless books that focus on social justice in some way, few address the 
multiple implications of the topic in a comprehensive, global manner. This Handbook is an initial, 
albeit incomplete attempt to fill this gap in a creative way. The 33 essays included in this volume, 
written by scholars and activists from multiple disciplines and over a dozen nations, illustrate the 
complexity of the topic, present a range of historical and theoretical perspectives, and discuss the 
dilemmas inherent in implementing social justice concepts in policy and practice. The Handbook 
tries to go beyond the mere presentation of abstract definitions of social justice by including 
numerous examples of how social justice might be achieved at the interpersonal, organizational, 
community, and societal levels. 

Most of the literature on social justice presents a specific interpretation of the concept, 
descriptions of various injustices, and ways in which these injustices can be overcome. The 
Handbook is distinguished by its inclusion of multiple visions of justice from diverse cultural, 
theoretical, and disciplinary perspectives, and essays that address both socially just goals and 
socially just processes. It focuses, therefore, on the forces that create injustice (individual to global), 
how social justice is defined and interpreted, and what alternatives have been imagined or already 
exist. In addition, the book contains essays that address how the concept of justice has been 
expressed in art, music, literature, and film. This material is intended to make this complex subject 
more vivid, especially to students, and to link modern concerns about social justice with their 
cultural and historical roots. 

One of the shortcomings of most books on social justice published in English is the failure 
to include definitions of social justice which are derived from cultures different from the West. 
The Handbook attempts to correct this limitation by including essays, particularly in Part I, that 
present these alternative views of social justice—from Japan, India, South Africa, Latin America, 
and the Middle East. The eight essays in this portion of the book discuss the historical evolution 
of social justice concepts in different regions, the major ideological, political-economic, and 
cultural influences (religious and secular) on their development, and contemporary critical 
perspectives. Cultural and ideological differences in defining social justice have made it difficult 
to translate the ideals of social justice into public policies and micro- or mezzo-level practices 
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both within and among nations. A particular emphasis of the essays in Part I, therefore, is the 
relationship of theories of social justice to the development of the institutions, policies, and 
practices that emanate from a society’s efforts to achieve and sustain social justice goals, however 
they are defined. 

Although there have been periodic attempts to develop a “universal concept” of social justice 
(e.g., 7th-century Islam, medieval Christian doctrine, the work of 18th-century Enlightenment 
philosophers and political theorists in France, Great Britain, and the United States, the writings 
of German philosophers such as Kant and Hegel, and the numerous documents of revolutionary 
socialism and anarchism in the 19th and 20th centuries), until the mid-20th century there was 
no systematic attempt to codify social justice in a global way. This first occurred in the United 
Nations’ Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1949). 

During the past half century, serious debates have emerged about the interpretations, 
biases, omissions, and applications of universal concepts of human rights in a multi-cultural 
but still unequal global environment. These include a serious schism among both philoso-
phers and activists about the conflict between social justice and human rights. The contra-
dictions between the rhetoric of cultural pluralism and the reality of cultural hegemony also 
complicate the definition of social justice and its application to twenty-first-century realities. 
The persistence of global cultural, religious, and political conflicts impedes the development of 
a universal definition of social justice and provokes questions regarding the utility of such 
efforts.

Part II of the Handbook, therefore, explores the major theories and conceptual frameworks 
which underlie contemporary views of social justice. It includes essays that trace how the classic 
liberal definition of social justice—which framed it in terms of equal rights, the diminution of 
class privileges, the preservation of individual dignity, and the creation of equal opportunity—
expanded to include racial, ethnic, and sexual minorities and women. A major theme of these 
essays is the distinction between group specific and universal concepts of social justice. Other 
themes are the differences between social justice and equality, social justice and freedom, and the 
conflict between social justice and universal human rights. Unfortunately, the valuable contribu-
tions of three distinguished authors, who had to withdraw for personal or health reasons, could 
not be included in this section.

Social justice has been fundamental to the development of public policies and political insti-
tutions in rhetoric if not in practice, for several centuries. Today, while it plays a prominent role 
in the official documents of many national and international organizations, it is often presented 
without a clearly articulated and shared definition or understanding of its meaning or implica-
tions. Complicating matters further, until recently the mainstream discourse on social justice 
largely occurred apart from discussions of racial or gender equality, although it had long been 
acknowledged that issues of social justice inevitably involved conflicts over race, gender, citizen-
ship, and culture. The emergence of multiculturalism as both a social fact and a prominent issue 
has, in effect, made explicit the underlying and unspoken conflicts over our definitions of social 
welfare and human well-being.

Statements by major professional organizations, such as the Code of Ethics (1997, 2010) of the 
National Association of Social Workers’ (NASW) in the United States, and the mission statement 
of the International Federation of Social Workers (IFSW, 2010) establish social justice as an 
ethical imperative. In spite of the growing emphasis on social justice rhetoric, there are few texts 
which provide guidance to faculty, students, and practitioners who are struggling to meet the 
practical and ethical challenges of working toward social justice goals using socially just methods 
in complex and increasingly multicultural societies. The essays in Part III of the Handbook repre-
sent an initial attempt to fill this gap.
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In a rapidly changing political and economic environment, characterized by globalization 
and major demographic, technological, and socio-cultural transformations, the development and 
implementation of socially just policies have become increasingly complex. The locus of policy-
making and implementation has also shifted: on the one hand, as a consequence of devolution 
from the national to state and local arenas; on the other hand, as a result of globalization from 
the nation-state to supra-national institutions, and from the public to the non-profit and for-
profit sectors. Ironically, greater attention must now be paid both to trans-national issues and 
the distinctive character of local needs and concerns. While socially just policies require greater 
democratization, many critical policy decisions are increasingly made through non-democratic 
means, often outside of long-standing political processes. The essays in this section will describe 
how the concepts and theories presented earlier in the Handbook could be applied to specific 
arenas of policy and practice, including anti-poverty and employment policies, public assistance 
and social care, health and mental health, child welfare, domestic violence, education, housing and 
homelessness, policies that affect women and indigenous peoples, criminal justice, and the 
environment. 

Although these essays focus on different areas of policy, they contain several common 
components. They attempt to clarify what constitutes a socially just policy in terms of its 
goals, substance, and impact. They analyze policies from the perspective of their redistributive 
effects and their specific consequences on oppressed and marginalized populations. An 
underlying theme is the challenge of combining universal and selective approaches to policy 
formulation that achieve the goal of “justice for all.”

These essays will also explore how socially just policies can be promoted both from inside 
what are often socially unjust institutions and from the outside, through advocacy and other 
forms of social action. They analyze the points of the policy development process which are most 
accessible to the incorporation of socially just components, even in structures with seemingly 
antithetical goals, and address potential strategies to increase the participation of individuals and 
groups, especially from low-power communities, in the policy-making process. 

 Although the power of art, music, literature, and film to shape people’s thoughts and emotions 
has long been established, few attempts have been made to incorporate cultural illustrations into 
books about social justice. Explicit efforts to link consciousness-raising, justice-focused education, 
and various cultural forms, have been widespread, however, in fields like drama and music. The 
use of multi-media content provides a more vivid interpretation of abstract ideas and broad his-
torical, cultural, and institutional forces. It modifies the effects of traditional conceptual “filters” 
through which most ideas about social justice are transmitted. 

The five essays in Part IV discuss how social justice concepts have been expressed through 
various cultural means and how cultural activities can serve as vehicles to educate, motivate, and 
mobilize people in the pursuit of social justice goals. 

*****

This book can be used either as a text or as a major resource for advanced undergraduate and 
graduate courses in professional schools, such as law, medicine, nursing, business, public health, 
public policy, education, and social work; social science courses in departments of anthropology, 
economics, sociology, and political science; humanities courses in departments of history, litera-
ture, and philosophy; and inter-disciplinary courses in such areas as women’s studies and cultural 
studies. In addition, practitioners and scholars who wish to orient their work to social justice 
issues may find this book an important resource. 
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INTRODUCTION TO PART I
Michael Reisch1

The essays in Part I provide a selective overview of the evolution of secular and religious con-
cepts of social justice in nations and cultures around the globe. This international focus is 
important because most contemporary discussions of social justice reflect both universalist and 
temporal fallacies. First, they often assume that social justice, particularly as it is conceived in the 
West, is either embraced or rejected in its entirety throughout the world, and that cultures that 
articulate a view of social justice share similar goals, values, and ideological perspectives. They 
also assume either that the concept of social justice emerged only in modern times or that the 
concept is fixed—i.e., that people defined social justice in the same way throughout history. 
Finally, they assume that whatever societal differences exist regarding the meaning of social 
justice can easily be reconciled in practice through the development of a common framework 
such as human rights.

Yet, in an increasingly interdependent world in which many previously homogeneous socie-
ties are becoming more ethnically and religious diverse, it seems clear that the concept of social 
justice requires a more complex and nuanced understanding. For practitioners, policymakers, and 
scholars these complexities give rise to new, previously unacknowledged challenges. This section 
of the book, therefore, attempts to de-center this important discussion away from Western per-
spectives and to emphasize the importance of context, culture, and history in the formulation 
and implementation of ideas about social justice.

As these essays demonstrate, ideas about social justice have been used both to promote greater 
equality and social equity and to perpetuate or rationalize existing inequalities, often in subtle or 
unintended ways. There are both remarkable similarities and significant differences in how social 
justice has been defined and implemented in different societies and within different eras. This 
neither implies that social justice is a universal concept, nor that it does not exist as an ideal, in 
some form, in all societies. Instead, it suggests that a more nuanced understanding of its meaning 
and application is required to grasp the complexities of the 21st-century world.

The eight essays in Part I each examine the relationship between the evolution of particular 
conceptions of social justice and the environments in which they emerged. The essays are broadly 
representative, rather than inclusive, and inevitably reflect the subjectivity and limitations of the 
editor. Collectively, they seek to contextualize the meaning of social justice in order to move 
contemporary discourse beyond rhetorical appeals to normative concepts to the development of 
justice-oriented principles for policy and practice. It is also important to note that the purpose 
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of these essays is neither to demonstrate the inevitability of “progress” in the development of 
concepts about social justice nor to argue that certain concepts of social justice are superior to 
others. Rather, they introduce the reader to several ways of examining ideas about social justice 
and alternative means of implementing them.

In the first essay, “The emergence of social justice in the West,” Walter Lorenz, current Rector 
at the Free University of Bozen-Bolzano and former Jean Monnet Professor for European 
Social Policy at the National University of Ireland, discusses how a concern with issues of social 
justice, which emerged due to the disruption of social bonds and relationship structures pro-
duced by the industrial revolution and the political revolutions of the 18th and 19th centuries, 
marked a decisive transition point towards modernity in Western history. He posits that the goal 
of creating more just societies evolved in the West as a consequence of efforts to improve the 
quality of life for all peoples. Lorenz argues that this notion of justice resulted from a synthesis 
of two different principles: the creation of laws and policies that affect the multiple dimensions 
of people’s lives in a society and the construction and nurturance of the social relationships 
required to properly care for the people that live within that society in a non-discriminatory 
manner. He further argues that in the 21st century the goal of social justice increasingly repre-
sents a project whose advancement depends on the recognition that it is interpreted in a variety of 
ways and on open and democratic dialogue between proponents of diverse perspectives. Citing 
Habermas (1990) and Bankovsky (2012), Lorenz regards the future pursuit of social justice as 
both a collective commitment to the creation of authentic forms of communication and a core 
element of human existence.

In the second essay, “Religious influences on justice theory,” Daniel C. Maguire, Professor of 
Ethics at Marquette University and past President of the Society of Christian Ethics, emphasizes 
the contemporary relevance of ancient religious ideas about social justice and discusses how 
these ideas intermingled with secular concepts to create modern notions of justice. For example, 
he asserts that expressions of prophetic justice in the Bible symbolized recognition of the impor-
tance of establishing social justice principles in societies that were increasingly stratified on the 
basis of status, power, class, and wealth; at the same time, they also illustrated the need to create redis-
tributive and systemic solutions to address these social conditions. Biblical ideas of justice, 
therefore, left a legacy that focused more on social and distributive justice than on commutative 
justice—principles that were also embodied in Islam. (See essay by Esteves, Chapter 6.) Similarly, 
millennia ago, Buddhists identified humanity’s principal failings as greed, delusion, and ill will 
and criticized people’s lack of interrelatedness and interdependence.

Maguire argues that all the world religions give special emphasis to social justice because it is 
through this emphasis that human selfishness is most challenged and where our resistance to 
sharing is most put to the moral test. He asserts that these principles are more relevant today than 
ever. The growing disparities that exist between social classes today stems from the persistence of 
the human attraction towards greed. The history of religious views of social justice, therefore, 
provides a distinctive framework to comprehend the three major forms of justices that are used 
today—commutative, social, and distributive—and to develop solutions to the problems of 
human suffering, selfishness, and unequal resource distribution.

The remaining essays in Part I discuss how diverse concepts of social justice emerged on 
virtually every continent in different historical eras under different circumstances. In his essay, 
“The Gandhian concept of social justice” (Chapter 3), J. Prasant Palakkappillil, the Principal 
of Sacred Heart College, in Thevara, Kochi, India, reviews the spiritual, political, ethical, and 
religious life work of Mohandas K. Gandhi, with a particular focus on the principles of social 
justice he espoused and their implications for social and political practice. Emerging from 
years of persecution under British imperialism in South Africa and India, Gandhi developed 
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a philosophy of non-violence as a means to overcome oppression and create a just society. 
Seeking to produce both a political and spiritual revolution, Gandhi rejected the material 
world of possession and consumption, violence and oppression in favor of a life that brings 
balance and joy, healing and justice. He regarded the pursuit of justice as inseparable from the 
pursuit of both the emotional and physical well-being of individuals and communities. 
Gandhi believed that the most critical manifestation of justice occurred in the fusion of eth-
ics and economics and that this integration was impossible in a market-driven culture which 
sanctioned immoral practices and the accumulation of wealth at the expense of the needy. His 
ideas about social justice and about the means to achieve it continue to influence activists and 
revolutionaries on every continent.

Gandhi rejected Western ideas about social justice because of their materialist foundation. For 
similar reasons, Japanese philosophers, scholars, and political leaders have not embraced the con-
cept of social justice as the basis of their nation’s social policy. Tatsuru Akimoto, Director and 
Professor of the Social Work Research Institute at the Asian Center for Welfare in Society at the 
Japan College of Social Work, questions whether Western concepts of social justice can be applied 
to a society like Japan whose cultural values and norms are so different, even in an era of globali-
zation in which dominant nations attempt to impose their ideologies throughout the world 
(“Social justice in an era of globalization,” Chapter 4). He argues that in Japan, people seldom 
speak of and demand “justice” directly, a consequence of the structure of Japanese psychology. In 
Japanese culture, the desire for justice is not expressed openly, but only as a last resort. Instead, 
norms of distribution are established on principles of social obligation and solidarity. The impli-
cations of this case study in the current international context are significant. Akimoto challenges 
us to examine whether the promotion of universal principles of social justice is a viable and 
effective exercise in nations that developed social policies based on other values. His essay under-
scores the importance of understanding context and history in evaluating the practices of other 
societies and in promoting human well-being.

Contemporary conflicts over the meaning of social justice are more visible in the Middle East 
than in any other region. According to Elizabeth Thompson, Associate Professor of History at 
the University of Virginia, ideals of social justice in today’s Middle East are articulated in polit-
ical discourses rooted in both a history common to most post-colonial societies and in the 
region’s particular traits that are the products of its Islamic culture and proximity to Europe. Her 
essay, “Social justice in the Middle East” (Chapter 5), traces the evolution of these ideals from 
the rise of Islam in the 7th century to the recent Arab Spring. She emphasizes the existence of 
two fissures between the ideal and practice of social justice: the growth in state power resulting 
from the abuse of public trust and the uneven distribution of wealth and legal rights which was 
a byproduct of colonization. For two centuries, the presence of these inequalities has produced 
a backlash and the rise of political movements that have linked state injustice directly to the 
growing influence of European powers.

Since the early 20th century, Islamists have sought to strip away the legacy of imperialism, 
secular law, and the legal codes borrowed from Europe and have reopened the dilemma facing 
19th-century societies in the region: how to combine Islamic political tradition with the advent 
of universal codes of justice built on the principle that all citizens enjoy equal, human rights. The 
Arab Spring exploded, moreover, as the region’s marginalization in the digitalized global economy 
has become more evident. Thompson asserts that the vast unemployment and under-education 
of the Middle East’s youthful majorities will drive politics toward new models of social justice. 
She maintains that the effects of the Arab Spring demonstrate the importance that the citizens 
of the Middle East, especially the youth, place on dissolving the oppressive political regimes of 
the past and instilling a practice of democracy based on socially just principles. As in Japan and 
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India, the delicacy of implementing a highly Western philosophy onto societies that have a strong 
political tradition is a process that requires a deep understanding of their history, culture, religion, 
and socio-political context in order to define what equality and social justice mean to a country’s 
people.

Latin America is another region in which alternative views of social justice have emerged 
in response to the effects of centuries of colonization and exploitation by Western powers. In 
addition to tracing the evolution of Latin American ideas about social justice, the essay by Ana 
Margarida Esteves, “Decolonizing livelihoods, decolonizing the will: solidarity economy as a 
social justice paradigm in Latin America” (Chapter 6), analyzes the emergence of the concept 
of Solidarity Economy as both a development paradigm and a social movement. This concept 
represents an attempt to create an “alter-modernity” that bases the modernization of society 
on the elimination of the Western distinction between the “public” and “private” spheres of 
social life. According to Esteves, the idea of a Solidarity Economy reflects an approach to com-
munity that includes all living and inanimate beings and recognizes the emancipatory potential 
of the norms, social dynamics, and forms of organization of subaltern groups, particularly “the 
poor.” It is based on a notion of social justice that complements and enriches the ideas of 
the Western Enlightenment. Yet, it goes beyond Western ideas about social justice, which focus 
on issues of equity, redistribution, and the social contract, by adding the dimension of solidar-
ity, a “cosmic” conception of community and social emancipation, as the key goal of economic 
activity and politics. Instead of focusing on procedural rationality as the core of public life, 
Solidarity Economy attempts to create a “counter-public” that contributes to the deepening 
of democracy.

Esteves asserts that it is critical to understand the concept of Solidarity Economy in order to 
comprehend the challenges Latin American societies face in conceptualizing and implementing 
social justice in a post-colonial era dominated by neo-liberalism and economic globalization. In 
contrast with the values underlying traditional capitalism, it represents an effort to integrate 
marginalized populations into the community through the implementation of just economic 
principles, based on a view of human rights that recognizes the need for both social cooperation 
and social emancipation.

The next essay, by Simon Stacey, “Social justice, transitional justice, and political transformation 
in South Africa” (Chapter 7) illustrates another alternative approach to social justice that emerged in 
a post-colonial society. Stacey, Director of the Honors College at the University of Maryland, 
Baltimore County, points out that when South Africa’s first democratically elected government 
took power in 1994, the country was one of the most politically and racially divided and socio-
economically unequal societies in the world. The new government faced several daunting tasks 
created by the apartheid system. One was to address the extraordinary level of economic inequality 
and deprivation affecting the overwhelming majority of the population in such fundamental areas 
as land ownership, housing, sanitation, health care, social services, electricity and communication 
services, and education. The other was to overcome the effects of a racially discriminatory legal 
and political system that left White and Black South Africans deeply alienated from and suspicious 
of, if not openly hostile towards, each other. At the same time that it struggled to deal with the 
high-profile human rights abuses of the apartheid state and to reconstitute a deeply divided citi-
zenry as a single nation, it sought, as a country of relatively limited resources, to respond to the 
demands of vast numbers of poor Black South Africans for services, jobs, and education.

Although the use of Truth and Reconciliation Commissions have helped unite the nation and 
forestalled the post-transition bloodshed that many analysts predicted, twenty years after the end 
of apartheid South Africa continues to struggle with deeply rooted issues of discrimination, land 
ownership, and human rights concerns. The slow process of integrating new governmental policies 



Introduction to Part I

13

and the development of a just legal system illustrates the difficulty of implementing the principles 
of social justice into a post-colonial mindset, particularly within the context of an increasingly 
competitive global economy.

The final essay in Part I, “Indigenous struggles for justice: restoring balance within the context 
of Anglo settler societies” (Chapter 8), by Hilary N. Weaver, Professor and Associate Dean for 
Academic Affairs in the School of Social Work, University at Buffalo, also addresses the challenge 
of applying different ideas about social justice under circumstances of long-standing colonial 
domination. Weaver argues that while it is clear that indigenous peoples have suffered and con-
tinue to suffer significant injustices and experience a variety of socio-economic disparities under 
colonial settler societies it is less clear how to apply indigenous concepts of social justice in the 
process of decolonization. Colonization involves maintaining an imbalance in power; efforts to 
empower indigenous peoples through decolonization, therefore, must upset this imbalance 
through a process of disequilibrium.

Colonization, however, involved more than the establishment and maintenance of unequal 
power relations. In all areas of the world, it also involved a disruption in the lives of indigenous 
peoples through the imposition of beliefs and behavioral norms that diverged from their cultural 
values and undermined the bases of their livelihood. Achieving social justice for indigenous 
people, therefore, is impossible without decolonization. Weaver maintains that remedial approaches 
to social justice will always be difficult and contentious and that even the most well-intentioned 
efforts to address contemporary injustices will never fully be able to make up for the damage that 
was done by centuries of cultural domination.

Note
1	 Katie Januario, MSW, assisted with both the research and writing of this introduction.
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1
THE EMERGENCE OF SOCIAL 

JUSTICE IN THE WEST
Walter Lorenz

The notion of justice implies a particular mode of social relationships between people or groups 
of people who “matter” to each other. Referring to criteria of justice means that values deter-
mine people’s belonging to a social entity and not their mere physiologically or habitually 
defined similarities (in the form of genetically or culturally defined criteria) and that these values 
need to be treated as an important normative dimension of the sets of relationships that make up 
a social unit. This perspective gives questions of justice altogether an intrinsic social dimension, 
although of course the treatment of the issue of social justice needs to focus more specifically on 
the particular quality of life resulting from relationships oriented towards justice.

This social dimension of the notion of justice, however, can be expressed in two fundamen-
tally different ways. One starts from a general structural clarification of the principles of justice 
as they affect all spheres of society to which the law and more generally attitudes and actions 
related to principles of justice apply, such as civil contracts, definitions of citizenship, politics, 
and economics. It then moves on to consider particular sets of relationships outside or on the 
fringes of those spheres to which principles of justice have to be extended, such as children, 
people with disabilities, or immigrants to determine how and to what extent their situation and 
their actions should be treated procedurally according to principles of justice and whether or 
how they should, therefore, “matter” in relation to the social reference unit regardless of their 
individual characteristics. The principles that determine justice from this perspective are 
enshrined in institutions or rather in the hypothetical or transcendental notion of what consti-
tutes a perfectly just society from the particular point of view. Sen (2009) calls this approach 
“transcendental institutionalism.”

The other takes the reference to “the social” as constitutive for actions which demonstrate, 
enact, and promote principles of justice in full consideration of the particular differences that 
characterize individuals and groups and, therefore, distinguish them from one another. In the case 
of the discourse of recognition, this happens by precisely giving those differences equal recogni-
tion. Here it is important that people interact with each other in such a way that the “sense of 
justice” enhances social integration according to particular normative criteria.

The term “social justice” has come to refer commonly to social policies and other rights-based 
initiatives that protect vulnerable and disadvantaged groups of national or global society from 
oppression, discrimination, and exclusion or that support them materially. In this way social jus-
tice has been a key reference point in the development of welfare services generally, and of social 
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services in particular (Reisch, 2007). By invoking criteria of justice a clear line can be drawn 
between charitable approaches which seek amelioration of situations of social suffering through 
assistance outside a legal framework and approaches which make specific reference to the assistance 
as an entitlement. The frequent coupling of social justice with “equality” underlines, however, the 
normative ambiguity of the mere reference to justice and invokes the claim that principles of 
justice need to be substantiated to become meaningful and effective.

Undoubtedly the subject matter of “justice” as such is by no means a Western prerogative but 
has been discussed and developed by thinkers all over the globe and at various points in history, 
as Sen for instance, remarks (Sen, 2009). The concern with issues of social justice, as the concern 
with “the social” in general, marks, however, a decisive point of transition in the history of 
Western societies associated with the turn to modernity (Miller, 1999). This relates to the dis-
ruption of social bonds and relationship structures brought about by the industrial revolution 
and taken up by the political revolutions of the 18th and 19th century. On the organizational 
side, the process of industrialization meant that the distinction between capital and labor became 
more pronounced, bringing laborers into an acute state of dependency and potential exploita-
tion with the principle of the division of labor imposing the need for a regime of rationality, 
coordination, and inter-dependency (Durkheim, 1984). The accompanying economic principles 
of capitalism reinforced those pressures and called at the same time for the security of contrac-
tual arrangements, which would ensure the smooth running of production free from anomic 
disruption.

On the cultural and political side, this was mirrored by the growing assertion of individual 
agency, the desire to liberate oneself from the restrictions of conventional forms of authority and 
power. These were increasingly recognized as being arbitrary and without legitimation through 
rational argument, as this became the criterion against which authority had to justify itself. The 
emergent citizens strove to assert their personal freedom and participation in the rational consti-
tution of a democratic society. All this meant that “the social sphere” in the sense of both the 
forming of social relationships and the emergence of an entity that could now be called a society 
(against a mere aggregate of communities) could no longer be assumed to exist and develop 
“naturally” but became something that had to be explicitly constructed and provided. The social 
order had to be organized, regulated, and maintained according to principles, which individuals 
had the right to negotiate.

This transition from traditional communities to modern societies, therefore, created a funda-
mental and persistent tension between the importance attributed to individual freedom and 
autonomy on the one hand and the necessity to contain the effects of the unfettered exercise of 
freedom within principles which reflected the interests of society overall, like the principle 
of equality. The emphasis on autonomy meant, for instance, that notions of a “common good” 
were overshadowed by the utilitarian principle of “the greatest good of the greatest number,” 
which promoted and legitimated the market as a “fair” mechanism of distribution not only in 
the immediate field of capitalist economics but in the non-economic institutions of society as 
well (Schofield, 2006). This, in turn, created massive problems of poverty and inequality which 
called into question the “justice” of this individualized principle of social and economic relations 
and gave rise to discourses and movements which demanded counter-measures in the name of 
justice, interpreted as equality but inevitably bringing with them restrictions. It is in this force 
field that the notion of justice as social justice arose and gained significance. Inequality became 
a matter of ardent political debate rather than remaining shrouded in the cloak of “fate” over 
which humans had no control (Toulmin, 1990; Jost & Kay, 2010).

Seen from this perspective, social justice issues assumed growing importance in the develop-
ment of modern nation states and their efforts of establishing social order through legal and 
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political institutions, and these in turn found expression in the notion of citizenship in successive 
stages. Citizenship implies sets of legally secured relationships both between individuals and with 
the political institutions guaranteeing these rights in the form of the state. Having the status of a 
citizen means having legally guaranteed rights, and the notion of citizenship, therefore, symbolizes 
the existence of a system of justice, though not necessarily of a just society.

In T. H. Marshall’s (1992) analysis, the development from civic citizenship to political and 
eventually to social citizenship in the history of modern European nation states traces the necessity 
to render the justice element implied in the citizenship status ever more concrete and tangible. 
While civic and political citizenship meant merely that citizens had an equal right to enter into 
binding civil contracts and to participate as voters equally in the political processes characteristic 
of democracies, social citizenship signified a decisive step beyond those formal expressions of 
justice. It secured people’s entitlement to having basic social needs fulfilled. Justice in the form 
of social justice is thereby realized in the daily experiences of citizens. This development, there-
fore, seems to have endorsed Sen’s contention that “justice cannot be indifferent to the lives that 
people can actually live. The importance of human lives, experiences, and realizations cannot be 
supplanted by information about institutions that exist and the rules that operate” (Sen, 2009, 
p. 19). This is of particular contemporary significance in a global political phase in which social 
citizenship is being called into question as a consequence of neoliberal policies and their reliance 
on market mechanisms.

The term social justice as such makes its first appearance in Europe in the writings of a 
Jesuit advisor to the Vatican, Luigi Taparelli d’Azeglio, writing in the context of the Italian 
risorgimento in 1840, a political movement which, while promoting the unification of Italy, 
posed severe challenges to the existing social and political order, including the Catholic Church 
(Burke, 2011). For Taparelli, the term giustizia sociale signified an attempt to justify the 
established social stratification (which was highly unequal and based on special privileges of 
aristocracy and church) while giving credence to “modern” principles of individual responsi-
bility and, in that sense, of autonomy. In opposing the liberalism and the associated demands 
for equality promoted by the American Revolution in the tradition of Locke (1960), Taparelli 
emphasized instead the legitimacy of differences as “natural facts” which the principles of social 
justice have to respect and protect rather than eliminate. “All individual human beings are 
naturally unequal among themselves in everything that pertains to their individuality, just as 
they are naturally equal in all that pertains to the species” (Taparelli d’Azeglio,1845, par. 355, 
quoted in Burke, 2011, p. 37).

In the sophisticated manner of Jesuit argumentation, Taparelli captured the spirit of the revo-
lutionary times with the term “social justice,” only to give it a conservative, order-preserving 
interpretation. According to this interpretation, social differences can be legitimated and guarded 
against being perceived as inequalities and injustices when they can be grounded in the factual, 
“essential” constitution of these differences. In addition, possible weaknesses arising from these 
differences in natural constitution need to be protected by the interventions of a benevolent 
“bigger unit.” This idea constituted the core of the principle of “subsidiarity” which assumed a 
central role not only in Catholic social teaching but also in the social policies of corporatist states 
such as Bismarckian Germany (Hennock, 2007).

Taparelli distinguished the role of smaller social units, such as the family, from that of bigger 
ones such as the state to give the smaller ones absolute priority over the latter but obliging the 
latter to support the smaller ones if their own capacity to resolve problems did not suffice. In 
this form the principle of subsidiarity as the realization of social justice entered directly into 
the social teaching of the Catholic Church, initially in the form of the Encyclical Rerum 
Novarum of 1891 (Leo XIII, 1981) in which Pope Leo XIII, a former student of Taparelli, 
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defined the Church’s social commitment as being both a fight against Communism with its 
pursuit of equality and its reliance on collective action, and against excessive liberalism which 
left the individual abandoned by the collective and created scandalous social differences and 
injustices. In this line of development social justice became a virtue, a striving at all levels of 
society for the just distribution of personal freedom combined with responsibility and for 
public support consistent with the principle of justice when individual commitments proved 
insufficient.

This theme was taken up in the Encyclical Quadragesomo Anno by Pope Pius XI (1931), 
celebrating the effects and reaffirming the principles of Catholic social teaching at the height of 
the Great Depression and at the historical start of the confrontation between Communism and 
Fascism in Europe. The Pope reminds governments of their role in bringing moral order to a 
society by protecting the weak and warding off Communism. The Encyclical consolidated the 
Catholic Church’s understanding of social justice. Another Jesuit, Oswald von Nell-Breuning, had 
worked on its draft. He later became a leading figure in shaping Germany’s post-World War II 
social policies, which strongly reaffirmed the principle of subsidiarity, which had been a central 
feature of Bismarck’s first social legislation after the founding of the Second German Reich in 
1871 (Krier Mich, 1998; Novak, 2000). West-Germany’s post-war social politics emphasized the 
freedom of individuals not in an absolute sense but in the form of their being embedded in 
organisms of civil society which, in that country’s strong anti-fascist and anti-communist orien-
tation, had to form a safeguard against the powers of the state becoming too domineering (Huber 
& Stephens, 2001).

Social justice, in this typically conservative version, consists therefore, of ensuring everybody’s 
(different) place in society in such a way that society could become an organic whole where all 
the different members worked together harmoniously (the organism metaphor also appears in 
Catholic social doctrine). This interpretation of the principle of social justice does not seek to 
eliminate differences but reduces them to a level where they do not lead to social unrest. This, in 
turn, is achieved by relating inequalities back to “indisputable facts,” in which metaphysical 
evaluations of those facts, such as the religious meaning of poverty or the “sanctity of the family,” 
play a supporting role. Both the criteria of individual freedom and of equality can thus be 
respected in relation to each other, albeit in a very specific interpretation. “To each according to 
his rank” expresses social justice from this perspective.

This conservative interpretation of social justice, which lies at the core of 20th-century cor-
poratist “welfare regime” versions of social policies, emerged as a defense against the arguments 
of two opposing interpretations of social policy which equally gave rise to distinct social policy 
regimes.

One pathway in the constitution of basic political positions in the history of Western ideolo-
gies was liberalism. Its overriding orientation is that it seeks to realize social justice by means of 
liberating the individual from domination by others and from the fetters of collective institutions 
of power and their imposed norms and demands, particularly those centered on substantial equal-
ity, which is often understood to involve a leveling of personal differences (Gray, 1995). As a 
product of the Enlightenment, liberalism operates above all with references to reason and, hence, 
subjects the principles and institutional arrangements that are meant to guarantee a just society 
to an examination by “reasonable individuals” (Gaus 2004).

Liberalism comprises many different positions in relation to the issue of justice and given its 
prime orientation towards the interests of individuals it becomes obvious that it did not find an 
immediate conceptual bridge to addressing “the social” and, hence, the issue of social justice. In 
relation to issues of justice generally, classical liberalism was primarily concerned with securing 
individual property rights. The right to control one’s private property, either in the form of 
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capital or labor, is regarded as the crucial indicator of liberty and, thus, for classical liberals the 
redistribution of wealth by the state can never be legitimate. In the philosophical tradition of 
Locke (1960), which directly inspired the American and the French revolutions, this requires a 
contractual relationship of citizens with each other and with the state whose role is specified to 
protect life, liberty, and property.

However, as the Enlightenment progressed and economic conditions began to change, the 
liberal approach to property became more differentiated. Adam Smith, often cited as the prime 
exponent of this version of liberalism, was critical of a distribution of property based on 
inheritance and privilege, but defended individual property rights that resulted from fair 
achievement (Gray, 1995). According to Smith, a just society furthers the freedom of the indi-
vidual whose only limits are set at the point where it might encroach on the freedom of others. 
For Smith, the chief instrument for the realization of this notion of justice and at the same 
time of economic efficiency is the market. In the following famous quote from Smith’s semi-
nal publication, The Wealth of Nations, the self-interest of the individual as the expression of 
freedom is set in relation to the interests of society: “By pursuing his (i.e., the individual’s) own 
interest he frequently promotes that of the society more effectually than when he really intends 
to promote it” (Smith, 1957, p. 400). Nevertheless, the state should have a role not only in 
ensuring that contracts are being kept but also that certain public works should be undertaken, 
an aspect of Smith’s political economy that is often overlooked: The state has also “the duty of 
erecting and maintaining certain public works and certain public institutions, which it can 
never be for the interest of any individual, or small number of individuals, to erect and maintain” 
(Smith, 1957, p. 407).

Since the 18th century, liberalism always oscillated between emphasizing the mere absence of 
constraints as the precondition for liberty, without specifying the “positive” uses of freedom, and 
attempts at specifying the latter. Jeremy Bentham’s utilitarian project tries to specify and even 
quantify the latter as a criterion of public justice with references to “the greatest happiness of the 
greatest number,” defined by happiness (or pleasure) being the contrast to pain. This again testifies 
to the necessity of liberals addressing the “public dimension” of questions of freedom in relation to 
justice in the form of the question of just government (Burns, 2005).

Equality, therefore, features in those early expressions of liberalism prevalently in the form 
of equality of rights to ensure that the processes of negotiation and the validity of contracts 
are safeguarded in such a way that individuals have an equal right to participate and be part-
ners in these transactions. The constraining aspect of justice in relation to the otherwise 
boundless freedom of individuals can be perceived as legitimate when it contributes to social 
stability, but it always needs to reflect a balance of interests. Social justice more specifically 
manifests itself in these early liberal philosophical and political designs as the realization of 
“due desert” that allows individuals to reap the fruits of their achievements. Having a right 
to the ownership of one’s achievements was one of the driving forces behind both the polit-
ical revolutions of the 18th and 19th century that sought to establish the autonomous citizen 
in the form of the bourgeois and the corresponding emergence of the economic system of 
capitalism.

But as the need for the state to take an active part in securing social peace and stability in 
industrial societies began to dawn even on governments with a clear liberal orientation, for 
instance with the introduction of limited social insurance in the UK under the Liberal-led govern-
ment of Lloyd George in 1904–1914, this began to herald a shift in liberal positions towards a 
more explicit treatment of issues of social justice (Paul, Miller, & Paul, 2007), a shift which was 
given a further push by the experience of the Great Depression and World War II (Stedman Jones, 
2012). This meant that the role of government in ensuring social justice, precisely for purposes 
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of securing and enhancing the freedom of individuals, came to be part of the political agenda of 
liberals, even the early Hayek (Gaus, 2003).

A key text in the foundation of this new approach to a philosophical grounding of liberal 
approaches to issues of justice was Rawls’ 1971 work, A Theory of Justice. It represents an attempt 
to overcome the “self-centered” individualism of the classical liberal position by relating 
rational considerations concerning self-interest to the interests of a collective like society 
(Rawls, 1971). His liberal theory of justice thereby immediately becomes the foundation for a 
theory of social justice. If members of a society engage in deliberations about an optimal state 
of society in such a manner that their rational choices about what is desirable place their self-
interests behind a “veil of ignorance,” meaning that they abstract from their actual place in 
society, considerations and criteria of self-interest can indeed come to include the interests of 
others. The version of a just society conceived in this hypothetical “original position,” and 
hence the social quality of such a society, would correspond to criteria of fairness for all mem-
bers of that society in as much as no single member wants to be in a position that would be 
intolerable or undesirable for others. Preconditions for this are, according to Rawls, the two 
principles of justice: the liberty principle, which states that basic liberties, such as political 
freedom, freedom of speech, and freedom of the person in relation to property, are the entitle-
ments of each member of society; and the difference principle, which states that inequalities 
are only legitimate when, as differences in resource, they are arranged to the benefit of the least 
advantaged and in terms of power differences attach to offices which all can obtain under 
conditions of “equality of opportunity.”

Although the transition from interpersonal to institutional justice and the establishment of 
some substantive conditions of social justice enshrined in a redistributive role of the state had 
won the consent of some liberals, a group of economists attacked it openly in the 1970s in an 
attempt at returning to the original liberal emphasis on personal freedom and the primacy of 
private property. In particular, libertarians like Friedman (1962), Hayek (1973) and Nozick 
(1974) seized the opportunity of states unable to deliver on their welfare promises in the wake 
of the first Oil Crisis and criticized the dominance states had gained in relation to the economy 
and to collective welfare. For them only the market could best safeguard individual freedom, 
and social justice for them was a matter of providing opportunities, which individuals should 
grasp. The gradual adoption in neoliberal politics of Hayek’s critique triggered deep political 
divisions, which unsettled the welfare consensus achieved in Western societies in the immediate 
aftermath of World War II.

While the neoliberal notion of “equality of opportunity” as the way to social justice includes 
references to institutional arrangements that protect the most vulnerable members of society, it 
still contrasts sharply with the socialist insistence on justice being related not to desert but to 
need. Socialism, the second political strand opposed by conservatism, had emphasized the pri-
macy of equality over liberty in view of its central concern with the plight of those who became 
dispossessed in the process of industrialization and the development of capitalism and denounced 
the concern with liberty as the expression of the property-oriented self-interest of the bourgeoi-
sie (Rubel & Crump, 1987). Forged in the battles over the issue that a fair wage should not be 
measured by the productivity of the individual worker but by the existential needs of the family 
unit a worker had to sustain through his labor, the call for equality in this tradition centered on 
the fundamental unfairness of property distribution and property rights from which all other 
injustices followed, including political injustices.

The philosophical grounding of the socialist version of social justice owes much to Hegel’s 
conception of freedom, which contrasts fundamentally with that of the classical enlightenment 
philosophers who emphasized freedom primarily as a characteristic of the individual. For Hegel, 
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freedom can only be conceived in relation to concrete historical conditions, in view of the limita-
tions posed by a specific time and place which have to be addressed and overcome (Hegel, 1977). 
While in his later work Hegel engaged in metaphysical speculation and came to identify the 
historical realization of freedom with the Prussian state, Marx turned this notion of freedom from 
a constraint into a political project yet to be completed in the revolutionary course of history.

For Marx, freedom cannot be achieved by individuals withdrawing into their private spheres 
where they guard their self-interests against encroachments by others and by the state, but only 
by a radical transformation of the conditions under which applying one’s labor turns from an act 
of necessity into an act of freedom:

The true realm of freedom, the development of human powers as an end in itself, begins 
beyond it [the necessity of nature, W.L.], though it can only flourish with this realm of 
necessity as its basis. The reduction of the working day is the basic prerequisite.

Marx, 1981, p. 959

Social justice, therefore, can only be practiced under radically changed material conditions 
where the fundamental inequality contained in the opposition between capital and labor has 
been abolished. The famous statement by Marx in his Critique of the Gotha Program (Marx, 
1994, p. 315), “From each according to his ability, to each according to his needs,” serves 
implicitly as the ultimate touchstone of social justice in the radical socialist tradition, 
although Marx was principally skeptical of the term “justice” because of the bourgeois 
context in which it was used at the time. The phrase sums up the final state of societal devel-
opment in communism, which has overcome social-democratic attempts at accommodating 
socialism to the conditions set by bourgeois notions of equality and where all conflicts over 
property rights, the core concern of liberal notions of justice, have become meaningless 
(“aufgehoben”).

In his critique, Marx points out the fundamental dilemma that remains over “the fair distribution 
of the proceeds of labor” even when those proceeds have become common property, as demanded 
by the proponents of the Gotha Program. How can this distribution take account on the one hand 
the labor of workers they invest in the production of these goods and on the other the fact that not 
everyone can contribute their labor (like children) and that those who are in the production process 
contribute unequally according to unequal abilities? These questions continue to underlie debates 
over social policy in the 21st century.

Equality, concretized in material circumstances and not just limited to being an abstract right, 
remained the core aspiration of the socialist tradition, albeit as a liminal criterion, an incentive to 
transform social structures continually but with an orientation to the fulfillment of human needs. 
Given the material inequalities which have become so pronounced with the advance of indus-
trialization and capitalism and given the “taste of freedom” which drove those changes, socialist 
programs ultimately came to identify social justice with the redistribution of resources in favor 
of the disadvantaged, in whatever form they were unequally distributed. This also meant that 
socialism regarded the state as, at least temporarily, the best instrument for bringing about this 
redistribution.

The clearest and most comprehensive models of the contemporary welfare state are, therefore, 
products of social democratic governments, best illustrated by Nordic European countries where 
social democratic principles entered into a political culture that favors measures for the reduction 
of inequality. In these nations, social justice describes a quality of society per se, achieved and 
maintained not at the expense of individual freedom as in the case of liberalism, where the 
financing of the state’s distributive operations through taxation is only grudgingly conceded, but 
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as the foundation for the development of individual freedom. This is expressed for instance in 
Article 1 of the Swedish Social Welfare Act of 2001, which states:

Public social services are to be established on a basis of democracy and solidarity, with a 
view to promoting economic and social security, equality of living conditions and active 
participation in the life of the community. With due consideration for the responsibility 
of the individual for his own social institution and that of others, social services are to be 
aimed at liberating and developing the innate resources of individuals and groups.

Sveriges Riksdag, 2001

The three archetypical welfare regimes that developed in Europe since the French Revolution, 
concurrent with the differentiation and consolidation of nation states, reflect the basic normative 
positions of these philosophical and political traditions (Lorenz, 2006). They are distinguished not 
just by varying degrees of “decommodification” (Esping Andersen, 1990), i.e., the degree to 
which welfare measures are based on money transactions or are being offered with no reference 
to the user’s ability to pay for them, but by a fundamentally different view of the citizen’s relation-
ship with the state. They each represent, therefore, a different solution to the core demands of 
modern social relations, freedom, and equality, and hence reflect and contain different traditions 
of social justice.

As discussed above, the social-democratic approach to welfare emphasizes equality by 
means of a high degree of redistribution of material resources, thereby addressing the varying 
needs of individuals and promoting their sense of autonomy. By contrast, the liberal tradition 
reflects a basic skepticism of the state’s role in safeguarding the liberty of the individual and, 
consequently, permits the state to become active in welfare only as a last resort with a simul-
taneous emphasis on the duty of each individual to make private arrangements for securing 
his or her welfare as much as possible. In this version of the welfare state, therefore, social 
justice manifests itself in the individual’s ability to seize opportunities and to develop a life 
project autonomously while the state contributes to this principle through playing a “residual” 
role (Titmuss, 1963).

The conservative-corporatist approach to welfare is wary of the dangers contained in both 
the other traditions. On the one hand, it is wary of the danger of state authoritarianism suppress-
ing the freedom of the individual and, consequently, the sense of duty individuals have not just 
for themselves but also for the social units in which they are embedded, such as the family. On 
the other, it fears the danger of giving individual self-interest too much scope because it would 
threaten social cohesion. With the principle of subsidiarity conservatism tries to steer a middle 
course through the realm of social justice, stimulating both the self-help initiatives of the “smaller 
social units,” which incidentally are thereby encouraged to maintain their cultural identities, and 
promoting the sense of obligation by the “bigger units,” such as the state, to not abandon those 
smaller units to their own destiny but to become active in their support whenever their own 
resources reach a limit.

These distinct but nevertheless interlocking strands of political interpretations and manifes-
tations of the notion of social justice, for which the European welfare states of the post-World 
War II era were a living laboratory, had lost their contours by the turn of the millennium. 
Several factors contributed to the demise of the welfare state, such as the increasing discrepancy 
between the expectations raised by the welfare state projects and the fiscal limitations to their 
realization, inherent in the contradictions of capitalism, and compounded more recently by the 
erosion of the steering capacity of the nation state under the growing impact of international 
trade liberalization (Habermas, 2001). However, ideologically the most decisive incision on the 
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balance between the three strands was the collapse of the Soviet regime in 1989 which finally 
discredited the equality claims made under “really existing socialism” together with the never 
convincing claim that this type of equality promoted freedom. This development eliminated the 
necessity for capitalism to measure itself competitively against socialist solutions to the problem 
of inequality.

In essence, the events of 1989 heralded the arrival of a political climate world-wide in which 
liberalism, in the form of neoliberal reformulations of liberal principles, could be presented as 
leaving “no alternative.” The promises of participation in the “free market” as the fulfillment of 
personal freedom appealed particularly to young people in former Communist countries and 
became the rallying point for new political party constellations (Sunstein, 1997). This meant that 
differences could assert themselves with ever fewer restrictions imposed by politics geared at 
promoting equality. Under these “post-socialist” conditions “claims for the recognition of group 
difference have become intensely salient … at times eclipsing claims for social equality” (Fraser, 
1996, p. 2).

Above all, in recent years the notion of social citizenship has been seriously called into ques-
tion as a relationship between the individual and society governed not just by a right to belong 
but also by at least a clutch of rights that guarantee the means of belonging (Mishra, 1998). 
These rights are now systematically being challenged by neoliberal “welfare” policies that 
emphasize efforts to promote individual self-help and self-improvement as a pre-condition for 
full access to equal rights and welfare entitlements. These restrictive policies are not only 
designed for non-national immigrants but for a whole range of welfare recipients.

Ironically, these neoliberal policies ideologically latch on to the undercurrent of critique 
which many recent social movements, such as the (second wave) women’s movement, the civil 
rights movement, the gay/lesbian rights movement, and the disability rights movement, had lev-
eled against welfare state policies. These critiques focused on a tendency within national welfare 
policies to interpret a concern for equality as an infringement on individual differences. These 
new social movements (NSMs) had exposed the discriminatory particularisms (in the form of 
“masculinism,” ethnocentrism, or heterosexism) which lay hidden behind the façade of universal 
welfare principles of equality and asserted instead the “right to be different,” not in the individu-
alistic sense of traditional liberalism but as a claim for the public recognition of cultural, cognitive, 
and physiological group differences, a version of recognition, however, that would not make those 
differences a justification for discrimination (Honneth, 1995). Neoliberal politics exploit the 
unresolved discrepancy between claims to differentiated identities and to equality contained in 
the campaigns of these movements to promote the rise of “identity politics” as a means of 
destroying the last vestiges of class politics and as a means of installing cultural politics as a 
replacement for social politics (Brodie, 2007).

These recent developments, which erode the notion of social justice as redistributive justice, 
are accompanied and supported by the privatization of public services in general, including 
social services, either in the form of a renewed emphasis on the role of non-governmental 
charitable organizations, in a striking re-run of their role in the early days of industrialization, 
or of for-profit organizations encroaching on this emergent market. Market principles, intro-
duced and promoted not by traditional welfare professionals but by “social” or “care managers,” 
come to be the instruments of the allocation of welfare resources. This shift is legitimated by 
the “old” principle of liberalism that sees in the market a means of doing justice “blindly” and 
efficiently and of exercising “just desert” to those showing themselves “worthy” through their 
efforts (if not productivity) (Friedman, 1962).

At the same time, globalization and free market changes impose such demands on people to 
constantly prove they are active and to succeed through their own efforts that seeking respite 
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from this competitive climate in taken-for-granted identities presents itself as a tempting alterna-
tive, particularly the recourse to national or ethnic identity. Nationalism is being invoked to 
justify privileges for the “indigenous” population and the exclusion of non-natives from civil 
rights and social protection. It can even be portrayed as an act of doing justice and preserving the 
welfare of the nationals. The growing phenomenon of right-wing and neo-Nazi parties and 
movements gaining influence in European politics bears witness to these essentializing tendencies 
of defining equality in ethnic and racist terms (Spektorowski, 2000).

In view of this political polarization any attempt at opposing the extreme individualism in 
the neoliberal conception of social justice by means of the recourse to criteria of justice as the 
shared values of a social unit are prone to be usurped by the neo-conservative or even national-
ist camp. This limited the acceptance of the critique of the more recent liberal position from 
the perspective of “communitarianism.” According to Walzer’s critique of Rawls (1983), the 
treatment of justice as grounded in hypothetical, universally valid mental abstractions leads to a 
situation in which notions of justice always form part of the cultural repertoire of a community 
whose meanings are, therefore, only hermeneutically accessible. By contrast, for Walzer the 
distribution of goods is tied to social processes and conventions which correspond to distinct 
and in that regard autonomous “spheres” whose fairness can only be assessed in relation to 
the prevailing values within those spheres. It would, therefore, be inappropriate to measure the 
justice in a particular process of distribution according to universal criteria, because the exist-
ence of such spheres and their corresponding social communities imply a plurality of equally 
valid criteria of justice which members of those communities determine autonomously. Walzer’s 
theory of “complex equality” represents a version of communitarianism that advocates “decen-
tralized democratic socialism” (Walzer, 1983, p. 318) and highlights the discrepancy between an 
abstract treatment of issues of justice as the domain of philosophy and the complexities and, 
above all, the plurality of positions politicians and policymakers have to address. This critique 
induced Rawls to revise his original approach and take into account practical institutional 
arrangements such as democratic processes as important factors in the realization of justice 
(Rawls, 2001).

These contemporary changes in justice discourse also reflect the impact of postmodern cri-
tiques of “unified systems of thought” in the area of social philosophy. Plurality and difference have 
become key reference points which renders the universalism claimed by the classical philosophical 
traditions on social justice not just obsolete but illegitimate. It is, therefore, not surprising that the 
term social justice has become so multi-faceted and a carrier of so many ambiguities that it can 
no longer serve as an effective rallying point for overarching political initiatives, although its appeal 
as a motor of single-issue campaigns, particularly by non-governmental organizations remains high 
(e.g., Atkinson & Scurrah, 2009).

The conceptual ambiguity of the concept of social justice has, however, led to an increasing 
interest in empirical studies on topics related to social justice which stretch from “traditional” 
poverty studies, to the research inspired by Bourdieu (Bourdieu et al., 1999) to research on 
primates and their sense of justice (e.g., Price & Brosnan, 2012). Overall, debates on the 
meaning of social justice seem to have become uncoupled from a more fundamental analysis 
of the concept and have split, in Sen’s distinction (2009), into a line of practice-oriented 
projects which are concerned with comparative approaches aimed at “the removal of manifest 
injustice from the world” (Sen, 2009, p. 7) and one that has a more “transcendental institu-
tional” character, meaning an emphasis on defining institutional rules. The split means that a 
reference to social justice can be invoked also in relation to those politics which apply legal 
provisions correctly according to formal criteria without consideration of the actual “fairness” 
a decision of this kind brings about. Indeed, these arguments deprive those who fall outside 
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the institutional provisions of a particular law of the possibility of appealing to a higher prin-
ciple of justice; in effect, these individuals tend to become objects of charity, as in the days 
before social citizenship was a political goal.

Sen (2009), as a proponent of the “capabilities approach,” represents an attempt to overcome 
this division with an integrated vision of social justice that combines both rights and resources 
as the basis for adequate “social functioning.” The recourse to social choice theory permits him 
to promote a social sense of justice that does not depend on the self-interest of individuals but 
on the constructive social comparisons members of a society are capable of making in the relative 
but “good enough” context of a consensus over what constitute common interests. Here the 
plurality of views and values does not necessitate resignation in view of the impossibility 
of overcoming relativity, but leaves scope for provisional negotiated agreements on conditions of 
well-being.

This use of social choice theory underscores a dimension in the thought of Adam Smith in 
his essay The Theory of Moral Sentiments (1969) which had been largely ignored in the liberal tra-
dition, namely the capacity of individuals to reason beyond their personal interest. The focus on 
capabilities, which has also been promoted by Nussbaum (2011), allows for an integrated program 
for the realization of social justice under specific conditions, which takes as a central criterion 
not the utilitarian calculation of interest and happiness but “a person’s capability to do things he 
or she has reason to value” (Sen, 2009, p. 231). In Sen’s view this constitutes in reality a person’s 
concrete freedom or rather freedoms and decides over the degree to which he or she can actually 
make use of opportunities.

In the 21st century, discourses on social justice in the West are as diverse as ever with the added 
feature that today they do not seem to follow traditional pathways but are characterized by frag-
mentation on the one hand and attempts at new combinations on the other. It is particularly 
significant that while in Sen’s latest reflection he in no way lays claim to having hit on a formula 
for “global justice,” he nevertheless manages to lift typical elements of Western philosophical and 
political thought on justice out of their cultural boundaries and relate them to corresponding 
concepts that developed in the intellectual contexts of other continents, particularly that of Asia. 
The issue of social justice thereby emerges more and more as a project whose advancement 
depends on the recognition of a variety of positions and approaches and on the open and 
democratic communicative exchanges on that diversity which in themselves help to manifest the 
inherent value of striving for justice as a collective commitment, transcendentally contained in 
authentic forms of communication (Habermas, 1990), and thereby as a core element of human 
existence (Bankovsky, 2012).
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2
RELIGIOUS INFLUENCES ON 

JUSTICE THEORY
Daniel C. Maguire

The world’s major religions, though infinitely varied in their dogmatic symbols and narratives, 
meet on the commons of moral concern. All of them are classics, flawed classics to be sure, in 
the art of cherishing life and in pursuing justice as the only sure route to peace. They are not 
abstract Rawlsian disquisitions on the theoretic of justice but they are rich in ores that can be 
mined and refined into experience-based justice theory. This is particularly true in Judaism and 
it carried through into Christianity and Islam. Similar moral passions and insights can be found, 
mutatis mutandis, in the rich religious traditions of the East.

The prophets of Israel were connoisseurs of Tsedaqah, the preferred Hebrew word for jus-
tice. These fiery leaders would be at one with Aristotle’s assertion that it is justice and only 
justice that holds the city together (Aristotle, Nichomachean Ethics, p. 1132b). They insisted on 
the primacy of justice in survivalist terms. “Justice, and justice alone, you shall pursue, so that 
you may live” (Deut. 16:20). Only “justice shall redeem Zion” (Isa. 1:27). Justice is the single 
and only route to Shalom, peace. Quite simply: “The effect of justice will be peace” (Isa. 32:17). 
Theists and non-theists should know that god-talk houses the most deeply held convictions 
of a people. God-talk is always ethics-talk. It always gives signals of a particular moral world-
view. Prophetic Judaism used justice to define God, to be almost a synonym for God. God was 
a “God of justice” (Isa. 32:18). This belief made justice the foundational religious virtue and 
the prime ethical value.

This message of justice was not just meant for Israel. These bold thinkers saw Israel as an emis-
sary to the world. They were convinced they had made a discovery of universal validity. With 
undaunted aplomb they said Israel could be “a light to all peoples, a beacon for the nations, to 
open eyes that are blind” (Isa. 42:67). All three Abrahamic religions, Judaism, Christianity, and 
Islam, seek universal outreach for their ethical message since Abraham was seen as commissioned 
to teach “all nations on earth” (Gen. 18:17–19).

Only when the nations of the world see this will they be able to “live in a tranquil coun-
try” with all their cities “peaceful” and their “houses full of ease” (Isa. 32:19). No other 
scheme, political, economic, or military will achieve this effect. This insistence on justice as 
the understructure of social order continued in Christianity. C. H. Dodd notes that Jesus 
“seems to have been sparing in his use of the word ‘love’ [noun or verb]” (Dodd, 1970, p. 64). 
Muslim theologian Farid Esack (2001) says that Islam “seeks to place justice and compassion 
at its core” (p. 187).
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Justice with specifics

Prophetic justice did not eschew specificity. It recognized that there are multifaceted require-
ments for a just society. It addressed the categories of status, power, class, the connections 
between poverty and wealth, essential needs as generating rights, and the necessity for redis-
tribution and systemic solutions to social problems. In the modern categories of justice 
described below, biblical justice concentrated on social and distributive justice more than 
commutative justice.

Bias is ubiquitous in social analysis although rarely acknowledged. The bias in the 
Abrahamic religions is not hidden. The very word Tsedaqah has built into it in its Aramaic 
roots the idea of compassion and mercy for the poor. And the prime word for “the poor,” 
Anawim is rich in connotation. The Anawim were not simply lacking money; they lacked 
power. The word contains a probe into the heart of poverty; it points to disempowerment. It 
has implications of exploitation in its etymology and this is supported by its usage in the 
exuberant language of the prophets. In the Hebraic view, reflected again in Christianity and 
Islam, poverty was not unrelated to the prevailing power structures of the society. Poverty was 
not an achievement of the poor, a sensible enough idea since in any society many or most of 
the poor are children.

The biblical tradition carries a strong suspicion of wealth. Excessive wealth was seen as poten-
tially or even probably violent, linked as it is to the misdistribution of resources. Micah railed at 
the rich, accusing them of “building Zion in bloodshed” (Mic. 3:10). “The spoils of the poor are 
in your houses,” said Isaiah (3:14). “Bread is life to the destitute, and it is murder to deprive them 
of it” (Ecclus. 34:21). From this perspective, wealth bears a burden of proof as to its innocence. 
Jesus was not out of step with his prophetic predecessors when he announced his reformative 
mission as “good news for the poor” (Luke 4:18) and correspondingly when he pronounced 
“woe to you rich” (Luke 6:20).

The moral challenge of owning

Much of social ethics rests on that morally pregnant word own. It is a relational term, replete with 
justice implications, implying that there are others who cannot lay claim to what you possess. 
Owning is the term that underlies debates between capitalism and socialism and all the permuta-
tions of both systems. Owning is the issue in discussions of taxation and how progressive it should 
be or not. It permeates discussions about how much of the ocean a nation can claim as its 
domain. It enters into debates on eminent domain where your “private property” claims are 
trumped by the social need for a road, a railroad, or a canal. It is central to discussion of airwave 
rights for broadcasting. At root it is active in the very definition of personhood and the relation-
ship of individual persons to the public sphere and the common good. Law books are full of 
questions of ownership.

And ownership is basic for any discussion of social justice. The three Abrahamic religious 
traditions insist that there is a social mortgage on possessions. Owning must be tamed. 
Redistribution and the ending of radical inequality are essential to a just society and a just world. 
To own is to owe. Ownership has its place but greed is socially disruptive, a corrosive subversion 
of peace. In the Muslim tradition, Zakat is a mandatory poor tax. It is intended for the relief of 
the needy, for prisoners, to relieve debts, and to assist “wayfarers” or immigrants. Zakat requires 
every adult of sufficient means to pay a certain percentage on their possessions. In Israel, every 
seventh day and every seventh year was “sabbatical.” Sharing was the Sabbatical mandate, sharing 
with strangers and kin and even with animals domestic and wild (Lev. 25:5–7). Debts were to be 



Religious influences on justice theory

29

canceled and slaves were to be freed. All of this would be solemnly enforced and celebrated in 
every fiftieth year, called the Jubilee Year.

Underlying all of this was the moral premise that owning entails owing, a key insight for 
modern discussions of social justice, since social justice denotes payment of debts to society, to 
the common good. Religions did not present this as plaintive idealism but as hard-nosed practi-
cality. An unjust society digs a pit and falls into it; injustice recoils back on you in violent ways 
(Ps. 7:15–16). It is dumb as well as immoral.

Modern discussions of justice

Modern philosophical justice theory, unlike biblical discourse of justice, moves to abstraction but, 
sadly, is not an epic of clarity. In the broad literature of philosophy, religion, sociology, and law, 
definitional pandemonium reigns. The identified forms or species of justice proliferate with names 
that do more to befuddle than illumine. Among the types of justice we find tongue-twisters like 
“antipeponthotic,” “synallagmatic,”—terms your computer would immediately and sensibly 
underline in red. Alongside these one finds retributive, attributive, recognitive, syndical, legal, 
social, misdistributive, corporative, reparatory, penal, cosmopolitical, and more recently, restora-
tive justice (Del Vecchio, 1952). Obscurantism, which is often mistaken for profundity, does tend 
to breed an unfriendly nomenclature.

But not all justice theory stumbled. And indeed the multiplicity of names bears witness to 
the breadth of application that justice has. None of those terms is lacking in all meaning; it is 
just that they lack rootage in the core and essence of justice theory where clarity can be and 
has been found. Clarity is essential. You can do a lot of work with electricity without knowing 
what the essence of electricity is, but that is not the way with justice. If the idea we have of 
justice is superficial or sidetracked, our conclusions will be correct only by accident. And yet 
there is a way in which the handling of justice and the handling of electricity are similar. In 
both cases, mistakes can be lethal. In Bible terms, misdefining justice “recoils” on you to your 
undoing.

Injustice kills

To illustrate the contemporaneity of biblical insights into justice a case from American life will 
underline the violence, counter-productivity, and yes, the stupidity of injustice.

Nikki White was described by those who knew her as a bright, feisty, dazzling young woman 
when she graduated from college full of hope for a good and full life. That was not going to 
happen because she was born in the richest country in the world. Around the time of her 
graduation, Nikki was diagnosed with systemic lupus erythematosus, a serious disease but one 
that modern medicine knows how to manage. She would be alive today if she had been born 
in any other well-off country such as Japan, Germany, France, Italy, Spain, Canada, or Sweden; 
she could have received the standard treatment for lupus and lived a normal life span. But Nikki 
White had the fatal misfortune of being born in the richest country in the world, the United 
States of America.

She had a job and was making too much money for Medicaid (the U.S. program that provides 
medical assistance to low-income individuals and families and low-income elderly persons), but 
she did not make enough money to afford the drugs and medical care she needed to live, and so 
Nikki White died at age 32.

In the United States, the long-standing value of individualism serves as an obstacle to joining the 
other rich nations in the moral belief that basic health care is a human right that should be available 
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to rich and poor in a just society. There are many telling ironies in the tragic early death of Nikki. 
Had she been a member of Congress she would have had the health care she needed since Congress 
provides government-funded health care for its members. Had she been a veteran of military service, 
Nikki also could have lived a full life, since veterans are eligible for free national health care. More 
ironically yet, had she been a convicted felon serving time in prison, she could have had the health 
care she needed free of charge. Strange to tell, the reigning orthodoxy in the United States is that 
Congress, veterans, and prisoners deserve national health care just like the people of Sweden, Canada, 
Japan, France, and most other industrialized nations, but the Nikki Whites of the United States have 
no such right. This is “justice” American-style and sometimes it kills people.

Nikki White is not the only victim of unjust policies in the United States. A 2009 study con-
ducted by the Harvard Medical School estimated that “as many as 44,789 deaths per year” among 
Americans are due to a lack of health coverage (Wilper et al., 2009). Most of those who die for 
lack of medical treatment in the world’s richest country are working Americans who run afoul of 
the nation’s uncoordinated and complicated health care melange. People who are uninsured are 
25 percent more likely to die of treatable diseases than people of the same age cohort who have 
insurance (Reid, 2010). Because of her preexisting condition of lupus, health care insurance com-
panies driven by profit would not accept her. For insurance companies, health care is a way of 
making money and they could not make money on Nikki White. As a result, she was of no inter-
est to them.

But note well, the tragic ironies do not stop there. When Nikki lost her job due to illness and 
was declared “disabled” due to the ravages of untreated lupus, she was belatedly eligible for the 
kind of free care that Congress provides for itself. Over ten weeks she had a total of twenty-five 
operations, all of which were free of charge. But by then it was too late to save her and in the 
spring of 2006 Nikki died. In those final weeks she pleaded: “I don’t want to die!” but it was too 
late. As one doctor said the real cause of death was not lupus but an unjust health care policy that 
refused to provide her with the care she needed.

Nikki’s story highlights the anomalies of the American health care system. The treatment that 
she received too late cost more than it would have cost to give her proper treatment when she 
was diagnosed and treatable. Unjust systems fall into the pit they themselves have dug. Alongside 
the unnecessary deaths and disabilities, the current U.S. health care system causes hundreds of 
thousands of bankruptcies which weaken the nation economically. This bankruptcy epidemic 
does not happen in nations with a just health care system. Getting justice right is vital, therefore, 
because it saves lives and is good for the economy.

The reform bill that President Barack Obama signed into law on May 23, 2010, known as 
“The Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act,” was a reaction to a national crisis that left 
nearly 50 million Americans without any health care insurance and millions more with inade-
quate coverage. The legislation moved the United States a step away from that national disgrace; 
it provides 32 million people access to some level of health insurance coverage by 2019. 
Nevertheless, 23 million Americans will remain uninsured by that date. Profit-making insurance 
companies and their financially primed allies in Congress blocked a full and just reform. Without 
additional reforms, there will be more Nikki Whites in the future.

But now, to try to do justice-to-justice we need to examine the theory of what justice means.

Suum cuique

The Latin phrase, suum cuique, “to each his/her own,” is the persistent core formula for justice 
that has spanned the literature on justice from Homer through Aristotle, Cicero, Ambrose, 


