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Defining Social Justice
What does it mean? The basic defintion of social justice is the form of justice in terms of 

distribution of wealth, opportunities, and priviliges within a society. 
This however, is a very broad definition and leads many components 
up to interpretation. For example, what what components attribute to 
one’s wealth, and what is the proper form of distribution? What are 
considered opportunities and priviliges, and who possesses them? 

Brian Barry attempts to clarify the definition, becuase he sees the im-
portance of developing a theory which allows us to have less ambiguity 
when altering society. 

“We can ascribe justice and injustice to actions by individuals as well 
as to institutions, in both cases judging them by their effects on the  
distribution of rights, opportunities, and resources” (Barry, pg 18)
• Rights: when people have a right to do something is to say only that 

they are not prohibited from having it or doing it legally (Barry, pg 19)
• Opportunity: if there is some course of action lying whtin my  

power such that it will lead, if I choose to take it, to my doing or 
obtaining the thing in question (Barry, pg 19)

• Resources: things with the characteristic of enabling people to 
achieve their ends, or at least of improving their chances of doing 
so (can be physical external goods, or human capital goods) (Barry, 
pg 20)

The end goal should be to regulate these vairous resources, to not 
allow unfair distributions or advantages by certain groups in a society. 
The basic end goal should be to achieve a sense of equity. Equity is 
the  principle that the “barriers to entry” to certain opportunities are 
essentially non-existent and eveyrone has the opportunities to achieve 
success. This differs from the commmonly used definitnion of equal-
ity, where the end goal is to treat everyone the same, but the barrriers 
still exist and you have to adjust for that. Examples include affirmative 
action, or taxation.

While the end goals achieved by equality are good, the methods of do-
ing so can often be controversial as raising the bottom may sometimes 
result in bringing down the top. Equity is the ideal standpoint, because 
essentially every person begins from the same point in life. 

We can attempt to measure our 3 categories of social justice through 
various statistics and surverys. Material resources are the easiest, mea-
suring variables such as income, total household asset value. Rights can 
be measured by the legal system and the amount and quality of rights 
in place. Opportunities and human capital resources are harder to 
quantify, but you can attempt to conduct surveys and certain measures 
like social mobility or minority aid programs.



Defining Social Justice
Differing 
Perspectives:

Of course, the definitions laid out aren’t the only and completely cor-
rect definition of social justice, and often social justice is interpreted in 
many different ways. 

Steve Corbett and Brian Fikkert are two devout Christians, who came 
up with their interpretations of social justice by redifining our measure-
ments of wealth. Furthermore, they state that some attempts at trying to 
alleviate “wealth” disparity ends up hurting the poor even more.  

Corbett and Fikkert describe wealth is not necessarily material, and that 
people can be poor in spirituality, relationships, stewardship. They state 
that 

“Poverty is the result of relationships that do not work, that are not just, 
that are not for life, that are not harmonious or enjoyabl. Poverty is the 
absence of shalom in all its meanings” (Corbett and Fikkert, pg 58-59)

While this is a unique interpretation of poverty, I personally belive to 
be very harmful because it downplays the negative effects of material 
poverty by stating how it may be fine for someone to be materially im-
poverished if they have spiritual wealth.

As far as social justice and poverty alleviation goes they suggest that the 
end goal shouldn’t be to focus on alleviating material poverty, but rather 
suggest building up spiritual, communal, and stewardship wealth.

“The goal is not to make the materially poor all over the world into 
middle-to-upper-class North Americans, … Nor is the goal to make 
sure that the materially poor have enough money. … Rather, the goal is 
to restore people to a full expression of humanness, to being what God 
created us all to be, people who glorify God by living in right relation-
ship with God, with self, with others, and with the rest of creation.” 
(Corbett and Fikkert, pg 74)



Areas for Action
Racial Inequality Racial inequality is, as the name suggests, the differences in our mea-

sures of social justice between dominant and minority races in a society. 
Rights, opportunity, and resources are the variables we will be using as 
measures of inequality. 

Rights, in the US were obviously not always equal. The white population 
were the dominant group, and were the ones setting the rules not only 
for their own rights, but also the rights of minority groups. The US has 
changed since then, and legally speaking there is no longer 
discrimination of rights based off race. 

However, because of the US’ complex history of slavery and racism it 
has still left its mark on the opportunities available for minorities, espe-
cially on the black population. Since many of the rights were only given 
to black people in the early/mid-20th century a lot of the racism still 
prevails inherently from individuals and institutions thus harming the 
social opportunities for black individuals. For example, upward mobility 
from white individuals born into the bottom 5th of income distribution 
have a 10.6% probability of making it into the top 5th, whereas black 
kids have a 2.5% probability (Vox). There are many factors contributing 
to social mobility, some examples include access to a quality education, 
and parent household income.

If we were to specifically look at wage distributions of males comparing 
white vs. black workers we can see inequality clearly:

This graph highlights not only the existing gap between the two distri-
butions, showing how children from the exact same parent household 
income will have different employment opportunities based off race. 
We also notice the slopes are different for the distributions, which 
shows that while the gap decreases with higher black parent household 
income rank, it also means lower household income only compounds 
the lack of social opportunity and widens the gap of employment rate.

(Vox, The massive new study on race and economic mobility in America, explained)



Areas for Action
Racial Inequality If we look at resource distribution by race it shows much of the same 

story, Looking specifically at wealth distribution which is a general 
measure of external resource possession we can see that median 
minority populations are far behind median white household wealth.

What is important to note about resource inequality in particular is 
it’s ability to affect other forms of inequality particularly opportunity 
inequality. Lack of wealth means lack of ability to pay for higher educa-
tion, or for higher healthcare thus lowering life expectancy. Resources 
provide the “opportunity” for opportunity and inequality in resources 
only further widens the gap. 

It is clear that the US places value on wanting to create equal rights, 
and opportunity for all individuals, after all it is the principle that 
founded this country. 

“We hold these Truths to be self-evident, that all Men are created equal, 
that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, 
that among these are Life, Liberty, and the Pursuit of Happiness.”

Whether or not the US has truly enacted on these values is another 
story, but it should always be the goal of society to strive towards it. 

Current movements for racial inequality are prominent. Black Lives 
Matter (BLM) is the most noticeable movement, which focuses pri-
marily on unequal treatment of black people by law enforcement. The 
Association of Black Foundation Executives (ABFE) is a philanthropic 
group focused on building up professional development and technical 
assistance resources to help alleviate racial inequality, especially in the 
workplace.

(Forbes, Racial Wealth Inequality In The U.S. Is Rampant)



Tools for Effective Action
Building 
Intellectual Empathy

Empathy is the ability to understand and share the feelings of another. 
It is core to what makes us human, and our abilities to build relation-
ships. However, empathy has far more applications that making friends 
and can be useful in social justice. 

Intellectual empathy, as described by Maureen Linker in her book, as 
“knowing about ourselves and knowing as much as much as we can 
about other people’s circumstances, particularly people whose circum-
stances are different from our own.” (Linker, pg 13).This is key in social 
justice as it helps those who are privileged recognize and learn about 
their privileges, and also see the disadvantages the disenfranchised face 
everyday. Through intellectual empathy this can allow us to be able to 
clearly recognize injustices perceived in society by all demographics, 
and also move away from misguided and often bigoted ideologies.

One issue with this approach, is that it can sometimes create confir-
mation bias for those misguided individuals, only solidifying their 
stereotypes of a certain demographic group. However, the ideal situ-
ation is frequent exposure and attempts to learn about other cultures 
will eventually eliminate any bigoted beliefs. Another possible issue is 
the difference in experience by individuals. Not every black person in 
the US will have had unpleasant confrontations with racist cops, but 
that does not mean that it doesn’t exist. Some shared experiences will 
give a different picture of a demographic’s experience, but once again 
frequent exposure and learning will eventually give a clearer picture.

To give a personal example, back in High School I was far less “in-
formed” about certain topics and created my opinions around my own 
experience. One day after class I got in an argument with a female 
classmate of mine about the impossibility of gender pay gap, and how 
it would be illegal. However, I was misguided and after talking with 
her and doing some of my own research I realized the errors in my 
opinions. It changed me for the better, and I had learned very valuable 
information about women’s experience in the workplace that I thought 
to be impossible before.



Tools for Effective Action
Civic Action and 
Volunteerism

Civic action and volunteerism is the actions by an individual to attempt 
to improve the current state of society or others in their community. 
Civic action can have a wide range of possibilities, from protesting to 
voting to joining an active civic engagement group. Volunteerism fo-
cuses more on charity work, aiming to attack more community centric 
problems, as opposed to wider scope problems that civic action may 
attempt to tackle. Some of the types of work require more engagement, 
but the direct connection to community and even nationwide influence 
can make civic action and volunteerism a very powerful tool. The entire 
civil rights movement was centered around the use of civic action to 
voice the issues of the black community to the nation and the govern-
ment, and through many trials and tribulations it worked. Volunteerism 
has a much more personal connection, but can still give a large impact. 
Many people in communities are very dependent on volunteer work, 
such as soup kitchens for the homeless, and helps desperate people 
when they need it most. 

There are of course some issues to be considered. During our class dis-
cussions on the controversial opinions of Fikkert and Corbett we ended 
up talking about the troubles of certain aid programs and their negative 
impact on those in need. An example was brought up for programs like 
Habitat for Humanity in Louisiana post Katrina, and how many young 
college students would work on building houses during the day and be 
destructive, drunk, and rowdy at night causing more
damages. When picking a civic action or volunteer group, you need 
to evaluate the organization and that they are truly doing good for the 
community.

I have worked at a couple soup kitchens before, 
and I can’t reiterate enough how helpful volun-
teering work can be to a community. The soup 
kitchen I was helping at was in London, and 
I helped during the winter months. The soup 
kitchen was attached to the church my family 
attended so the homeless people who entered 
were able to stay the night. During dinner, and 
serving the bonds you build with these people 
which have endured so much in their life really 
makes them smile. From a personal standpoint, 
I believe it builds empathy like discussed earlier, 
and next time when approached by a homeless 
person for money or food I am not so judg-
mental and try to help however I can. Almost 
any form of volunteerism is incredibly helpful 
to a community, and can often save a life.



Tools for Effective Action
Deliberation Deliberation is a core component of what constitutes a free society. The 

ability freely express opinions, no matter how conflicting or contrar-
ian allows for social justice. Not every battle for social justice will be 
a protest in the streets, or public sit in. Many “battles” faced in social 
justice are one on one conversations. These battles are the expression of 
ideals in a manner to inform others about what you personally believe 
to be right. Not every person will have a strong sense of emotional em-
pathy, and it is the job of deliberation to inform on the facts. It is not 
the exposure to other demographics which builds up empathy, but the 
discussion about those cultures to hopefully create empathy or at least 
forge the path towards building empathy. 

One issue with this form of social justice is that it can often lead to 
heated debates, depending on the nature of the deliberation. When 
addressing more core and sensitive beliefs to an individual, it offends 
them when you tell them their belief is incorrect. For example, if you 
were to tell a devout catholic that religion is a lie, they wouldn’t take it 
kindly. Politics often intertwine with personal beliefs, and can become 
very heated. The issue with heated discussion is that progress and the 
ability to inform becomes far less likely. If they feel they are being 
attacked personally, they will build walls and likely attack back. Civil 
discussion is lost, and their beliefs probably got more extreme. The key 
is to find a way to introduce the progressive concepts without making 
it personal.

I, for example, am an atheist despite my entire family being firm Meth-
odists. In the past, when I was coming to terms with my beliefs would 
frequently and often unintentionally attack the religious institution of 
churches and religious people. Although I may believe certain negative 
things about religious institutions, it does not mean I need to present 
it in such a rude and hurtful manner to my family of all people. It is al-
ways going to be difficult discussing religion with my family, but I now 
make sure to come at it from a place of respect. I do not want to make 
my family believe I think people who are religious are bad people, 
especially considering they are religious. If I hope to convey my own 
beliefs in a way that doesn’t make them upset or angry with my beliefs, 
it is through respect.



Resources
Scholarly 
Resources

Intellectual Empathy: Critical Thinking for Social Justice
By: Maureen Linker

In the Country We Love: My Family Divided
By: Diane Guerrero

The Promise of a Pencil: How an Ordinary Person Can Create 
Ex- traordinary Change
By: Adam Braun

Strangers in Their Own Land: Anger and Mourning on the 
American Right
By: Arlie Russell Hochschild

Is the United States Still a Land of Opportunity? Recent 
Trends in Intergenerational Mobility
By: Raj Chetty, Nathaniel Hendren, Patrick Kline, Emmanuel Saez,
and Nicholas Turner

The massive new study on race and economic mobility in 
America, explained

This article from Vox explores the social mobility of different rac-
es, highlighting the difficulties minority groups face relative to white 
groups. Also highlights gender differences and their effect on economic 
status and mobility. 

Saving Horatio Alger: Equality, Opportunity, and the Ameri-
can Dream

This article explores the history of the American Dream and 
how it has evolved over time. This once again applies to the 
idea of social mobility, highlighting the decline of the 
American Dream over time.

Electronic
Resources



Resources
Electronic Resources The many ways to measure economic inequality

This article takes a more intensive statistical approach to evaluating 
economic inequality. Shows many different measures, all of which 
highlighting the economic disparity in this country.

Uncomfortable Conversations: Talking About Race In The 
Classroom

This article from NPR does a great job explaining how to discuss 
uncomfortable topics in a civil place like a classroom. This relates to 
the importance of deliberation and how proper methods can lead to 
civilized discussions which help facilitate learning.  

Poor Kids

This short documentary from PBS explores the lives of several kids 
from different backgrounds, but all growing up in poor circumstanc-
es. It is a great way to build empathy and learn about the difficult lives 
these kids face. 

Local Organizations Campus Kitchen

Campus Kitchen is a fantastic organization which has an important 
role at helping feed families in desperate need. Not only can you build 
a strong sense of community with people from many different back-
grounds, but also learn more about the lives of those less fortunate 
than us.

Winston-Salem Under 40

Winston-Salem Under 40 is a resource aimed to develop business skills 
for young professionals to grow. Programs such as this would give 
opportunities to those who may not have the ability to attend higher 
education, and allow for higher probability of social mobility.
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