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EDITORIAL 

Social Justice 

The perceived goal of social justice is equality, achieved primarily by means of 

the distribution of social goods. A better goal, however, would be the full 

participation and inclusion of everyone in the major institutions of a society, and 

the socially supported opportunity for all to develop and exercise their capacities 

and realize their choices. These are some of the sentiments that Iris Marion Young 

(1990) first broached more than a decade ago. Since then the social justice agenda 

has grappled indefatigably with the tensions of the historicity of the social meaning 

of inequality and injustice, and the material reality, the practical significance of 

it. The theoretical traditions in which social justice endeavours and research have 

been positioned, can broadly be described as liberal-individualism, market-

individualism, and social democratic (Rizvi, 1998). These traditions all have as 

their chief premise the equal distribution of social goods, with emphasis, respectively, 

on 'fairness' in the process; entitlement of goods through competition; and co-

operation. 

Most of the articles in this edition of Education as Change can readily be placed 

in one or more of these theoretical traditions. Vogel's article on mediation and 

self-regulated learning, and Waghid's on deliberative inquiry subscribe to the first 

tradition, to the individual getting a fair opportunity to enjoy 'social goods' and 

to participate in distributing these goods in the education sector. The majority of 

articles, however, have as their basis a social-democratic focus, evident from 

what Hendricks calls in her article "measures of educational achievement and 

indicators of social justice". Hers is literacy as primary indicator of social justice. 

Osman's is access to higher education through Recognition of Prior Learning 

(RPL). Cockcroft and Hartgill's indicator is creativity amidst/despite of dyslexia. 

Swart, et al.'s article is about inclusion; Richardson's about reducing homophobia 

and, lastly, Van Wyk's indicator of social justice is an African perspective on 

performativity. These articles remind one of Desmond Tutu's erstwhile plea (quoted 

in the Hendricks article): "One has to go beyond justice to forgiveness and 

recognition of the humanity of the other". In view of this, Osman's plea is very 

apt when she points out that social justice on its own is inadequate. It requires 

of institutions that wish to derive an understanding of themselves and their place 

within a transforming society, the realisation that policy framework and vision 

matter; that clear aims matter; that support from senior management matters; that 



staff development matters; that RPL advocacy matters; and that curriculum change 

matters. 

There is a third aspect of social justice theory that emerges from the articles in 
this edition of the journal: apart from notions of distribution and participation, 

representation has become the cutting edge of social justice research. Distribution 

of such non-material social goods as rights, opportunity, power, and self-respect 

will always be problematic because the injustices that occur often simply get 

subsumed in the distribution process. Also, treating such non-material goods as 

power, values and respect as if these were commodities, the distributive paradigm 

tends to misrepresent them, often in the form of "a pathological discourse of 

derision of poor teachers and failing schools" (Gorard, 2000:5). Hence the need 
for a shift to a paradigm encompassing notions of representation as well. Such 

a paradigm registers social change more accurately in terms of perceptions of the 

self; in terms of the politics of schooling (such as the focus on access and equity 

in the Osman article, and the focus on language and power in the Hendricks 

article); and, most importantly, in terms of the culture of schooling (for example, 
how things are named and represented, such as in the Richardson article; how 

difference is treated (the Swart, et al. and the Cockroft & Hartgill articles); and 

how values are negotiated (evident from the Van Wyk, Vogel and Wahgid articles). 

The relationship of social justice and education, then, is as much about fairness, 

rights, and the equal opportunity to participate in one of the most fundamental 

institutions of society, the school (Scrase, 1997), as it is about representing change 

and agents of change fairly and equitably. For educational researchers, some of 

whose finding are reflected in this edition, it is about uncovering and reflecting 

upon the seemingly perpetuating problems of poverty, of inequality, and of an 

undemocratic and often alienating system of learning (Scrase, 1997), and 
representing these in an accountable and rigorous way. 

Gorard, S. 2000. Education and Social Justice. Cardiff: University of Wales Press. 
Rizvi, F. 1998. "Some thoughts on contemporary theories of social justice" In: 

Atweh, Kemmis & Weeks (eds) 1998 Action Research in Practice: Partnerships 
for Social Justice in Education. London: Routledge. 

Scrase, T. J. (ed) 1997. Social Justice and Third World Education. New York; 
Garland Publishing. 

Young, I. M. 1990. Justice and the Politics of Difference. Princeton; Princeton 
University Press. 

Wilhelm van Rensburg 


