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“the historic dream of public health 
…is a dream of social justice.” 
 
 
“…models of justice furnish a 
symbolic framework or blueprint 
with which to think about and react 
to the problems of the public…”  



“Social justice is the foundation of public health.” 
- Krieger and Birn, 1998, p. 1603 

  
“Social justice values are deeply rooted in public health practice.” 

- Edwards and Davison, 2008, p. 130 
 

“Social Justice: The Moral Foundations of Public Health and Health Policy” 
- Powers and Faden, 2006 

 
 



“…finding a suitable normative framework 
for thinking about public health ethics and 
policy requires us, in the end to work out 
which account of justice we should prefer.”  

- Wilson, 2009, pg. 190 



“Important values in public health include a… 
commitment to social justice…” 

 

“These attitudes and values have not been 
listed as specific core competencies for 
public health because they are difficult to 
teach and even harder to assess.” 



What does a ‘commitment to social justice’ 
require for public health policy and practice? 
 
 
 
 



“…models of justice furnish a symbolic framework or blueprint 
with which to think about and react to the problems of the public…” 

- Dan Beauchamp, 1976, p. 102 
 

• What counts as an injustice? 
• How should injustices be prevented and redressed? 
• Which inequalities matter the most? 
• What responsibilities do individuals have to prevent or redress injustices? 
• What role should public health have in the prevention and amelioration of 

injustice? 
• If we accept as otherwise just the inequalities we allow in our society, but 

these inequalities contribute to health inequalities, then should we view 
these health inequalities as themselves just?  

 







Social Injustice:  
We know it when we see it 



Wealth Inequality 

80 wealthiest ($1.9 trillion) = wealth of poorest 3.5 billion  
Hardoon, Oxfam: http://oxfamblogs.org/mindthegap/2015/01/19/billionaires-a-lot-of-wealth-a-lot-of-zeros-and-a-lot-of-influence/ 



Hulchanski JD. 2007. The Three Cities within Toronto: Income Polarization Among Toronto’s Neighbourhoods, 1970-2005. 

Income Inequality 



Fobos92, Wikimedia Commons 

Global Life Expectancy 



What do we mean by ‘social justice’? 

• We may be able to discern what is patently unjust. 
 

• We may be able to achieve universal agreement on a 
high level abstraction, e.g., ‘everyone should get 
their fair share’, but still disagree bitterly about what 
ought to be done in practice. 



What do we mean by ‘social justice’? 

• ‘Social’ justice 
• ‘Distributive’ justice 
• ‘Justice’ 

+ fairness, equality, equity, etc… 
 
Etymology: 
• Classical Latin etymon jūstitia, meaning fairness, equity 
• Attic Greek word isotes, typically used to mean both justice and equality 

 
 

Often used interchangeably 



“We must seek public health solutions that are 
socially just, equitable, and fair.” 



What do we mean by ‘social justice’? 

Health inequities = “differences which are unnecessary and 
avoidable but, in addition, are considered unfair and unjust” 

- Whitehead, 1992, p. 433 



• Material principles of justice 
• According to need, equality, utility, merit, desert, etc. 

 

• Currency of justice 
• Resources, opportunities, capabilities, well-being, etc. 

 

• Scope of justice 
• Universal vs. local; separate spheres 

 

• Paradigm of justice 
• Distributive, procedural, relational 

 

• Pattern / basis of distribution 
• Egalitarian, prioritarian, sufficientarian, utilitarian 

 

Social Justice Considerations 



“Although the call for social justice is 
frequently voiced in public health, it is 
critically important for the field to address 
major differences in definitions of justice 
found among the general public.” 

- Buchanan, 2008, p. 15 



“…the philosophy of justice cannot be 
separated from its sociology….Conceptions 
of justice make sense only when placed in 
their appropriate social contexts.” 

- Miller, 2001 



Social Justice: What is its role? 
• “It is really interesting because I don’t think we’ve had a 
conversation about social justice since I have been here.” 
(P04) 
 

• “It’s just not a term that we use, you know what I mean, 
like a lot.” (P15) 
 

• “Nobody talks about social justice...” (P01) 
 



Social Justice: What does it mean? 
• “To me it’s the same thing as we should all eat locally: these are normative 

motherhood statements and I don’t know what they mean in [public health 
emergency] response.” (P08) 
 

• “Using the words justice, equity, or fairness is usually as far as that conversation 
goes.  It doesn't usually, in my experience, it hasn't gotten beyond just using those 
words and to what do those words actually mean.” (P01) 
 

• “That’s the crux of the matter, isn’t it?  Because, anybody who, if you ask 
everybody who works in public health what their commitment to social justice and 
health equity or whatever is, they would probably, uh, you’d probably get, like, a 
hundred or more different definitions of that, right?” (P10) 

 



• Health equity = quantifiable, objective, directly related to 
programming (access), actionable 
 

• Social justice = soft, subjective, determines inequities, 
requires upstream action, often beyond the scope of public 
health 
 

“We talk about equity but we don’t talk about social justice.” 
 

Social Justice and Health Equity 



Health Equity and Social Justice 
“It’s almost more easy to talk about health equity. It feels more 
proximal. It feels more neutral. It feels more quantifiable. 
Whereas moving from the discussion about health equity to unfair 
and unjust, to talking about social justice, requires that personal 
confrontation and unpacking about, ‘what are my biases?’ ‘What 
am I not comfortable with?’ ‘How do I feel about certain things?’ 
So that’s where I think the conversation needs to deepen on the 
difference between health equity and social justice…This requires 
overcoming racism, gender bias, entrenched values and 
attitudes…yeah, there’s a lot there.” (P07) 



“Public health barely has enough resources to do its 
core functions, so, and this is my personal view, is that 
I think it’s foolhardy for public health to go off trying 
to reduce wage inequities when there’s still outbreaks 
of measles happening in this province. The bigger 
picture social justice―that we’re going to solve world 
poverty―I think if public health people want to do 
that then they should go work in ministries of 
finance.” (P03) 



Igniting the Conversation: 
Clarifying and Solidifying Public 
Health’s Commitment to Social Justice 
 

1. What does ‘social justice’ mean in the context of 
your work? 
 

2. What steps can we take to make social justice 
‘teachable’ and ‘assessable’? 
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