
IN
M

Y
V

IE
W

28 • The Development Education Journal Volume 12 Number 1 2005

IN MY VIEW

It is important to recognise that Social Justice is but one
perspective in the Development Education toolkit. Human
Rights, Sustainable Development, Global Citizenship,
Diversity and Interdependence, for example, all provide
different perspectives that may allow us to approach
common problems in complementary ways. 

A ‘Social Justice’ approach is concerned with unjust
structures and lifestyles. Here I focus on a Christian
approach, which draws its principles from two key concepts.
Christians are commanded to love God and to love their
neighbour as themselves. This requires first a recognition
that I am a unique human being with dignity and value. I
must then recognise that my dignity and value can only be
expressed in relation to others – in community – and that
they have equal dignity and value.

These twin concepts of human dignity and right relations
also lie at the heart of international law, reflected in the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights. ‘The inherent
dignity and the equal and inalienable rights of all members
of the human family is the foundation of freedom, justice
and peace in the world... Everyone has duties to the
community in which alone the free and full development of
his personality is possible.’

If we accept these twin concepts as fundamental to a fully
human life we begin to see the need to challenge the unjust
structures that threaten them. 

Catholic Social Teaching on Social Justice
In Catholic Social Teaching after the 1960s, much of the
discourse on Social Justice is concerned with making a
preferential ‘Option for the Poor’. In practice this means to
recognise the extent to which the poor are disadvantaged and
to seek to right this wrong. It means that we may not take
from another that which they need to grow, nor should we
take for others decisions that they might reasonably make for
themselves (see Pius XI 1931 ). 

Catholic Social Teaching encourages us to be more fully
human. In 1971 when the Catholic Bishops met to consider
Justice in the World (Synod of Catholic Bishops 1971) they
spoke of:

• awakening a critical sense towards society, so that we
are prepared to abandon its values if they fail to favour
justice for all;

• enabling people to be more fully human, resisting
manipulation by the mass media or by political powers;
and creating human community; 

• a call to change things for the better as the beginning of
a total transformation of the world.

Reinforcing this call, the Bishops of England and Wales
challenged all to work for the Common Good (Bishops
Conference 1996). For education this meant looking beyond
the school and faith community to a world lost in material
individualism. The Bishops wrote: ‘A society with
insufficient regard for the Common Good would be
unpleasant and dangerous...The first duty of the citizen to
the common good is to ensure that nobody is marginalised,’
and again, ‘An economic order that condemns millions to
abject poverty is grossly unjust’ (ibid). This call lies at the
heart of Education for Social Justice, drawing our attention
to the global community. 

When CAFOD describes its vision of ‘a world free from
poverty and injustice where the rights and dignity of each
person are respected, discrimination is ended and all are
gathered into a single human community from which no one
is excluded’ (CAFOD’s Vision, Mission and Values
Statement) it is drawing from the concept of the Common
Good. The Common Good is a principle that balances the
inalienable dignity of the individual human being with the
needs and rights of the community.

Education for Social Justice: what does it
mean in practice?
In 1997 the Congregation for Catholic Education published
the paper On the Threshold of the Third Millennium to
provide guidance on the role of the school today. In this they
saw the role of the school as ‘to be a school for the human
person and of human persons.’ The school should reject
arguments which reduce education to job training and
recognise ‘that education always presupposes and involves a
definite concept of man(sic) and life’ – that along with the
how we should also be attending to the why. In doing so the
school should uphold and promote the distinctive value of
the individual and build society such that we can work
together for the Common Good.

In my experience of working to deliver Education for
Social Justice I have found that primary school children have
little difficulty in recognising the importance of these values.
They can be highly motivated to work for a fair share for all.
When asked to comment on the way in which food,
education, healthcare and economic resources are ‘shared’
around the world their immediate response is to say, ‘It’s not
fair!’ 

Creating the will to change unjust structures: 
the challenge of Education for Social Justice 

Frank Sudlow illustrates some approaches to Education for Social Justice, based on Christian principles, and
draws out some of the challenges.



The Development Education Journal Volume 12 Number 1 2005 • 29

TH
EM

E
A

R
TI

CL
E

Teachers are able to build on this passion for justice,
which, however, may be severely challenged by social and
cultural pressures. It is essential, therefore that teachers
provide their pupils with the tools of enquiry, justification
and the ability to constructively challenge authority. The aim
is to move pupils from a position of self-concern to a
position of moral thinking from a values base. Teachers need
to empower their pupils to identify and develop the key
principles on which they will build their lives. Pupils need to
be able to defend these principles and examine their actions
against them, ensuring they can hold principled positions
even when this requires they challenge and change their own
actions and prejudices.

Since teachers will need to challenge the values their
students meet in society, they cannot want their students to
accept values uncritically. It is clear
that this requires a live debate in
which young people are encouraged
to question and challenge. 

We often hear of the ethos of the
school providing a pervasive
framework within which values are
nurtured and transmitted. For many there will be a clash
between the values promoted by the external cultural context
and those which lie at the heart of the school’s mission. It
does not follow that teachers should be passive channels for
the transmission of values, nor students passive recipients. I
believe that many of the values of developed societies have
proved inadequate for an era of globalisation and that there
is a place for challenging, as well as for transmitting, values.
For example, issues of racism, patriotic chauvinism and
divisions of class and gender all impact on the modern
school in ways which require a new consciousness and new
methods of enquiry. 

The increased prosperity of society and the context of
competition between schools provides a further challenge
when social justice requires we make a preferential option
for the poor, the marginalised and excluded. Schools can
provide a forum for dialogue concerning values and
attitudes. They should also provide that safe place where
pupils can express and explore challenging issues. 

Approaching such issues from a global perspective can
often open up insights into our own local circumstances far
more effectively than if the issue were first addressed from a
personal or local perspective. For example, from my own
practice, working with students in Higher Education on the
issue of HIV and AIDS we started by looking at what each
student knew about HIV and AIDS – its causes and effects.
Moving to a closer examination of the causes and effects of
the pandemic in Africa helped us to get behind the initial
causes of blood, sex and mother to child transmission. As we
looked deeper we discovered the underlying causes of power
relationships, gender, rape and conflict, the availability of
resources, of education and healthcare, and the cultural and
political contexts which left people vulnerable. Drawing on
the scriptures and Catholic Social Teaching we were able to

examine our own responses. How do we support the poor
and the marginalised? Where do we fit into the power play
and how do we make people vulnerable, or find ourselves
powerless? Where and how do we recognise the dignity of
individuals and how do we build solidarity and the Common
Good? This led us into action in our own lives. Students felt
able to continue the exploration of the issues raised, enabling
them to move to a position of moral thinking where they
could make principled decisions which challenged prejudice
and stereotypes.

Conclusion
A Social Justice perspective reminds us of the unique dignity
of each human person, those we teach and those whose lives
we wish to present to our students. It proposes a view that

we belong to one human community
and that the rights and dignities of
each one of us are dependant on the
same rights and dignity being
recognised in all and by all. Social
Justice calls on us to make a
preferential option for the poor –
those living in poverty, the

marginalised and the powerless – to recognise their
disadvantage and its myriad causes, to recognise our own
role in the unjust structures that perpetuate poverty, and to
seek to right wrongs through personal and political action. 

Educators for Social Justice must not only challenge
unjust structures and lifestyles, but also model alternatives in
the way in which we teach and in how we manage our
relations with whom we share in learning. Education for
Social Justice is values rich and requires us to explore values
critically and in the context of our own lives.

I believe that we are challenged to place Education for
Social Justice at the heart of our curriculum, enabling our
students to recognise and change unjust structures and
lifestyles and encouraging in them the will to do so.
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Teachers need to empower
their pupils to identify and

develop the key principles on
which they will build their lives.




