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Imagining Social Work 

and Social Justice 

CHAPTER OVERVIEW 

In Chapter 2 we locate social work within a social justice context. We introduce 

the idea of "social justice work" and its importance for rethinking social work 

practice. We examine broadly accepted contemporary definitions of social work in 

the United States and in an international context, and we ask you to think about the 

implications of these diverse meanings for social work practice. This sets the stage 

for locating concepts of social work in cultural, political, and historical contexts. 

Likewise, we discuss meanings of social justice and pose the following questions: 

♦ What is the relationship between social work and social justice?

♦ What are the common goals?

♦ How do their definitions shape the form, content, and context of social

work practice?

♦ How are both social work and social justice tied to questions of

difference, inequality, and oppression?

♦ How do we engage in social justice work in our everyday practice of

social work?

We introduce the Just Practice Framework and its five key concepts - mean

ing, context, power, history, and possibility. The Just Practice Framework will pro

vide the foundation for integrating theory and practice. Key concepts are devel

oped and illustrated through examples and reflection and action exercises. They 

push us to explore taken-for-granted assumptions about reality - those ideas, prin

ciples, and patterns of perception, behavior, and social relating we accept without 

question. As learners, this moves us beyond the bounds of familiar and comfort

able contexts to challenge old beliefs and ways of thinking. We consider the power 

of language and image in shaping understandings of social problems and social 
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JUST PRACTICE FRAMEWORK: 

MEANING, CONTEXT, POWER, HISTORY, 

AND POSSIBILITY 

As we mentioned in the introduction, the Just Practice Framework emerged from 

our own practice, reflection, and long-term dialogue regarding the meaning of so

cial justice work and the challenges of linking thought and action. The process of 

integrating social work and social justice to build a coherent understanding of so

cial justice work revolves around five key concepts and their interconnections: 

meaning, context, power, history, and possibility. These key concepts are the foun

dation of the Just Practice Framework. This framework brings together a set of 

interrelated concepts that help to explain social justice work and guide the devel

opment and implementation of Just Practice principles and skills. 

Take a minute to consider the following questions: How do we give meaning 

to the experiences and conditions that shape our lives? What are the contexts in 

which those experiences and conditions occur? Who has the power to have their 

interpretations of those experiences and conditions valued as "true?" How might 

history and a historical perspective provide us with additional contextual clues and 

help us grasp the ways in which struggles over meaning and power have played 

out and better appreciate the human consequences of those struggles? And how do 

we claim a sense of possibility as an impetus for just practice? We will expand on 

these key concepts through this book. We begin with a brief introduction of each 

concept in this chapter to provide a foundation for future reflection. 

Meaning 

Meaning is often defined as the purpose or significance of something. All human 

beings are meaning-makers. We make sense of the world and our experiences in it 

through the personal lenses of culture, race, place, gender, class, and sexual orien

tation. We come to new experiences with a history that influences our ways of 

making sense of our circumstances. Sometimes we share meaning with others based 

on commonalities of social experience and life circumstances. Often, however, we 

differ from others in how we come to understand ourselves, others, and the events 

and circumstances surrounding our lives. Think for a moment about the partiality 

of our knowledge, the difficulty we have in fully understanding another person's 

experience or what sense this person makes of happenings and circumstances. For 

this very reason, in social work practice it is essential that we attempt to under

stand how others make sense of their world and the commonalities, tensions, and 

contradictions this creates as we compare their meanings with our own. At the 

same time we need to stay mindful of the partiality of our own understanding. Just 

Practice means grappling with the ways in which we individually and collectively 

make sense of our worlds. Meanings can constrain us, keep us stuck, or create new 

possibilities for ourselves and the people with whom we work. 

Searching for meaning requires reflexivity. This is the act of reflection, a 

process of self-reference and examination. It is a foundational skill upon which to 

build the knowledge base and skills of just practice. Although it may not appear to 
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Teaching-Learning Resource: 

Reflections on the Themes of Meaning, Context, 

Power, History, and Possibility 

The following essay poignantly addresses the themes of meaning, context, power, 

history, and possibility that are at the heart of social justice work. Take a moment 

to read and reflect on John Brown Childs' story. What feelings does the story evoke? 

How does he challenge dominant views of "race" and "difference"? What lessons 

for social justice work can be leamed?8 

Red Clay, Blue Hills: In Honor of My Ancestors 

by John Brown Childs 

In every place visited among the Sakalava we found events and 

names recalled by tradition still living in memory ... we have heard 

the Sakalava invoke these names in all important activities of their 

social life and recall with pride these events ... 

Charles Guillain (1845), cited in Raymond K. 
Kent, Early Kingdoms in Madagascar, 1500-

1700 

I must speak about my ancestors. It is from them that I have received 

the desire to contribute to the best of my ability to what I hope is construc

tive cooperation leading to justice, equality, a�d peace in the world. I owe 

it to them to make these comments. What I say in these pages flows from 

two great currents, the African and the Native American, whose conflux 

runs through my family and infuses my spirit today. In the 1990s, when I 

went to visit my family in Marion, Alabama, my cousin Arthur Childs, 

who had served as a lieutenant in World War II in Burma, and who was the 

family storyteller, took me immediately to the cemetery, where in the midst 

of red clay dust he told me the histories of those who had passed on. 

The African-Malayo grandmother of my grandmother of my grand

mother of my grandmother, known as The Princess to her captors, was 

born in Madagascar, an island peopled by populations from the Pacific 

and Africa. In 1749, the Princess was a member of a Madagascan delega

tion on board a French ship bound for France, where she apparently was to 

go to convent school. Their ship was captured by English privateers. All 

the Madagascans on board were captured and sold into slavery in the En

glish colonies. My ancestress found herself in chains, being sold as prop

erty to a Thomas Burke, a leading figure in North Carolina government, to 

be given as a wedding present for his new wife at a wedding ceremony in 

Norfolk, Virginia (Bond, 1972, 22). The story handed down within both 

the Burke family and my relations is that when "the Princess was brought 

first to the Virginia plantation where she began her career as a slave, the 

other enslaved Africans acknowledged her royal origin and gave her the 

respect due to one of her background" (Bond, 1972, 23). 
















