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The concept of social justice has evolved significantly over time, shaped by changing social,
political, and economic contexts. This historical perspective is crucial for philanthropy because it
reveals how our understanding of justice directly influences resource allocation priorities. By
recognizing the contextual nature of justice, philanthropic organizations can better align their
work with contemporary needs rather than outdated frameworks. This research synthesizes
existing literature on the conceptual history of social justice, examining both philosophical texts
and historical developments to trace how the concept emerged and evolved over time.

What distinguishes modern social justice from earlier concepts of justice, and when did it
emerge in political discourse?

Social justice is not a timeless concept but a dynamic construct that emerged in response to
specific historical conditions. Its meaning continues to adapt to changing contexts, requiring
philanthropic efforts to remain sensitive to evolving understandings of fairness and distribution
within their particular social settings.

#Sociallustice #Distributivelustice #GlobalPhilanthropy #Structurallnequality
#EquityDebates #ResourceAllocation #HistoricalPerspective

Justice has ancient roots, but "social justice" is modern. While
philosophers like Plato and Aristotle discussed justice broadly, the specific
concept of social justice only entered political debate in the late 19th
century, reflecting new concerns about economic inequality and the role
of the state in addressing it.

Social justice requires a defined community. Unlike abstract philosophical
concepts, social justice presupposes a bounded society with determinate
membership - typically the nation-state - where resources can be fairly
distributed among recognized members. This boundedness shapes how
philanthropic resources should be targeted.

The concept emerged from specific historical conditions. Social justice
gained prominence during industrialization when traditional social bonds
were disrupted and economic inequality became more visible. This
historical context reveals why certain issues (like economic redistribution)
became central to social justice discourse.

Social justice is inherently dynamic. Rather than representing timeless
truths, conceptions of justice reflect the particular challenges and values
of each era. This explains why philanthropic priorities shift over time, from
charity, to empowerment, to systemic change.
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= Context shapes what counts as "just." The meaning of social justice varies
across different historical periods and societies. Philanthropic organizations
must therefore understand the specific context in which they operate, rather
than applying universal formulas.

= Social justice is tied to resource distribution. At its core, social justice addresses

Take aways how societies should distribute resources among competing needs. This makes
& it directly relevant to philanthropy's fundamental concern with resource
Learnings allocation.

= The bounded nature of justice has practical implications. Because social justice
typically operates within defined communities, such as nation-states,
philanthropic efforts must consider both who belongs to the relevant
community and how resources should be distributed within it.

= Historical perspective prevents conceptual confusion. By understanding the
evolution of social justice, philanthropists can avoid conflating modern
concerns with ancient concepts, thus leading to more historically informed and
effective interventions.
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A look at the social, economic and political factors that shaped the idea of “social justice” throughout history.

ERNOP Research Notes provide easy-to-read, practice-oriented summaries of academic articles on philanthropy and are written by
practitioner experts. This ERNOP Research Note VII/2025 is published as part of a Special Issue on Justice Philanthropy in collaboration with
PHILEA in June 2025 and has been written by Shreya Gautam from London Funders. More information can be found at www.ernop.eu.
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