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1. Introduction:
Social Change and the Idea of Justice

Social change refers to significant and lasting transformations in social institutions,
relationships, values, and patterns of behavior over time. These changes may occur gradually or
rapidly and are influenced by factors such as economic development, political movements,
education, technology, and globalization (Ogburn, 1922). One of the most important goals of social
change in modern societies is the creation of a more just, fair, and inclusive social order. Equity,
equality, and social justice are central concepts in understanding social change because they
address how resources, opportunities, and rights are distributed among different sections of
society. While equality emphasizes sameness of treatment, equity focuses on fairness based on
need and disadvantage. Social justice integrates both concepts to ensure dignity, participation, and
well-being for all members of society. In contemporary times, social change increasingly aims not

only at legal equality but also at correcting historical and structural inequalities.
2. Conceptual Framework: Equity, Equality, and Social Justice
2.1 Equality: Meaning and Limitations

Equality refers to the principle that all individuals should be treated equally before the law
and should enjoy the same rights and freedoms. Liberal democratic societies emphasize equality
through constitutional provisions such as “equality before law” and “equal protection of laws.”
For example, Article 14 of the Indian Constitution guarantees legal equality to all citizens.
However, equality often remains formal rather than substantive. Treating unequal individuals

equally may actually reproduce inequality. For instance, providing the same educational facilities
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to children from affluent and poor backgrounds do not ensure equal outcomes due to differences
in social capital, nutrition, and home environment (Sen, 2009). Thus, equality alone is insufficient

to achieve social justice.
2.2 Equity: Fairness Based on Need

Equity refers to fairness in distribution by recognizing existing inequalities and providing
differential treatment to achieve equal outcomes. Equity-based policies aim to compensate for
historical oppression and structural disadvantages. Affirmative action policies such as reservation
in education and employment for Scheduled Castes, Scheduled Tribes, and Other Backward
Classes in India are examples of equity-oriented interventions. For example, reservation policies
have enabled access to higher education and government jobs for marginalized communities that
were historically excluded due to caste discrimination (Deshpande, 2011). Similarly, global
examples include racial affirmative action policies in the United States to address historical
discrimination against African Americans. Equity thus acts as a corrective mechanism to make

equality meaningful.
2.3 Social Justice: An Integrated Approach

Social justice refers to a condition where all individuals and groups enjoy equal rights,
opportunities, and access to resources necessary for a dignified life. It emphasizes fairness,
inclusion, participation, and respect for human dignity. Philosopher John Rawls (1971) argued
that social justice requires arranging social and economic inequalities in a way that benefits the
least advantaged members of society. Social justice goes beyond legal equality by addressing
1ssues such as poverty, discrimination, exclusion, and unequal power relations. It seeks not only
redistribution of resources but also recognition of marginalized identities and representation in

decision-making processes.
3. Historical Perspective: Social Change and Struggles for Justice

Traditional societies were characterized by rigid hierarchies based on caste, class, gender,
and ethnicity. These structures legitimized inequality and denied basic rights to large sections of
the population. In India, the caste system institutionalized inequality by birth, while patriarchy

subordinated women across social classes. Social change emerged through reform movements and
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struggles against injustice. Anti-caste movements led by thinkers like B. R. Ambedkar challenged
Brahmanical dominance and demanded equality and dignity for Dalits (Ambedkar, 1936). Labor
movements fought for workers’ rights and economic justice, while feminist movements questioned
gender inequality and patriarchal norms. Globally, movements such as the Civil Rights Movement
in the United States and anti-colonial struggles across Asia and Africa played a crucial role in
establishing equality and justice as central social values. These struggles transformed societies

from hierarchical systems to rights-based democratic frameworks.
4. Role of the State and Law in Promoting Justice
4.1 Constitutional Vision and Social Change

The modern state plays a crucial role in institutionalizing equity, equality, and social
justice. The Indian Constitution explicitly commits to social justice through its Preamble and
Fundamental Rights. Directive Principles of State Policy emphasize the creation of a welfare state
by promoting education, health, and economic equality. Legal measures such as the abolition of
untouchability, prohibition of discrimination, and protection of minority rights reflect attempts to
translate social change into enforceable laws. Similar constitutional commitments can be seen in

many democratic societies worldwide.
4.2 Policies for Equity and Inclusion

Welfare policies, social security schemes, and affirmative action programs are key tools through

which the state promotes equity. Examples include:
Reservation in education and employment
Scholarships for disadvantaged students
Employment guarantee schemes

Laws protecting women, children, and minorities

These measures have improved access to education, healthcare, and employment, contributing to
upward social mobility for marginalized groups. However, gaps in implementation and corruption

often limit their effectiveness.
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S. Social Change and Contemporary Inequalities
5.1 Economic Inequality and Class Justice

Despite economic growth, inequality between rich and poor has widened in many societies.
Globalization and capitalist development have generated wealth, but also concentrated resources
in the hands of a few (Piketty, 2014). Informal labor, unemployment, and lack of social security
continue to affect large populations. Social change aimed at justice requires equitable access to
education, skill development, and decent work. Policies promoting inclusive growth and

redistribution are essential for reducing class-based inequality.
5.2 Gender Equity and Social Justice

Gender inequality remains a major obstacle to social justice. Women face wage gaps,
unpaid care work, underrepresentation in leadership, and gender-based violence. Legal reforms
such as equal pay laws and protection against domestic violence have contributed to change, but

social attitudes continue to limit progres

[72]

(Walby, 1990). Recent social change includes increased

participation of women in education

These developments reflect a broader understanding of justice that includes gender diversity and

bodily autonomy.
5.3 Justice for Marginalized and Minority Groups

Ethnic, tribal, and religious minorities often experience exclusion and discrimination.
Development projects have displaced indigenous communities, threatening their livelihoods and
cultural identity. Social justice requires inclusive development that respects cultural diversity
while ensuring access to basic services. Policies promoting representation, cultural recognition,
and participation in governance are crucial for empowering marginalized groups and strengthening

democratic social change.
6. Equity vs Equality: Debates and Challenges

A major debate in contemporary society revolves around equity-based policies such as
reservation. Critics argue that such measures undermine merit, while supporters emphasize the

need to correct historical injustice. Sociologists argue that merit itself is socially produced and
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influenced by unequal starting conditions (Bourdieu, 1986). Balancing efficiency, fairness, and
social justice remains a complex challenge. Without equity, equality becomes superficial; without

equality, equity lacks legitimacy.

7. Role of Social Movements and Civil Society

Social movements play a vital role in pushing societies toward justice. Dalit movements,
feminist movements, environmental activism, and human rights campaigns have brought issues of
inequality into public discourse. NGOs, media, and digital platforms amplify marginalized voices
and hold institutions accountable. Youth activism and social media have further accelerated social

change by spreading awareness and mobilizing collective action across borders.
8. Challenges to Achieving Social Justice

Despite progress, achieving social justice faces multiple challenges:
Deep-rooted social prejudices

Economic inequality and poverty

Weak policy implementation

Political resistance and social polarization

Sustainable social change requires not only laws and policies but also transformation of social

attitudes and values.
9. Conclusion

Social change in the context of equity, equality, and social justice represents an ongoing
struggle to create inclusive and democratic societies. While equality ensures universal rights,
equity addresses unequal starting points, and social justice integrates both to promote dignity and
participation for all. True social change demands collective responsibility, intersectional

understanding, and sustained commitment to justice-oriented development.

References

158



: IntERNATIONAL JOoURNAL oF MuLtiDiscipLiNnarY EpucaTtionar ReEsearcH
B4 MBI 1ssn:2277-7881(Print; uact Facron:10.16(2026); I Vauwe:s. 16 151 Vauwe:2.286

PEER REVIEWED AND REFEREED INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL
(Fulfilled Suggests Parameters of UGC by IJMER)

Cover Page (] [x] Volume: 15, Issue:2(4), February 2026
Scopus Review ID: A2B96D3ACF3FEA2A
E Article Received: Reviewed: Accepted

Publisher: Sucharitha Publication, India
Online Copy of Article Publication Available: www.ijmer.in

Ambedkar, B. R. (1936). Annihilation of Caste. Bombay: Self-published.

Bourdieu, P. (1986). The forms of capital. In Handbook of Theory and Research for the

Sociology of Education. New York: Greenwood.
Deshpande, S. (2011). Contemporary India: A Sociological View. New Delhi: Penguin.

Ogburn, W. F. (1922). Social Change with Respect to Culture and Original Nature. New York:
B.W. Huebsch.

Piketty, T. (2014). Capital in the Twenty-First Century. Harvard University Press.
Rawls, J. (1971). A Theory of Justice. Harvard University Press.
Sen, A. (2009). The Idea of Justice. Harvard University Press.

Walby, S. (1990). Theorizing Patriarchy. Oxford: Blackwell.

159



