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Introduction

Today, there is a growing call to advance social justice and address deep-seated
racial, social, economic, political, environmental and cognitive injustices,
inequities, and gaps (Fataar, 2018). The recent global pandemic has highlighted
these inequities (Francis & Udah, 2020; Kumar et al., 2022; Udah & Francis,
2021), making the need to address social justice issues more urgent. Civil
unrest, political instability, and resistance to injustice and oppression,
exemplified by anti-racist movements like #RhodesMustFall movement that
started in South Africa, #BlackLivesMatter (BLM) in the USA and the racism
concerns of Indigenous Australians, have also drawn renewed attention to the
need for a socially just society. These movements and racism concerns — across
the globe — emphasise the importance of rethinking social justice. Research
shows that social justice is often narrowly understood, creating obstacles to
implementing policies and programmes that address the violence of ongoing
colonialism and improve outcomes for marginalised populations (Singh et al.,
2024).

Given the many modern meanings and conceptualisations of social justice,
this review examines how recent scholarly literature engages with the concepts
of social justice and decoloniality. It interrogates how justice is conceptualised
and operationalised and whether social justice can be reimagined through
decolonial praxis and pursuing decolonial options. It contributes to the
understanding of contemporary “social justice” issues and to discussions
addressing the ongoing coloniality. The review process comprises a systematic
search of four academic databases for relevant peer-reviewed literature. A total
of 265 records were identified, of which 38 studies met our eligibility criteria
for inclusion. Thematic analysis reveals diverse interpretations and
applications of social justice. The findings suggest the need to draw on
decolonial perspectives’ more nuanced conceptualisations of social justice to
tackle racial, social, economic, political, cognitive and material injustices.
While there are limitations in the study, the review calls for deepening the
understanding of social justice in relation to decolonial options and for
developing strategies that effectively address the complexities of oppression
and marginalisation in contemporary multicultural settler-colonial societies.!

Positionality and Reflexivity

We, the authors of this article, believe that reading social justice through
decoloniality is important. Our collective professional experiences are in the

! Settler colonialism is distinct from other forms of colonialism. Its practice involves elimination
of Indigenous people on colonised land(s) through a combination of forced relocation, genocide,
and forced assimilation (Liddell et al., 2024).
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fields of education and social work, professions implicated both in the
maintenance of colonial power and transformative change. Much of our work
engages with the possibilities and limitations of justice as they relate to
decolonial options for social change. This article emerged from our initial
discussions about the social change efforts of racially minoritised leaders in
Australia, and from our own reckonings with our roles in settler colonial
institutions. We ask: What is social justice in the context of settler colonialism?
What does social justice mean when we add concepts of decoloniality in
practice? Can social justice be read through the lens of decoloniality within
contemporary institutional contexts? If so, what does decoloniality contribute
to our understanding of justice? How can we teach social justice without first
confronting the colonial foundations of the very disciplines we represent? And
how do theories of justice help assess the promises and limits of decolonial
claims?

We are educators and social workers, who benefit materially, intellectually,
and professionally from, and work within, settler colonial contexts. We
acknowledge that the lands on which we live, and work, are unceded
Indigenous lands. We are settlers, and our professional practices are entangled
in settler colonial projects of disciplining Indigenous and racialised bodies. We
have been trained and employed within structures that perpetuate colonial
relationships under the guise of diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI)
initiatives. This systematic literature review, therefore, is not abstract or
distant. It is both an ethical and political commitment to interrogate the
foundations of our own professional roles and responsibilities. We take
Lowman and Barker’s (2024) call seriously. They urge settlers to recognise
how their institutions are shaped through processes of ongoing coloniality.
Lowman and Barker (2024) challenge us not only to acknowledge our
complicity but to engage in ethical withdrawal from the systems and structures
that uphold settler supremacy. For us, this means refusing the comfort of
symbolic inclusion and instead supporting efforts that disrupt and dismantle
settler colonial relations. Our engagement with decoloniality is situated within
this ethical imperative.

We argue that rethinking social justice through decoloniality can reframe the
onto-epistemological foundations of education and social work, which remain
entangled with colonial logics and structures. Our aim is not to propose easy
integrations of decoloniality in social work and education. As educators and
social workers, we believe that people committed to social justice must
confront historical and ongoing colonial violence. From the residential school
systems in Australia, Canada, New Zealand, and the U.S. to the colonial
policies and practices assimilating Indigenous children such as the removal of
Indigenous children from their families and sixties scoop in the name of
welfare (Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission, 1997; Truth and
Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2015), education and social work have
been complicit in the oppressive treatment, genocide, and dispossession that
have impacted multiple generations of Indigenous peoples and left a legacy of
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intergenerational trauma (Alston-O’Connor, 2010; Yu et al., 2024). These
violent legacies, with their long-term detrimental effects on First Nations’
cultures, knowledge and ways of life, languages, family structures and
connections to the land, are not things of the past but ongoing presents
reproduced through school discipline policies, curriculum silences, child
welfare interventions, and ongoing surveillance of Indigenous and racialised
bodies and their communities (Tuck & Yang, 2012; Udah, 2023a). Hence, there
is a need for critical reflexivity.

We want educators and social workers, not only individually, but also
collectively as a profession, to reflect on their positionality and their part in the
maintenance of coloniality. To decolonise education and social work, we must
reckon with the fact that our professions have historically functioned and often
continue to function as arms of the settler colonial state. This involves, as Yu
et al. (2024) argue, “a continual unmasking of those political regimes that
bolster structural inequities, oppressions and barriers; entrench professional
privilege” (p. 235). For us, then, decoloniality requires more than symbolic
gestures or curriculum tweaks. As Tuck and Yang (2012) argue, it involves
delinking, dismantling and reordering the Eurocentric foundations upon which
education and social work are built. This is the condition for engaging in what
Tuck and Yang (2012) describe as the mnon-metaphorical work of
decolonisation and the return of land, restoration of Indigenous governance and
knowledges, epistemic justice and the refusal of settler colonial dominance in
all its forms. Our commitment, therefore, is to the non-metaphorical work of
decolonisation. We recognise that such work may disrupt the institutions in
which we are embedded.

Defining Decoloniality

Scholars such as Maria Lugones, Sabelo Ndlovu-Gatsheni, Walter Mignolo,
Anibal Quijano, Catherine Walsh, and Sylvia Wynter, advocate for a decolonial
turn in theory and a critique of coloniality, which they describe as the dark side
of the European modernity project (Adams et al., 2017, Mignolo, 2011).
Coloniality refers to long standing ways of thinking, knowing, being and power
in contemporary societies associated with 500 years of European colonialism
(Gatwiri & Udah, 2024; Maldonado-Torres, 2007; Udah, 2021, 2023a). It is
both a structural and hegemonic global culture that naturalises exploitation and
domination  (Quijano, 2000, 2007) characterised by hierarchical
understandings of power, knowledge, and existence, where the European
narrative dominates (Lugones, 2007; Mignolo, 2018; Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2013;
Udah, 2021, 2023a).

The manifestations of coloniality persist and continue to be reproduced
through practices that marginalise Indigenous and other non-dominant ways of
being, doing and perspectives through media, movies, newspapers, books, and

Studies in Social Justice, Volume 19, Issue 3, 540-570, 2025



544 Hyacinth Udah, Carla Tapia Parada, Parlo Singh, Lucy Jordan &
Chinyere T. Udah

research (Baines et al., 2022; Udah, 2023a, 2024; Quijano, 2000). Quijano
(2000) and Mignolo (2018) highlight that racism is a foundational element of
the Colonial Matrix of Power. Colonialism created new identities, and
hierarchies built around the social category of “race” that still pervade
contemporary life. This is particularly evident in the global racial/ethnic
hierarchy that maintains the white Western European man at the top (Mignolo,
2018; Quijano, 2007; Udah, 2021). Quijano (2000) argues that race is a key
element in the emergence of a global coloniality of power because the idea of
race and the social construction of racial classification legitimised colonial
relations and structures of power, which continue to inform current education
and social work. In Australia, the ascendancy of racism as part of the Colonial
Matrix of Power has colonised not only Indigenous peoples, but also black
Africans (see Udah, 2023b). Hence, as people committed to social justice, it is
important to review historical practices and ensure that we do not perpetuate
colonial relations (Yu et al, 2024). As educators and social workers,
understanding how the concepts of decoloniality can be taken up to rethink and
redefine social justice offers the potential to engage in the difficult work of
immersing ourselves in the realities of service users, actively empowering and
amplifying Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander perspectives, and involving
marginalised populations through dialogue, alliance, and exchange (Fataar,
2018; Mbembe, 2015; Mikkonen, 2020; Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2013; Yu et al.,
2024). Today, efforts to create a socially just society are influenced by demands
for recognition, which Coulthard (2014) rejects. While ‘post-colonial’ refers to
the period following the end of colonialism, ‘decolonial’ refers to the process
of deconstructing or dismantling the rationality of coloniality (Mufioz-Arce &
Rain, 2022). Post-colonial theory emerged from South Asian contexts,
focusing on cultural representation and hybridity (Said, 1978; Bhabha, 1994;
Bhambra, 2014; Spivak, 1988). However, decoloniality, from Latin America,
emphasises the persistence of colonial power structures beyond formal
colonialism. Anticolonial approaches on direct resistance to colonial
structures, exemplified by Fanon (2005) and Césaire (1972), share
decoloniality’s critique of modernity and colonial violence (Quijano, 2000,
Mignolo, 2018).

The decolonial project is a project against European colonisation. By
adopting a decolonial perspective, the goal is to expose the structural and
systemic roots of inequality and colonial violence. This echoes Fanon’s (1991)
psychoanalytic and political critique of colonialism, where he demonstrates
how colonial domination produces both material and psychological conditions
of alienation. Colonialism changed power relations and created a world where
the colonisers (Europeans) set the rules, exalted European worldviews, and
subjugated other knowledges, ways of knowing, being and doing (see Gatwiri
& Udah, 2024; Udah, 2023a, 2024). At the heart of the European colonial
project was the classification of people based on race, leading to the
construction of Indigenous people as primitives and black Africans as slaves
(Singh et al., 2024; Udah, 2023a).
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Decoloniality critiques the European colonial modernity project — its onto-
epistemologies, ways of thinking and being that lead to essentialism,
hierarchies of knowledge, and the dehumanisation of those constructed as
Other (Grosfoguel, 2011; Maldonado-Torres, 2007; Mignolo, 2018; Ndlovu-
Gatsheni, 2013). It exposes how colonialism not only occupied land but also
colonised minds, producing a worldview that marginalised Indigenous,
African, and other non-Western knowledges. Decoloniality requires strategies
of resistance and efforts to rehumanise the world. It admonishes us to break
hierarchies of difference, and produce counter-discourses, knowledges, and
practices that open multiple other forms of being in the world (Maldonado-
Torres, 2007).

Decoloniality, as opposed to coloniality, is about challenging, disrupting, and
interrupting the norms set during the colonial period. It is about deconstructing,
dismantling, and overcoming the effects of ongoing colonialism. It involves
finding new ways to “liberate knowing and becoming what coloniality of
knowledge and being prevents to know and become” (Mignolo, 2018, p. 136).
In fact, decoloniality is concerned with undoing the ways colonialism has
affected knowledge production and our understanding of what it means to be
human (Mignolo, 2018). Drawing on Fanon (1991), decoloniality aims at
dismantling colonial systems and affirming new, liberated ways of being.
Decoloniality insists on structural transformation and the return of land, power,
and knowledge to Indigenous and racialised communities (Coulthard, 2014;
Moreton-Robinson, 2015).

While the concepts and ideas from decolonial perspectives have become a
placeholder in mainstream discourse, influencing how we think about a range
of social justice issues such as growing inequalities, race-based violence, and
climate change (Le Grange, 2023), their transformative potential has been lost
and not recognised. This is why and how many Indigenous scholars are
cautious about adopting the decolonial label, not out of opposition, but because
the term is rooted in Latin American intellectual traditions (Grosfoguel, 2011;
Maldonado-Torres, 2007; Mignolo, 2018; Quijano, 2007) shaped by their own
histories, struggles, and geographies. For Indigenous peoples in settler-colonial
nations like Australia, Canada, and Aotearoa New Zealand, the fight is not only
epistemic but material. It is about land, sovereignty, survival, resurgence,
cultural continuity and self-determination (Coulthard, 2014; Tuck & Yang,
2012).

Although decolonial frameworks offer valuable critiques of Eurocentric
knowledge, Tuck and Yang (2012) suggest that decolonialism and
decoloniality should not be seen as catch-all phrases for social justice.
According to Tuck and Yang (2012), “decolonisation is not a metonym for
social justice” (p. 21). That is, decoloniality is not simply another name for
DEI initiatives, curriculum revisions, or tokenistic inclusion measures and
reforms. Rather it demands the dismantling or unsettling of settler
colonialism’s institutional structures. Drawing connections with Indigenous
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resurgence (Coulthard, 2014; Simpson, 2017), Fourth World studies (Manuel
& Posluns, 2019), post-colonialism, and anti-colonial scholarships, de la
Cadena (2015), Blaser (2013, 2020), Rojas (2016), Icaza Garza (2017),
Vazquez (2011), Escobar (2018), and other defiant scholars, the term
decoloniality should not be abstracted from lived experience. Rather, it should
involve practices rooted in relational ontologies, collective refusal, epistemic
disobedience, and Indigenous resurgence and non-Western life worlds. For
Escobar (2018) and Blaser (2013), decoloniality is about creating spaces where
multiple worlds, rather than multiple worldviews, can flourish, particularly
through autonomous design practices to reimagine and reconstruct local
worlds. In simple terms, decoloniality is not just about changing who is in
charge but about epistemic justice (Rojas, 2016), about coexistence of multiple
ways of being and knowing (Blaser, 2020; Escobar, 2018) and re-existence
(Vazquez, 2011; Icaza Garza, 2017), and about transforming how we
understand the world, our place in this world (de la Cadena, 2015), and
generating alternative worlds in and through our practices (Singh et al., 2024y.

The decolonial process entails understanding the long history of resistance
to injustice and oppression. It requires also changing models and structures of
thought, uncovering and valuing knowledges, cultures, and worldviews that
were suppressed under colonial rule and allowing diverse perspectives to
emerge and advance the construction of knowledge “otherwise” (Mufioz-Arce
& Rain, 2022). As Vazquez (2011) and Icaza Garza (2017) argue, decoloniality
is a commitment to interruption, pursuit of relational ontologies, and
engagement with ways of knowing and being that defy coloniality. In other
words, what makes justice decolonial is not only where it originates, but how
it emerges through struggle, through refusal, and through resurgence. In the
North American context, this is about movements like LandBack, Idle No
More and Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls’ campaigns,
including critical land and water defences. These movements are epistemic and
ontological refusals of settler colonialism (Coulthard, 2014; Simpson, 2017).

To embark on the decolonial path, it is essential to recognise, first and
foremost, the cultures and epistemologies of the other and the ongoing forms
of colonial violence. The decolonial turn, as Lugones (2020) claims, is a kind
of pilgrimage, a mode of resistance to naturalised hierarchies of power. This
emerges when people, as a collective, “break free from the grip of institutional
and structural descriptions” and create liminal spaces (Mufioz-Arce & Rain,
2022, p. 367). Decoloniality, then, calls for the epistemic disobedience and
delinking from Eurocentric modes of knowledge and the affirmation of
relational and situated ways of knowing and being. It is an ethical orientation
toward justice, racial dignity and the healing of colonial wounds (de la Cadena,
2015). In fact, decoloniality is transformative. It is about dismantling colonial
relations and the restitution of Indigenous sovereignty, Black freedom, and
epistemic justice (Bargallie, 2020; Fanon, 1991; Garba & Sorentino, 2020;
Mignolo & Walsh, 2018; Moreton-Robinson, 2015; Spivak, 1993; Tuck &
Yang, 2012).
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Social Justice Needs to be Rethought

Traditionally, social justice has been discussed in economic terms, overlooking
cultural and relational aspects of justice, and focusing on distributive justice,
which is limited (Wood & Zuber-Skerritt, 2022; Young, 1990) and colonial
(Coulthard, 2014). Distributive justice, alone, is insufficient to engage with the
complexity of social justice concerns (Cribb & Gewirtz, 2003) and address the
injustices within colonial relationship (Coulthard, 2014). As Young (1990)
argues, distributive justice assumes “a single model of justice for all analyses
of justice” (p. 18), suggesting that individuals are nodes in the social field,
among whom larger or smaller bundles of social goods are allocated based on
equal share, need and effort (McAuliffe, 2021). Tuck and Yang (2012) point
out the need for more clarity, especially, now that social justice is appropriated
by neoliberal policies that celebrate individual difference and identity politics
of inclusion and recognition. For example, Fraser’s theory of social justice
identifies economic, cultural, and political structures that can either hinder or
promote the development of a socially just society. It emphasises redistribution
and the recognition of ethnic, racial, sexual, and gender differences (Fraser,
1997, 2020). Fraser (1997) views justice from a relational perspective,
highlighting the dynamics and complexities of realities where people express
their values and cultures, contributing to shared social forms. This approach to
social justice (recognition) calls for more focus on individual experiences of
domination and belonging, not just distribution of resources, to better assess
intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1989). Differentiation by perceived racial group,
ethnicity, religion, class, gender and sexuality can generate distinct versions of
what justice looks like (Cribb & Gewirtz, 2003; Fraser, 2020).

Also, Fraser (2020) makes a distinction between transformative and
affirmative recognition. For Fraser (2020), transformative approaches are those
that aspire to correct unjust distributions of power and resources, whereas
affirmative strategies, by contrast, strive to alter or modify the second order
effects of these first-order root causes. Affirmative recognition such as adding
sexual orientation or gender identity to anti-discrimination protections can
correct inequities without disturbing the underlying structures that generate
them. While they may yield positive individual outcomes, they risk
entrenching group distinctions. They can provoke backlash, as seen in the rise
of anti-SOGI (sexual orientation and gender identity) movements. In contrast,
transformative recognition seeks to restructure the deep-rooted social and
economic arrangements that produce and sustain injustices in the first place.

Fraser’s works on social justice have been influential, with other scholars
building on her ideas (e.g., Cribb & Gewirtz, 2003; De Sousa Santos, 2001;
Leibowitz & Bozalek, 2015; Sriprakash, 2022). According to Cribb and
Gewirtz (2003), “a concern with social justice is a concern with the principles
and norms of social organisation and relationships necessary to achieve, and
act upon, equal consideration of all people in their commonalities and
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differences” (p. 18), indicating that the social justice imperative is enlarged.
Drawing on Fraser’s work, De Sousa Santos (2001) argues that meaningful
social justice is impossible without recognising differences and redistributing
resources. The recognition approach to social justice is concerned with
enhancing social structures that enable people to feel valued in society (Wood
& Zuber-Skerritt, 2022).

While widely influential, Fraser’s theorisation of social justice is rooted in
Western liberal and social democratic traditions. For Fraser, misrecognition is
unjust when it impedes participatory parity. Fraser does not interrogate
contexts shaped by coloniality — colonial origins or politics of recognition itself
—nor specifies who is doing the recognising and under what terms. Critics such
as Fanon (2005) argue that recognition is a tool of oppression rather than
liberation. For Fanon like Audre Lorde, liberation cannot be achieved through
the “master’s tools” (Lorde, 2012) but through complete reordering of the
world. Lorde (2012) criticises white, patriarchal feminism for attempting to
make changes with the same tools of oppression, such as tokenism, silencing,
and exclusion. She contends that real change requires, and has to come from,
new tools that are based on difference and intersectionality. Thus, for Fanon
(1991), recognition is not a source of freedom and dignity for the colonised,
but a field of power through which colonial relations are produced and
maintained. Similarly, Coulthard (2014) argues that recognition limits justice
struggles for Indigenous peoples. Drawing on Fanon’s (1991) interpretation of
the Hegelian master/slave dialectic, Coulthard (2014) rejects contemporary
liberal politics of recognition as inadequate for Indigenous self-determination.
Coulthard (2014) argues that recognition-based approaches in settler colonial
contexts continue to reproduce, perpetuate, and maintain colonial power
structures, racism, and patriarchal state control rather than dismantle them. As
Coulthard (2014) explains, colonial domination continues to be structurally
committed to maintain power dynamics “through force, fraud, and more
recently, so-called ‘negotiations’ — ongoing state access to the land and
resources that contradictorily provide the material and spiritual sustenance of
Indigenous societies on the one hand, and the foundation of colonial state-
formation, settlement, and capitalist development on the other” (p.7).

Wolfe (2006) reinforces this point by stating that regardless of settlers’
claims, the primary motive of settler-colonialism is access to land and territory
and not race, religion, ethnicity, or civilisation. Territorial control, he argues, is
settler colonialism’s defining and irreducible feature (Wolfe, 2006). Hence,
Coulthard (2014) argues that politics of recognition maintain unequal
relationships by subtly reproducing “nonmutual and unfree relations rather
than free and mutual ones” (p. 17). Instead of seeking recognition from the
settler state, Coulthard (2014) calls Indigenous peoples to turn away from
liberal state recognition and empower themselves. For Coulthard (2014),
Indigenous and racially minoritised peoples must engage in cultural practices
of individual and collective self-recognition, self-affirmation, self-
determination, resurgence and refusal rooted in their own ways of knowing and
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being to create alternatives to colonial structures and subjective dimensions of
colonial power.

Yuval-Davis (2006) critiques the insufficient attention to the intersectional,
and transnational dimensions of identity politics. Justice must account for the
complex ways in which people are located across different axes of power that
go beyond the nation-state framework that Fraser employs (Yuval-Davis,
2006). Moreton-Robinson (2015) calls for a reckoning with the logics of
patriarchal white sovereignty and the centring of white epistemological
dominance in Australia. Rather than recognition, Simpson (2017) calls for
resurgence and refusal. Instead of addressing the violence of ongoing (settler)
colonialism, neoliberal frameworks of social justice continue the neocolonial
project rather than disrupting it (Coulthard, 2014 ).Thus, for Coulthard (2014),
Moreton-Robinson (2015), Simpson (2017) and Yuval-Davis (2006), justice
within settler states must go beyond recognition to engaging with the structural,
epistemic, material and ontological violences of coloniality, and should be
about living in accordance with Indigenous ways of being, ethics, and relations
to land, which is different from Fraser’s framework. Scholars have also
distinguished between broad and narrow approaches to social justice. The
narrow approach is criticised for neglecting power relations and celebrating
polarity, which categorises people, emphasises neutrality, and accommodates
stereotypes that deny differences. By neglecting differences, it ignores covert
forms of violence and oppression. Similarly, the broad (holistic) approach has
been criticised for overlooking the multiplicity of social justice. Drawing on
Fraser’s work (1997), Leibowitz and Bozalek (2015) propose a transformative
social justice pedagogy to recognise the multiplicity of social justice and
disrupt existing institutionalised cultural patterns that perpetuate violence.
Within pluralist models of social justice, scholars focus not only on distribution
and recognition, but also on environmental, cognitive, reproductive,
representation-based, and relational approaches because societal structures and
attitudes can marginalise and disadvantage some people (Liddell et al., 2024;
Wood & Zuber-Skerritt, 2022). For example, within the environmental
reproductive justice framework, Liddell, Kington, and Wright (2024) argue
that environmental degradation and legacies of settler colonialism affect
women, especially Indigenous women. Young’s (1990) conception of “five
faces of oppression” (exploitation, marginalisation, powerlessness, cultural
imperialism, and violence) combines distributional, cultural, and relational
dimensions of social justice, producing a framework for a sociopolitical-
economic analysis of social justice.

In fact, social justice is applied differently across various contexts and may
include a range of neoliberal meanings that are not connected to the decolonial
project but complicit with coloniality. It means something different for anti-
racists when modern neoliberal meanings and conceptualisations of social
justice are employed to use national and institutional rhetorics of difference
and DEI initiatives. For example, when social justice is taken up by the state,
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corporations, or academia, it becomes entangled with coloniality and might
focus more on maintaining order, compliance, and institutional standards,
which may not always align with the transformative goals of social justice
movements across the globe (see also Nxumalo & Tuck, 2023; Singh et al.,
2024; Tuck & Yang, 2012). However, when social justice is linked with terms
like freedom and liberation, it may refer instead to social movement goals
aiming to transform society and uplift marginalised groups (Maldonado-Torres
etal., 2023). In this context, social justice emphasises empowerment and equity
for the vulnerable, disenfranchised, and marginalised. Hence, social justice
needs to be rethought through decoloniality to address the colonial foundations
of modern society, including the genocide and dispossession of Indigenous
lands, and the epistemic erasure of non-Western ways of knowing and being
(Icaza Garza & Vazquez, 2013; de la Cadena, 2015).

Methods and Procedures

All articles included were published in the last five years (between 2019 and
2024) in journals that discuss social justice and decoloniality in different fields
such as psychology, social work, and education. We focused on how social
justice is interpreted, researched, and implemented in discussions from
decoloniality studies. Our area of interest lies in understanding how concepts
of'social justice and decoloniality intersect with race and longstanding violence
and oppressions from ongoing colonialism.

We adopted a systematic approach and considered academic peer reviewed
literature available on four databases — JSTOR, Web of Science, SAGE and
Proquest. The search terms included “social justice AND anticolonial OR
decolonial AND oppression.” The initial searches identified over 200 articles
(n=265) that fit our stated criteria. Once duplicates were removed (n=32), we
imported the remaining articles into Covidence and screened the remaining
(n=233) abstracts. Although we focused on articles published in English, we
also acknowledged the language skills available within our team and widened
the search to include articles published in Spanish. Screening the abstracts
resulted in the exclusion of 195 articles. These articles were excluded for a
range of reasons including publication in languages other than English or
Spanish with no available translations such as in Portuguese, French, Arabic,
Igbo, and other linguistic traditions; key words which did not include the set
search terms; lack of access to full text of articles; and lack of engagement with
social justice and decoloniality. However, we must state that the linguistic
exclusion reflects challenges in global knowledge access and points to the
ongoing need to attend to linguistic and epistemic diversity in decolonial
scholarship.
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On completion of the screening process, we had a total of 38 studies that met
our eligibility criteria for inclusion. A visual representation of the screening
process is summarised in Figure 1.

Studies from databases/registers (n = 265)

Web of Science (n = 176) References from other sources (n =)
Proquest (n=82) Citation searching (n=)

SAGE (n=6) Grey literature (n =3
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c
2
=
]
4
£
=
€
(]
=

Duplicates identified manually (n = 0)

Duplicates identified by Covidence (n = 32)

Marked as ineligible by automation tools (n = 0)

Studies screened (n =233) > Studies excluded (n = 195)
Studies sought for retrieval (n = 38) > Studies not retrieved (n=0)
o
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§ Studies assessed for eligibility (n = 38) > Studies excluded (n=13)
[
] ;
Wrong setting(n=1)

Wrong outcomes (n = 3)
Another language (n=1)
Wrong study design (n=2)

Excludes one search term (n=4)

Studies included in review (n = 25)

Figure 1. Visual representation of the reviewed literature — the systematic screening of
research at the intersection of social justice, decolonisation, and oppression.
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Findings: Social Justice through Decoloniality

Several features are visible within the selected studies. Firstly, most of the
authors have personal ties to either South Africa (n=6 articles), the USA (n=5)
or Brazil (n=3). Although the studies did not always take place in these
locations, the authors identified personal connections with the socio-cultural
constructions of both social justice and decolonialism that are prominent in
these locations (see Figure 2). For example, Paulo Freire’s work was cited as
influential in five articles — most of which emerged from Latin America. Of the
15 countries indicated, 11 are classified as part of the Global South.
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Figure 2. Authors’ countries of origin.

Secondly, none of the authors was linked to a second or subsequent article
within the selected studies. Thirdly, there was no consistency in terms of the
authors’ university (n=35) affiliations exhibiting a clear commitment to
ongoing research in social justice. The Universities of South Africa and British
Columbia (Canada) were linked to two publications each. All other institutions
were represented by only one publication relevant to this topic. Finally, and
most relevantly, there was no consistent interpretation of any of the key terms
—social justice, coloniality or decoloniality — across the studies. In most studies
(n=18), social justice was not clearly defined, although it was widely
referenced. Both coloniality and decoloniality were positioned as practices to
create access to different aspects of social justice, but these terms were also
rarely defined. Interpretations were sometimes vague and usually context
specific. Some authors use the concepts of decolonisation and decoloniality as
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substitutes for interpreting human rights or social justice. However, four key
themes emerged as integral aspects of social justice within the studies
reviewed. These themes are illustrated in Figure 3.

Social Justice

Transitional Reproductive Cognitive
justice justice justice

Epistemic

justice

Figure 3. Theoretical elements of social justice.

Interpreting Social Justice

Two studies offer definitions that positioned their projects with respect to
social justice concerns. Ntshoe (2020) suggests that social justice is a
multidimensional concept that includes material redistribution, and a
participative citizenship that recognised and encompasses civil, political, and
social rights. He draws on decolonial perspective for his conceptualisation of
social justice and identifies four important ontological properties and attributes
— democracy, citizenship, recognition of differences, race, and ethnicities — of
social justice in multicultural countries (Ntshoe, 2020). While Ntshoe (2020)
did not explore these key elements in depth, they transcend contexts and exist
independently of our thoughts. They encompass equality and fairness, social
responsibility, respect for diversity and nation or nationhood, which are often
articulated and conceptually linked, or thematically associated, with
democracy, citizenship, recognition of difference, and race/ethnicity,
respectively.

In contrast, Obiagu (2023) describes social justice as fundamentally about
identity, equitable representation and sharing of power and resources. For
Obiagu (2023), it represents “inclusive participation or taking of actions that
will inform social change and foster equality in various sectors of the
economy” (p. 239). Within this definition, the focus of attention appears to be
on how power is distributed within and across groups as well as how a group’s
interests are addressed. However, Obiagu’s (2023) focus on actions taken to
inform social change does not indicate what types of action might be involved
and what changes might be necessary to achieve it. Furthermore, social change
and equality are linked with economic sectors, while no mention is made of
civil, political, or social rights. Maldonado-Torres et al. (2023) argue that the
lack of a single, universal meaning or definition for social justice is a response
to the “coloniality of justice.” Maldonado-Torres et al. (2023) explain that the
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ways in which “the very meaning of justice is limited or transformed” serve
colonial and racist purposes (p. 534). Their arguments suggest that the practice
of defining social justice differently limits the possibilities for more socially
just change in multiple spheres.

Aspects/dimensions of Social Justice

Kerfoot and Bello-Nonjengele (2023) describe epistemic justice with respect
to the language conventions used in educational policies for supporting
multilingualism in classrooms. Within their study, students’ lost opportunities
to use their first (or a familiar) language was viewed as a form of epistemic
injustice. Hence, they argue for the adoption of pedagogies that do not restrict
bilingual and multilingual students from accessing their full range of linguistic
resources to support learning. Similarly, Manathunga et al. (2022) suggest that
approaches to social justice would be incomplete without a comprehensive
understanding and inclusion of cognitive justice. They describe cognitive
justice as the “full and equal recognition of all world knowledge systems,
languages and cultural practices, not just those which prioritise Northern
science” (Manathunga et al., 2022, p. 4). For Manathunga et al. (2022), there
is a need for collaborative cultural activities and relational processes of
engagement to “challenge colonialist legacies, exclusionary pedagogies and
physical or symbolic violence against First Nations peoples and people of
colour” (p. 7). Events like poetry performances offer spaces for extending
epistemic and cultural knowledge while promoting truth-telling about settler-
colonial histories and their ongoing effects (Manathunga et al., 2022). For
many scholars, cognitive justice is often framed within decolonial projects as
the recognition and infusion of Indigenous knowledge systems. However,
Mills (2019) and Drake (2017) remind us in their work on Indigenous
constitutionalism that recognition or “infusion’” of Indigenous knowledges
into colonial frameworks and systems is not the answer. It is insufficient and
also harmful because it reproduces domination. Mills (2019), building on his
engagement with Drake (2017), critiques such efforts as forms of epistemic
tokenism that serve to preserve settler colonialism rather than unsettle it. Thus,
for cognitive justice to fulfill its transformative potential, decolonial efforts
must move beyond superficial recognition or infusion of marginalised voices
and knowledge, toward the reconstitution of knowledge systems rooted in
Indigenous self-determination and epistemic autonomy (Coulthard, 2014;
Maldonado-Torres, 2007). As Icaza Garza (2017) demonstrates, social justice
requires acknowledging place-based knowledge that has been systematically
devalued by colonial knowledge hierarchies.

Muiioz-Arce and Rain (2022) used decoloniality in the context of achieving
social justice, not justice in terms of the redistribution of power and respect but
cognitive justice. They argue that cognitive justice can be promoted by
challenging and dismantling mainstream Western and Eurocentric notions of

Studies in Social Justice, Volume 19, Issue 3, 540-570, 2025



Decoloniality — Implications for Rethinking Social Justice 555

interventions that are based on neo-colonial rationality. Hence, achieving
cognitive justice requires openness and acceptance of others’ perspectives. In
other words, they argue that it is not enough to redistribute power and respect
people, but it is important to recognise, open minds, listen, unlearn others’
perspectives — that is “cognitive openness to recognising the value of
otherness” (Muifioz-Arce & Rain, 2022, p. 366).

Another aspect of social justice identified in the review is transitional
Jjustice. Maringira et al. (2022) describe transitional justice as the set of
legislative processes and mechanism necessary for a society to move from a
state of war, conflict, or authoritarian rule to one of peace and democratic rule.
They argue that the application of decolonial practices during transitional
periods could help shift patterns within settler states to transform existing
social and organisational structures so that they act for and on behalf of
marginalised groups (Maringira et al. 2022). This is different from neoliberal
integration and Fraser’s affirmative recognition model, which can address
inequities without challenging the underlying structures that generate them.

McKinley et al. (2023) provide a comprehensive exploration of reproductive
Justice grounded in three core principles: (1) the right of women to choose the
circumstances in which they give birth, (2) the right not to have children; and
(3) the right to raise children in safety, free from violence. McKinley et al.
(2023) suggest that these rights extend beyond individual choice and access to
health care, health education or birth control, but must also be understood from
a social justice decolonial lens that challenges systemic oppression. They argue
that reproductive justice reveals how structures, institutions, and discourses
uphold racial and colonial logics of white supremacy and heteropatriarchy
through practices of mass reproductive control and surveillance.

Framed through a decolonial lens, McKinley et al. (2023) position
reproductive justice as a counter-hegemonic praxis that exposes and resists the
ways in which settler-colonial systems regulate Indigenous, Black, and other
racialised bodies. Rather than privileging individual choice as the endpoint of
justice, Mckinley et al. (2023) suggest that collective conditions, community
practices, cultural frameworks, and structural realities can influence one’s
capacity to make decisions or exercise reproductive autonomy. This emphasis
shifts the focus from narrow biomedical or rights-based approaches to a more
relational understanding of justice that calls for dismantling colonial structures
and rebuilding systems rooted in self-determination and accountability.

Steps Towards Social Justice
Adair and Sachdeva (2021) focus on how social justice could be introduced
and effectively supported in community settings. Their study emphasised five

key practices that can enhance social justice. Their recommendations include
rejecting deficit talk, deprivileging Western philosophies and making space in
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the curriculum to honour other forms of knowledge (see Figure 4). Although
these recommendations can be viewed as practical steps that can be
implemented at a grass roots level, two significant shifts are required if a more
socially just society is to be achieved. These are (a) looking collectively at the
systems and institutions (such as racism and structural inequities) that continue
to create inequitable opportunities, resource allocation, and experiences, and
(b) embracing political and cultural understandings of human development
(Adair & Sachdeva, 2021). Adair and Sachdeva (2021) call for acknowledging
and collectively addressing institutionalised inequities by replacing,
restructuring, or repositioning to create equitable opportunities.

Similarly, Baines et al. (2022) focus on regulatory legislation and
professional structures that reinforce dominant Eurocentric perspectives and
marginalise other ways of knowing and practice without enforcing
accountability. Analysing policy documents related to the licensing of social
workers in British Columbia in Canada, Baines et al. (2022) found that skills-
based competencies are prioritised over contextual, relational, and theoretically
grounded performance. This shift in social work licensing reflects a neoliberal
trend that moves the profession away from its roots in critical theory and
collective justice toward a fragmented, technical model of practice focused on
decontextualised, standardised tasks and ongoing professional development
(Baines et al., 2022). In fact, Baines et al. (2022) draw attention to the ways in
which the colonial logics of control and separation of underpinning knowledge
from standardised workplace skills create opportunities for misunderstandings
and weaken social work’s transformative potential by separating core
theoretical knowledge from everyday practice. This separation not only risks
producing social workers who are less effective and critically engaged, but also
increases the potential for harm, particularly in complex, culturally diverse, or
trauma-affected settings. By calling for a return to more critical, contextually
grounded, and relational approaches, Baines et al. (2022) advocate for
professions that honour Indigenous, anti-racist, and community-based
knowledges as central to ethical and accountable practice.

Reject

deficit
discourse
Remove or
replace
exclusionary
pedagogies

Decolonise Social Prioritise
curriculum Justice agency

Create space
Inclusive for
participation _ community
knowledges

Deprivilege
colonial
philosophies

counteract

systemic
injustices

Figure 4. Summary of practical steps towards social justice based on review findings.
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Substitutes for Interpreting Social Justice

Decolonialism was used as a substitute for social justice by many authors in
the literature reviewed. For many authors, the vocabulary of decolonial options
is not as important as the ontological politics at play in struggles for justice all
over the world. Social justice and decolonialism were not always differentiated
from each other. Decolonialism was generally positioned as a set of practical
activities to address different forms of oppression, and remove colonial
practices, behaviours and influence, and ongoing harm caused by colonial
practices. Instead of using new theories for social justice, many authors
promote conditions of existence and practices that challenge colonial
foundations. For example, Obiagu (2023) wuses anticolonialism and
decolonisation simultaneously, suggesting that anticolonialism is required
before decolonisation could occur. She extends this understanding to the
context of education in Africa. According to Obiagu (2023), decolonisation
involves Indigenous people reclaiming their land, social awareness, and
culture. In the context of education, Obiagu (2023) holds that anti-colonialism
is more about centring Indigenous perspectives and spiritual beliefs,
challenging dominant voices, highlighting the experiences of the oppressed,
and promoting practical actions inspired by anti-colonialism. It also
emphasises the importance of basing these actions on the concept of
decolonisation. In practical terms, Obiagu (2023) suggests that ethical and
appropriate education must involve a decolonial approach for social justice that
disrupts the conventional through anticolonial curricular and pedagogical
practices that honour the variety of knowledges, values and belief systems and
embed Indigenous epistemologies.

However, Mufioz-Arce and Rain (2022) suggest that the process of
decolonisation requires recognising what wounds have been created by
colonisation followed by acknowledging the cultural domain of the other and
dismantling the taken-for-granted practices that continue to maintain colonial
perspectives. Drawing on Anibal Quijano’s work, they argue that coloniality
prioritises and maintains “vertical, binary and hierarchical ways of
understanding power, knowledge, sexuality and existence in the world, where
the white, European, masculine, cis-heteronormative narrative dominates”
(Munoz-Arce & Rain, 2022, p. 367). Within this context, it is assumed that
decolonisation, like social justice, involves collective resistance, and people
breaking away from existing patterns of coloniality.

In some studies, decolonisation was seen as synonymous with anti-
colonisation and calls for justice. Maringira et al. (2022) suggest that
decolonisation requires rejecting the assumption that the West is the central
root of Africa’s consciousness and cultural heritage or the notion that Africa is
merely an extension of the West. Mhiripiri’s (2021) definition of decolonialism
seems closer to anticolonialism in that decolonialism is positioned as resistance
against formal colonialism, involving “a struggle to transcend spatio-historic
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contexts and limitations (p. 49). Unlike Maringira et al. (2022), Mhiripiri
(2021) calls for maintaining decolonial epistemologies of vigilance, resistance,
and transformation, which supports the view of justice as recognition and
commitment to resistance against hierarchical practices, particularly those
practices which prioritise some types of cultural knowledge over others.
Similarly, Ntshoe (2020) takes a more anticolonial stance when discussing
decolonisation. According to Ntshoe (2020), decolonisation involves “the
withdrawal of direct colonialism from the colonies” alongside any political
resistance that might arise to encourage colonising powers to depart (p. 269).
He locates social justice within power relations and argues that a socially just
system could be achieved when oppressed groups reclaim their epistemologies
and reconstruct the world according to their own interests (Ntshoe, 2020). How
this reclamation might be structured is not always clear. However, Ntshoe
(2020) argues that a useful beginning might include recognising multiple forms
of knowledge and epistemologies.

du Preez and Simmonds (2021) view decolonisation as a process of
ontological restoration and epistemic justice. It begins with an
acknowledgement of other knowledge systems and reducing the risk of
epistemic injustice. On the other hand, Clarysse (2023) argues that cognitive
imperialism contributes to oppressive practices. Cognitive imperialism is the
“dominance of the mind, encompassing knowledge systems and ways of
being” (Clarysse, 2023, p 2). While cognitive imperialism is not always
directly related to content knowledge, binary thinking practices that are
common language practices can also contribute to oppression and epistemic
injustice, especially when they serve to compartmentalise Indigenous
knowledges. In this binary, Indigenous individuals and epistemologies are
positioned as other with far-reaching and damaging effects.

Daniel (2022) adopts a solution-focused approach to decolonisation,
suggesting that decolonisation needs to disrupt colonial thinking and dismantle
institutionalised practices that support or maintain racism. This requires taking
visible steps, privileging the voices of marginalised groups, developing clear
discourse around racism, and decolonising the curriculum (Daniel, 2022).
Hence, Naidoo (2022) suggests that decoloniality involves advocating for the
inclusion of marginalised knowledge and challenging racialised
interpretations. Using decoloniality, Bajaj (2022) describes practical steps to
social justice, maintain resistance and overcome oppression in a California
school where curriculum documents may be approved by the head teacher, but
are discussed openly between the head and teaching team before individual
teachers recontextualise content in their classrooms. Morning circles represent
an exemplar pedagogical activity the school uses to implement change. These
morning circles are used to introduce notable contributions made by Black,
Indigenous and people of colour to science, history, or social movements. The
pedagogical relationships arising in these morning circles are a significant part
of the intentional process of reimagining a future beyond the explicit and
implicit vestiges of colonial domination. In this context, teachers are positioned
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as learning alongside their students. Bajaj (2022) views this as a form of
political resistance for people to free themselves from the repression and
brutality of colonialism. Similarly, Cassiani and von Linsingen (2023) describe
a shift in pedagogical relationships as part of decolonial practices in developing
teaching qualifications and supporting the teaching of Portuguese language in
East Timor. Part of the teaching programme involved the development of
resources that honoured the existing knowledges and community practices of
the Timorese, creating collective education that enables dialogue as well as
listening to those not heard for a long time (Cassiani & von Linsingen, 2023).

Carvajal Medina et al. (2022) argue that decolonialism in education requires
teachers to avoid or retire those teaching methods that isolate others and limit
interaction. By moving towards pedagogies that promote healing, growth and
empowerment, a shift in interactions becomes possible as well as a potential
shift in attitudes among learners or teachers. Perales Franco and Sartorello
(2023) outline an example of decolonising research. Convivencia is a Spanish
language term that refers to the practices involved in learning to live together.
Although the term can be used in multiple settings, within an education and
research setting, Convivencia includes elements like inclusive practices, school
climate, how conflicts are managed, how democratic participation is enacted
and more. Convivencia is analysed in terms of four modes — alliance,
confrontation, detachment, and collaboration — with analysis focusing on what
actions or behaviours are viewed as appropriate or dysfunctional in any
situation.

Discussion

Our review began with a search for a shared understandings and definitions
of social justice employed within contemporary decoloniality research
domains. Our systematic search provided results from many places (including
Africa and South America). While our search allowed us to obtain results from,
and review, journals that we might not regularly look for, it also helped us to
make other journals and researchers more visible. Often, researchers focus and
review literature from renowned journals, most of which are European or US-
based, contributing to the marginalisation of knowledge and perspectives from
Global South knowledge.

Distinguishing the concepts of social justice is arguably a key issue found in
the review. As we found, many scholars promote conditions of existence and
practices that challenge colonial foundations. In some cases, they use social
justice synonymously with decolonialisation, emphasising resistance and
rejection of all aspects of colonialism (Munoz-Arce & Rain, 2022). In other
cases, social justice and decoloniality are used interchangeably but
decoloniality is not social justice and vice versa. Moreover, the field of
decoloniality studies has different intellectual traditions such as psychoanalytic
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studies (see Fanon, 1991; 2005); critical Indigenous studies (see Tuck & Yang,
2012; Moreton-Robinson, 2015); critical race theories (see Bargallie, 2020);
postcolonial studies (see Spivak, 1993, 1988); Black studies (see Garba &
Sorentino, 2020) and Latin American decolonial Studies (Mignolo & Walsh,
2018).

Social justice is different from decoloniality. It is not necessarily the case
that scholars must adopt the explicit decolonial language to engage with
struggles for justice. While this review highlights the epistemic orientations
within the current literature, understanding discussions of social justice within
decoloniality studies can help rethink and redefine social justice. As Tuck and
Yang (2012) explain, there is a need to establish a clear definition. The concepts
and ideas from decoloniality can encourage us to see social justice as a
multidimensional concept that may include material redistribution and
participative citizenship, recognising and encompassing civil, political,
environmental, cultural, and social rights. As Escobar (2018), de la Cadena
(2015), and Blaser (2020) have shown, the pursuit of decolonial options is not
recognition or integration, but to sustain and regenerate ways of being, relating,
and knowing that have long existed alongside, despite, and in defiance of, the
violence of Eurocentric reason. As such, discussions about social justice may
involve intersecting terms that consider overlapping forms of oppression and
move beyond single-issue solutions.

While decolonial conceptualisations are crucial to understanding the
complexity of social justice, it is important to note that the act of defining
something involves clarifying the individuals’ or researchers’ position with
respect to the term, their perspective(s) regarding the data generated and how
it is analysed. As we define something, we limit the possibilities for alternative
interpretations, and for growth or significant change in how the associated
knowledge is implemented in practice. In doing so, some practices associated
with establishing definitions may also constitute a colonial practice or serve
racist and colonial purposes. As pointed out by Maldonado-Torres et al. (2023),
coloniality is embedded in the modern state and its institutions, where appeals
to social justice can become complicit with coloniality and reproduce
marginalisation, especially if definitions align with the works associated with
coloniality. Maldonado-Torres et al. (2023) describe this as coloniality of
justice. Coloniality of justice highlights how the very meaning of social justice
can be limited or transformed to serve colonial and racist purposes, effectively
colonising the concept of justice itself. It highlights also how different
interpretations and applications of justice, whether colonised or not, can
sideline or oppose the imperatives of decolonisation, deracialisation, and
decoloniality (Maldonado-Torres et al., 2023). For instance, neoliberal
meanings of justice often become hegemonic and cannot escape entanglement
with coloniality. Sometimes, the neoliberal meanings and conceptualisations
of justice, instead of disrupting or interrupting coloniality, affirm coloniality or
fail to provide sufficient basis to prioritise the struggle against coloniality
(Maldonado-Torres et al., 2023).
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In addition, while most literature reviewed highlights the need for
participative citizenship and the recognition of racial, social, economic,
political, environmental, and cognitive aspects of justice, their
recommendations raise key issues about how social justice is applied to plan
appropriate intervention. For example, Ntshoe (2020) identifies key attributes
of'social justice in multicultural countries, but these were not explored in depth.
While participatory citizenship is a contributing factor, it is not clear whether
citizens have access to participation, whether participation is regulated in some
ways, or whether a socially just situation is viewed as one in which citizens
proactively participate. However, Ntshoe (2020)’s drew on a decolonial
perspective for his conceptualisation of social justice and called for material
recognition in multicultural societies. While different aspects and dimensions
and steps towards social justice were highlighted, our findings highlight the
need to draw on decolonial perspective in rethinking social justice. The
findings indicate that decolonial goals are important in the movement to
promote social justice, dismantle racism, and amplify marginalised knowledge
and voices (see Daniel, 2022; Naidoo, 2022). Also, decolonial perspectives can
reinforce anti-racist practices and interventions (see Bajaj, 2022). We found
decolonial perspective as framework to re-interrogate theories, deconstruct
colonial legacies, and recognise that systems need fixing to address historical
and ongoing oppression that happen when racism, white supremacy, and
coloniality are allowed to continue. The decolonial perspective entails
challenging existing assumptions of neoliberal hegemony and shifting
dominant narratives of knowledge-making to epistemologies of marginalised
and disenfranchised people (Pal & Nieto-Fernandez, 2024).

A decolonial approach to social justice acknowledges that colonial practices
have left lasting impacts on societies, including the perpetuation of unequal
power dynamics, injustices, and economic exploitation. It calls for addressing
power relations and generating knowledges through collaboration with
marginalised and disenfranchised people, and it shifts the way we understand,
critique, and engage with social justice issues. By adopting a decolonial
perspective, we can rethink existing paradigms of power, knowledge, and
justice (see Obiagu, 2023 and attend more acutely to the everyday and subtle
ways in which knowledge production and reproduction practices are a site of
ongoing colonial practice (Liddell et al., 2024).

Furthermore, the review highlights the importance of recognising and
valuing individual experiences of domination and belonging. This recognition
is crucial for developing a more nuanced understanding of social justice that
goes beyond mere redistribution of resources. It involves understanding the
lived experiences of marginalised groups and addressing the specific ways in
which they are oppressed and excluded. This approach aligns with Fraser’s
(1997) theory of social justice, which emphasises the need for redistribution,
representation, and recognition to achieve true social justice. In fact, our review
underscores the need for a more comprehensive and inclusive understanding
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of social justice that incorporates decolonial perspectives. This approach can
help to address the deep-seated injustices and inequities that persist in
contemporary society and promote a more just and equitable world.

Implications for Rethinking Social Justice

The discussions of social issues such as growing inequalities, race-based
violence, and climate change within decoloniality are crucial to understanding
the complexity of social justice concerns. They offer key implications for
rethinking social justice. Traditional conceptions of social justice — relying on
Western frames of justice — may fail to adequately address the lived
experiences and struggles of racialised and marginalised communities in a
world shaped by colonialism (Maldonado-Torres, 2007; Mignolo, 2011).
However, from a decolonial perspective, the question is not whether social
justice can be read through decoloniality but whether institutional forms of
social justice can account for the demands of decolonisation and social justice
without first confronting colonial relations. Instead of turning social justice and
decoloniality into one framework, this study has explored the frictions, and
contradictions that arise when institutional justice discourses attempt to take
up decolonial terms without attending to their ontological and political weight.

A decolonial perspective can promote a more pluralistic understanding of
justice that is inclusive, recognising diverse cultural and historical context-
specific perspectives rooted in Indigenous and marginalised ways of knowing
and being. By engaging with scholars like Coulthard (2014), de la Cadena
(2015), Blaser (2020), Rojas (2016), Icaza Garza (2017), Vasquez (2013)
Escobar (2018), Mignolo (2018), Grosfoguel (2011), Maldonado-Torres
(2007), and Tuck and Yang (2012), the review offers a more nuanced
understanding of decoloniality across various contexts and its relationship with
Indigenous resurgence, Fourth World studies, and postcolonial and anti-
colonial scholarship.

A decolonial perspective recognises that what is considered “just” or “fair”
can vary and calls for a more decolonial, contextual and culturally specific
understanding of social justice. Thus, social justice viewed through a
decolonial perspective will highlight historical context, particularly the
violence of ongoing (settler) colonialism (Liddell et al., 2024; Smith, 2012;
Tuck & Yang, 2012). Therefore, by adopting a decolonial perspective, we can
focus on the structural and systemic roots of inequality and injustice, rather
than merely addressing their symptoms (Coulthard, 2014). In fact, a decolonial
approach to justice encourages us to look broad and deep and to understand
social injustices within historical contexts. It highlights the need to take into
account not only the historical power dynamics and hierarchies that maintain
systemic oppression and contemporary inequitable situations, but also the
historical abuses and exploitations that perpetuate marginalisation (Liddell et
al., 2024). More importantly, it advocates for reparative and restorative actions
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that go beyond superficial reforms (Tuck & Yang, 2012). It proposes alternative
models of governance, economy, and social organisation that are more
equitable and just (Grosfoguel, 2011).

In addition, a decolonial approach helps to rethink agency and voice and
recognise issues of particular importance among marginalised peoples
(Coulthard, 2014; Liddell et al., 2024). In other ways, a decolonial perspective
calls for a shift from giving voice to listening and amplifying voices of those
who have been historically marginalised, ignored, or silenced. This entails
recognising the agency of marginalised communities in defining their own
paths to justice and liberation (Coulthard, 2014), rather than imposing external
solutions or frameworks upon them. More importantly, decoloniality highlights
the need for a more intersectional and multidimensional approach to social
justice that considers overlapping forms of oppression and moves beyond
single-issue solutions (Lugones, 2007; 2010). It recognises that issues of race,
class, gender, sexuality, (dis)ability, and other social identities are
interconnected and cannot be addressed in isolation. It calls for building
coalitions and movements rooted in mutual respect, deep listening, and shared
struggles to challenge intersecting forms of oppression and domination, rather
than imposing external agendas. It involves transformative engagement and a
commitment to unlearn colonial behaviours and attitudes.

Finally, decoloniality encourages envisioning new, equitable futures that
break away from colonial legacies and prioritise collective wellbeing,
sustainability, and justice (Quijano, 2000). Thus, for policymakers, activists,
and practitioners, rethinking social justice through decoloniality involves a
deep transformation of how we perceive, analyse, and act upon modern social
issues. It requires a rethinking of strategies, policies, and interventions. It also
involves a shift away from top-down approaches to more inclusive,
participatory, community-driven, culturally relevant, and historically
conscious models that are informed by the knowledge and experiences of those
most affected by injustice.

Limitations

While this study provides an important contribution, it was limited in that all
articles included were published in the last five years. While we engaged with
literature that discusses social justice within limited fields of decoloniality
studies such as psychology, social work, and education, restricting our review
to texts published in English or Spanish is also a major limitation. Although
this decision was driven by feasibility and accessibility constraints, we
recognise that it risks reproducing epistemic coloniality, where multilingual,
place-based, or oral knowledge forms are overlooked and underrepresented.
English and Spanish are both colonial languages and privileging them excludes
a wealth of decolonial thought articulated in Indigenous languages,
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Portuguese, French, Arabic, Igbo and other linguistic traditions. We name this
limitation not as an oversight but as a reflection of the structural inequalities
embedded in academic publishing and research access. Despite the
methodological limitations, we believe this contribution to be an excellent
starting point in the exploration of how to rethink social justice. This review,
therefore, opens space for future work.

The need to rethink social justice through decoloniality arises from the
recognition that modern meanings and conceptualisations of social justice may
fail to fully address the complex needs and lived experiences of marginalised
peoples in a world shaped by colonialism, racism, and inequality (Bhambra et
al., 2018; Maldonado-Torres, 2007; Mignolo, 2011). Therefore, a decolonial
perspective could help to examine and rethink our understanding of justice to
envision a more inclusive, equitable, and pluralistic approaches to achieving
social justice.

Conclusion

This article began with a discussion on the urgent need to address various forms
of injustices, highlighted by the recent global pandemic and movements like
#RhodesMustFall and #BlackLivesMatter. We focused on how social justice is
interpreted, researched, and implemented in discussions from decoloniality
studies. While we reviewed to explore and understand how decolonial thought
can reframe and change the way we think about social justice, yet the more
pressing question may be whether institutional forms of social justice can meet
the demands of decolonisation without first confronting colonial relations and
foundations that are still present in contemporary discourse and practice. In
other words, how does decoloniality require and make us to rethink what social
justice means? And can the idea of social justice as it currently stands make
sense within a decolonial framework? From the different ways social justice
has been used, appropriated, and applied, this review indicates that social
justice is a concept that needs to be clearly framed, conceptualised, and
explained. While Fraser’s work remains influential, this review highlights the
need to draw on decolonial perspective in rethinking social justice. As
decolonial scholars demonstrate, justice must be reimagined not as a universal
value mediated by the state but as an ontological project rooted in specific
relational epistemologies (Coulthard, 2014; de la Cadena, 2015; Escobar,
2018). Decolonial scholars compel us to move beyond the politics of
recognition and interrogate the terms of recognition.

What does decolonial mean? While we found that many Indigenous scholars
engaged in decolonial praxis and pursued decolonial options, they did not
explicitly identify nor adopt the decolonial label in their work despite
substantial overlap in concerns and critiques of coloniality. While it is not out
of opposition, the review suggests that we must learn from the ontological
projects that persist and flourish beyond in the works of some Indigenous
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scholars. Though influential, dominant decolonial scholars from Latin
America, while focusing on epistemic and colonial matrix, often abstract
decolonisation from material struggles and lived experience, and overlook the
resurgence of Indigenous, Afro-descendant, and Fourth World perspectives
(Manuel & Posluns, 2019). For example, while scholars like Mignolo (2018)
and Quijano (2007) emphasise the coloniality of knowledge and the need for
epistemic delinking, many Indigenous scholars focus on the material
dimensions such as land dispossession. To address this gap, this review calls
for more engagement with defiant thinkers whose works emphasise relational
ontologies, ethics of re-existence, and the coexistence of multiple ways of
being and knowing. As decoloniality has deep roots in Latin America, this
review also calls for engagement with emerging decolonial scholarship from
African and Asian contexts that may offer a different approach from the Latin
American tradition. Decoloniality is not a fixed position, but a plural, and
insurgent praxis across the globe. The findings, therefore, call for further
research to better conceptualise social justice in ways that account for material
struggles and go beyond the liberal rhetoric of DEI. While DEI initiatives often
make existing systems more accessible or representative, a decolonial
perspective demands more transformation that challenges the foundational
logics of coloniality, white supremacy, and heteropatriarchy embedded within
these systems. Rather than enhancing DEI efforts, which have increasingly
become targets, a decolonial approach exposes their limitations and builds new,
liberatory structures in their place. It resists the co-optation of justice by state
bureaucratic and technocratic frameworks that depoliticise struggles against
ongoing coloniality and reduce structural change to metrics and representation.
Thus, we argue that social justice needs to be rethought not as recognition
within a colonial matrix of power, but as the dismantling of that matrix that
produced global inequalities and the opening toward multiple ways of being
and knowing where multiple worlds, ontologies, and sovereignties can coexist.
Rethinking social justice through decoloniality, thus, shifts the focus from
recognition and DEI rights’ initiatives toward relationality, resurgence, and
refusal (Coulthard, 2014; de la Cadena 2015; Escobar, 2018; Simpson, 2017,
Rojas, 2016).

Despite our critical intentions, this review is produced within the neoliberal,
colonial conditions of academic publishing. It participates in a system where
knowledge is commodified, access is restricted, and epistemic authority
remains tethered to institutions that reproduce racial, gendered, and colonial
hierarchies. We acknowledge that our ability to critique these systems is,
paradoxically, made possible by our participation in them. As such, we propose
that future work in social justice and decolonial scholarship must begin from a
place of epistemic disloyalty, a willingness to deconstruct the very institutions
and frameworks we work within. This includes a decolonial perspective that
involves a reckoning with the colonial roots of our disciplines, a refusal of
symbolic inclusion in favour of material transformation, and a commitment to
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listening to and learning from marginalised people. A decolonial perspective
offers potential opportunities and possibilities to reframe social justice as
rooted in epistemic disobedience, Indigenous self-determination, and the
dismantling of hierarchical power relations. It insists on making spaces for
other worlds to breathe and centring the lived experiences and worldviews of
racially and ethnically marginalised peoples, not as a way to diversify existing
institutions, but to imagine and develop practices that respond better to their
needs. Justice, then, should be a question of world-making rather than just
policy reform.
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