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Social Justice and Lesbian Feminism:
Two Theories Applied to Homophobia

Denise L. Levy

Abstract: Trends in contemporary social work include the use of an eclectic theory
base. In an effort to incorporate multiple theories, this article will examine the social
problem of homophobia using two different theoretical perspectives: John Rawls’ theory of social justice and lesbian feminist theory. Homophobia, a current social problem, can be defined as “dislike or hatred toward homosexuals, including both cultural and personal biases against homosexuals” (Sullivan, 2003, p. 2). Rawls’ theory of
justice and lesbian feminist theory are especially relevant to the issue of homophobia
and provide a useful lens to understanding this social problem. In this article, these
two theories will be summarized, applied to the issue of homophobia, and compared
and contrasted based on their utility.
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P

racticing social workers encounter a wide variety of client situations that
often require the use of multiple theories and interventions. It is important for social workers to be able to use a range of theories to inform
their practice with unique clients (Lehmann & Coady, 2001). The more tools
that social workers have at their disposal, the better equipped they will be to
help clients. In fact, “the valuing of multiple perspectives for understanding
and intervening . . . are consistent with and can inform social work practice”
(Lehmann & Coady, 2001, p. 13). In this spirit, this article will examine the
social problem of homophobia using two different theoretical perspectives:
John Rawls’ theory of social justice and lesbian feminist theory.

Homophobia is an important concern for social workers today. According to
the National Association of Social Workers (NASW, 1999) Code of Ethics, social
workers should understand oppression based on sexual orientation, advocate
for equal access and equal rights for all individuals, promote respect for diversity, and work to end social injustice and discrimination against individuals
based on their sexual orientation. First and foremost among these directives
is the call for social workers to understand oppression, which includes homophobia.
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In defining homophobia, it should be distinguished from heterosexism.
Lorde (2001) defined homophobia as “a terror surrounding feelings of love for
members of the same sex and thereby a hatred of those feelings in others” (p.
234). On the other hand, heterosexism is the societal superiority of heterosexuality (Krieglstein, 2003; Lorde, 2001). In other words, homophobia signifies
an individual’s beliefs or feelings about homosexuals; the broader term, heterosexism, deals with the denial of privilege to non-heterosexuals at the societal level (Simoni & Walters, 2001). These concepts are certainly intertwined,
and both will be addressed in this article. Furthermore, although the focus is
on homophobia against gay and lesbian individuals, this discussion is certainly relevant to discrimination against other queer populations.
In an effort to better understand homophobia, this article will examine this
social problem through the lens of two theories: John Rawls’ theory of justice
and lesbian feminist theory. Specifically, there will be a focus on the contribution of each perspective to understanding homophobia. The two theories
will be compared based on their utility and their implications for social work
practice.
RAWLS’ THEORY OF JUSTICE
Basics of the Theory
John Rawls, born in 1921, was a major American political theorist (Martin,
2002). Rawls’ book, A Theory of Justice, published in 1971, “stimulated a revival
of attention to moral philosophy . . . [and] made a sophisticated argument for
a new concept of justice, based on simple fairness” (Martin, 2002, p. 19). This
theory is certainly relevant to social work, especially considering the profession’s value of social justice (NASW, 1999). Furthermore, this theory, as outlined below, can provide a unique framework in which to view and examine
homophobia. John Rawls’ theory of justice includes three main concepts:
reflective deliberation, the original position, and a well-ordered society.
Reflective Deliberation. In reflective deliberation, rational people generate
ideas regarding what is just or right, as well as what is unjust or wrong. In
other words, individuals deliberate and reflect on what is just in order to come
up with considered judgments (Kaufman, 2006). These considered judgments
are simply a list of what individuals find to be right through the reflective
deliberation process. Once considered judgments are identified, they can be
tested using the original position (Rawls, 2001).
The Original Position. In the original position, individuals are blinded to
their position, status, and wealth in society as they debate considered judgments (Rawls, 2001). For example, if a rational individual does not know
whether he or she will be rich or poor, that individual will most likely advocate
for programs to assist underprivileged groups. Because individuals do, in fact,
know their positions in society, the original position is more of a thought
experiment than a reality. However, utilizing this “veil of ignorance,” in which
individuals test principles of justice while being ignorant of their positions in
society, is certainly useful (Rawls, 2001). The idea is that individuals will act in
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their best interest but, without knowing their eventual societal status, they
will choose principles of justice that are beneficial to everyone. Essentially,
individuals will approve principles that forbid anyone from being oppressed
so that they can keep from being exploited themselves (Nathanson, 1998).
If the considered judgments do not stand up to the hypothetical test of the
original position, further reflection and deliberation is needed. Rawls (2001)
explained that:
By going back and forth [between reflective deliberation and the original position] . . . I assume that eventually we shall find a description of
the initial situation that both expresses reasonable conditions and
yields principles which match our considered judgments duly pruned
and adjusted. This state of affairs I refer to as reflective equilibrium (p.
58).
Rawls asserted that reflective equilibrium will lead to the formation of two
central principles of justice: the liberty and difference principles (Rawls, 2001;
Nathanson, 1998).
A Well-Ordered Society. Rawls (2001) explained that the process of reflective
equilibrium will always lead to the liberty and difference principles. The liberty principle outlines basic human rights and states that all people will have
equal rights in a just society (Nathanson, 1998). The difference principle,
though it does allow for some economic inequalities, focuses on providing the
greatest benefit to those who are least advantaged (Nathanson, 1998). This
entire process of reflective discourse and the original position leads to and is
based on a well-ordered society, or a society in which every member follows
and adheres to the principles of justice.
Assumptions
Rawls’ theory of justice includes several assumptions and may not be considered a very practical theory. For example, critics might question the utility and
value of a hypothetical thought experiment. In fact, as everyone knows their
place in society, the “veil of ignorance” is impossible. However, the theoretical
situation is useful in contemplating social justice and principles of justice in
a new way. This theory also posits that we live in a well-ordered society, and
Rawls (2001) acknowledged this as a limitation. Finally, Rawls (2001) assumed
that individuals in the original position will always come up with his two principles of justice: the liberty and differences principles. It is, in fact, the difference principle that highlights one of the main assumptions of this theory—
the assumption of deep inequalities in society (Rawls, 2001).
Definition of Homophobia
Rawls’ theory of justice does not specifically speak to the social problem of
homophobia. This issue may not be addressed simply because the theory is
designed as a thought experiment and is not applied, by Rawls anyway, to
everyday issues and problems. However, based on an understanding of the
theory itself, inferences can be made regarding how it can be used to understand homophobia. In the theory of justice, the first principle is concerned

322

ADVANCES IN SOCIAL WORK

with basic human rights and liberties. The second deals with greater assistance to the least advantaged in a society. Rawls’ theory, therefore, would
characterize homophobia and heterosexism as removing these liberties and
continuing the cycle of oppressing the least advantaged. Rawls (2001)
explained that basic liberties include “freedom of the person, which includes
freedom from psychological oppression and physical assault and dismemberment (integrity of the person)” (p. 60). Consequently, homophobia would be
defined as the psychological oppression of gay and lesbian individuals. This
oppression would go against respect and self-respect, which Rawls “regards as
a primary social good—a value more important than money and power”
(Jones, 1980, p. 286).
Causes of Homophobia
Although the theory of justice does not specifically describe the causes of
social injustices and social problems, these can be inferred. Using the definition of homophobia as the psychological oppression of homosexuals, the theory could identify a variety of causes of this social problem. For example,
Nathanson (1998) discussed the importance of self-interest in Rawls’ theory:
To take account of these facts about human motivation, Rawls assumes
that people in the original position are concerned with advancing their
own interests. They want to make sure that their own lives will go well,
and they want principles of justice that will protect them from various
kinds of bad conditions (p. 83).
In society, some individuals are totally motivated by self-interest and, knowing their position in society, they want what is best for them and for those like
them. If these individuals are part of the heterosexual majority, then the result
could be heterosexism and limited opportunities for gay and lesbian individuals.
Homophobia might also be caused by individuals who have not tested their
considered judgments in the original position. These individuals, for example,
might be surrounded with others who are homophobic and never question
this belief. If examined using the Rawls’ “veil of ignorance,” though, homophobia would be discarded as unjust.
Another cause of homophobia could be discriminatory religious views.
Rawls explained that principles of justice must be just in and of themselves,
and he discouraged any appeal to a religious or moral authority when deciding these principles (Rawls, 1999). However, people do defer to their religion
for what is right, moral, and just. Because many forms of Christianity, for
example, consider homosexuality to be a sin (Buchanan, Dzelme, Harris, &
Hecker, 2001), the result could be fear of and prejudice against homosexuals.
Rawls’ theory of justice assumes that social problems and inequalities exist
in society, but it does not explicitly discuss causes of these issues. Therefore,
in inferring causes based on the tenets of the theory, the result might be less
than satisfying. For example, the social justice perspective does not account
for homophobia being caused by lack of contact with homosexuals.
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Solutions and Implications
Rawls’ theory provides a thought experiment in which to test our considered
judgments about what is right and wrong. This, in and of itself, can be a solution to homophobia. The original position provides a way for individuals to
suppose that they do not know whether they will be gay, lesbian, bisexual,
transgendered, queer, or straight. Because of self-interest and other principles
at work in the original position, individuals will not likely stand for homophobia to be considered just in a society if they do not know what their sexual orientation would be. Any rational individual who goes through this hypothetical situation will acknowledge that homophobia is unjust. Because the
“veil of ignorance” is not truly possible, we are left with the question—what
practical solutions, then, does this theory provide to this social problem?
Rawls explains that the original position will lead to the formation of two
principles of justice (Rawls, 2001). If applied across a society, these two principles can encourage social justice and discourage social injustice.
Furthermore, in employing the liberty principle, all prejudice against gay and
lesbian individuals would be considered unjust. In addition to equal liberties,
gays and lesbians would be given greater assistance under the difference principle. Though it does allow for economic inequalities, the difference principle
states that the greatest benefits must be provided to those who are least
advantaged (Nathanson, 1998). Because social workers have historically been
concerned with social justice and empowering the least advantaged in society, this theory provides an appropriate framework for interventions. It supports social workers in their efforts to raise awareness about homophobia and
heterosexism, lobbying politicians regarding related issues, petitioning teachers and educators concerning school curriculum changes, and increasing
community outreach programs to gay and lesbian individuals.
LESBIAN FEMINIST THEORY
Basics and Assumptions
Lesbian feminist theory had its beginnings in the 1970s with lesbians who felt
like they did not have a place in the radical feminist women’s movement
(Saulnier, 1996; Stein, 1997). The early lesbian feminist movement joined
together:
1) lesbians who felt denied, silenced, or even expelled from the women’s
movement by heterosexual feminists; 2) lesbians who were dismayed by
the inability of the gay movement to incorporate lesbian perspectives;
and 3) radical feminists whose analysis of sexism extended to an analysis of heterosexism (pp. 76-77).
These individuals, despite their differences, held a couple of the same central
beliefs: lesbians should not be devalued based on their sexual orientation; and
heterosexism, rather than patriarchy, should be the primary focus of the feminist
movement (Garber, 2001). These women believed that heterosexuality eliminated
the solidarity between women, lesbianism was a political choice, and that women
often experienced compulsory heterosexuality (Enns, 1997; Hawkesworth, 2006).
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Although Saulnier (1996) referred to lesbian feminist theory, the term “lesbian feminism” often signifies the movement itself. This article will utilize the
central ideas from the lesbian feminist movement as a unique theory or
standpoint by which to analyze homophobia. In fact, Jackson and Jones
(1998) explained that lesbian feminist theory, rather than emerging from academia, is one of the few theories based on experience. Further, contemporary
scholars tend to refer to lesbian feminism as a theory (Enns, 1997; Enns &
Sinacore, 2005; Jackson & Jones, 1998; Lehmann & Coady, 2001).
Lesbian feminist theory is a causal theory. It outlines very clearly the causes
of social problems, such as homophobia, and it proposes suggestions for how
to rectify these issues. In fact, a core ambition of the lesbian feminist movement was to create a sort of lesbian nation, which might end homophobia
(Garber, 2001). To be a lesbian feminist in the 1970s was to be political, and
the politics of the woman-identified-woman focused on patriarchy and male
privilege (Bunch, 2001; Stein, 1997).
Lesbian feminist theory is based on multiple assumptions, including one
that makes this theory distinct from other feminist perspectives: eliminating
patriarchy in our society will not necessarily produce an end to heterosexism
(Saulnier, 1996). In addition, lesbian feminists assumed that sexuality would
be the most important part of a lesbian’s identity (Stein, 1997). They believed
that a separate movement was needed in order for lesbians to find their rightful place in feminism. Furthermore, they concluded that the best way to
accomplish feminist goals was for women to join together independently
from men (Saulnier, 1996).
Definition of Homophobia
Some lesbian feminists use the term “homophobia” as synonymous with heterosexism (Saulnier, 1996). They do not differentiate between an individual’s homophobia, the assumption of heterosexuality, and beliefs in the superiority of heterosexuality (Saulnier, 1996). Therefore, this theory includes the following individuals as homophobic: those who are prejudiced against homosexuals, those who
fear homosexuals, and those who believe that heterosexuality is superior.
Causes of Homophobia
The cause of homophobia, when viewed from a lesbian feminist perspective,
is the power and value that society gives to heterosexuals. In this theory,
homophobia results from the notion that lesbianism is a threat to heterosexuality and male superiority (Bunch, 2001). Some causes of homophobia, however, are not considered in this theory. For example, lesbian feminists did not
consider that lack of contact with homosexuals might fuel homophobia. This
is evident in that they advocated increased separation and isolation from men
and non-lesbians (Stein, 1997). In addition to lack of contact, religious beliefs
are not considered to be a cause of homophobia in this theory.
Solutions and Implications
Lesbian feminist theory offers a clear solution to homophobia: creating a
group of like-minded women to influence society (Garber, 2001). The solution
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begins with creating such groups to form the lesbian feminist movement and
eventually the lesbian nation. This nation would be one in which heterosexism was not superior and in which lesbians had equal opportunities and
political power. In addition, lesbian feminism insists on political action and
ending male supremacy; being a lesbian without action is not enough (Bunch,
2001). These individuals can challenge heterosexism by “denying women’s
‘innate’ need for men” (Bunch, 2001, p. 129). Finally, this theory can serve as
a basis for increasing social and community interventions for lesbians. In particular, lesbian feminists encourage programs where women are empowering
and assisting other women.
COMPARING THE TWO THEORIES
Rawls’ theory of social justice is a broad theory that can be easily applied to
almost any social problem. The liberty and difference principles provide a
way to tackle social injustices. Furthermore, by using the thought experiment
of the original position, one can test considered judgments about society in
order to see if these judgments are truly just. However, Rawls’ theory is almost
too broad in its nature. It does not adequately explain causes of social problems, such as homophobia. Furthermore, this theory is designed for a wellordered society in which all members will follow the principles of justice. In
reality, there are people in society who break laws and commit unjust actions.
This theory does not address how to handle these situations; thus, other theories are needed in order to fully understand homophobia.
Lesbian feminist theory, on the other hand, is very narrow in its scope. It is
focused on the specific experience of lesbians in a heterosexist society. This
theory does address the causes and solutions of a specific social problem,
homophobia. Though lesbian feminism provides a unique and important perspective on homophobia, it does not encompass a wide variety of social problems. Therefore, this theory is a good counterpart to social justice theory in
understanding homophobia.
IMPLICATIONS FOR SOCIAL WORK PRACTICE
The NASW (1999) Code of Ethics states that “social workers should obtain education about and seek to understand the nature of social diversity and oppression
with respect to . . . sexual orientation” (p. 9). This mandate is especially important
in today’s society; social workers often encounter homophobia and heterosexism
in practice. Gays and lesbians may experience homophobia and heterosexism in
the form of jokes, ridicule, and violent physical attacks (Garnets, Herek, & Levy,
2003). In addition, these individuals are not afforded the rights given to heterosexuals, including the ability to adopt children, marry partners, or visit partners
in the hospital.
Using the theoretical perspectives presented in this article, social work practitioners can assist their clients in a variety of ways. Rawls’ theory of justice is helpful when organizing or planning educational seminars around homophobia and
heterosexism. Social workers can present Rawls’ concept of the original position
in order to have attendees analyze these social issues. In addition to educational

326

ADVANCES IN SOCIAL WORK

programs, Rawls’ theory of justice provides a framework by which to advocate for
equal rights for gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgendered, and queer clients.
Social workers can also use the tenets of lesbian feminist theory to create support groups and networks of underrepresented individuals. According to this theory, it is important for women to empower each other and experience solidarity.
By starting these support groups, social workers can ensure that women and
other non-heterosexual community members encourage and empower each
other.
In conclusion, no one theory is all-inclusive when practicing social work and
doing research. Both lesbian feminism and Rawls’ theory of justice provide distinctive and significant elements to the understanding of homophobia. As this
article has demonstrated, it is only through using multiple perspectives and theories that inclusive comprehension can be achieved. In using a broad theory,
such as social justice and a specific one like lesbian feminism, the framework for
understanding homophobia highlights both macro and micro aspects of this
issue.
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