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∂ 

“Saving lives will also save money” 

“I don’t do social justice”, he growled, before storming 
off muttering more discontent. Another delegate 
uttered exactly the same sentence minutes later.  
“People are poor because they choose to be poor” said 
someone else.  And so it continued.  My first day at the 
2007 Conservative party conference, working for the 
Centre for Social Justice (CSJ), didn’t start well.  

 

Christian Guy (Director, Centre for Social Justice, 2013) 
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“Doxosophers” 
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The “Easterhouse epiphany” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“IDS went to streets that had seen few Tories in 
recent years, to find out what causes poverty and 
how to put it right”  
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A “latter-day Wilberforce” 

“What brought Duncan Smith back from the land of the 
political dead was his passion for social justice - an aspect 
of his leadership which may have been forgotten by others 
but certainly isn't by him.  His journey from exile through 
the Centre for Social Justice is too well-known to re-tell, 
but it has won him respect from across the political 
spectrum, and beyond it.  Labour has always tried to de-
legitimise its opponents but, even in this post-banking 
crisis world, Duncan Smith's moral standing remains 
somehow unassailable.” 
 



∂ 

“We did this” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“… families locked into generational breakdown, poverty, 

drug addiction and so on. And that really does confront you 

with the thought that we did this—we built the brave new 

world, and look where it’s gone. It was a sort of Damascene 

point.” 
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“Lackey intellectuals” 
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In the interests of balance… 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“the commitment to social justice has in fact become the 

chief outlet for moral emotion, the distinguishing attribute 

of the good man, and the recognized sign of the possession 

of a moral conscience”  

(Hayek, 1976) 
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An “identity entrepreneur”? 

“The personal narrative about the awakening of IDS to the 

problem of poverty and the consequent transformative 

effect this has had on Conservative attitudes to poverty and 

unemployment provides a useful hook on which to sell 

reforms of social security. It pre-empts criticism that punitive 

conditionality and retrenchment in a period of austerity and 

rising unemployment show a lack of concern for low income 

families.” 

Wiggan (2012) 
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IDS’s “symbolic capital” 

 

 

 

“In the symbolic struggle for the production of 
common sense or, more precisely, for a monopoly 
over legitimate naming, agents put into action the 
symbolic capital that they have acquired in previous 
struggles”   
 

Bourdieu (1989) 
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IDS’s “symbolic capital” 

 

 

 
 
“The power to impose upon other minds a vision, old or new, 
of social divisions depends on the social authority acquired 
in previous struggles. Symbolic capital is a credit; it is the 
power granted to those who have obtained sufficient 
recognition to be in a position to impose recognition.”   

 

Bourdieu (1989) 
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The mis-appropriation of “social justice” 

• Dehistoricized 

• Misrecognized 

• Operationalized 

• Individualized & familialized 
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Misrecognition 

“The thesis is that our identity is partly shaped by 
recognition or its absence, often by the 
misrecognition of others, and so a person or group 
of people can suffer real damage, real distortion, if 
the people or society around them mirror back to 
them a confining or demeaning or contemptible 
picture of themselves” 

Taylor (1992) 
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Injecting realism? 
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Operationalized 

“we are already leading groundbreaking change.” 

 

“The implementation of Universal Credit from this year is a 
major milestone towards delivering social justice” 

 

“To turn our vision for social justice into a reality, we need 
effective services that challenge the status quo” 

 

Government Social Justice Strategy (2012) 
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Operationalized 

• Departmentalized – a DWP strategy 

 

• Officialized – ‘authorized language’ 

 

• Localized  - “Recognising the most effective 
solutions will often be designed and delivered at 
a local level” 
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Individualized 

Five ‘Pathways to Poverty’ (CSJ) 

 

• Family Breakdown 

• Educational Failure 

• Economic Dependency and Worklessness 

• Addiction 

• Serious Personal Debt 



∂ 

Individualized… 

“Barry was drug dependent, as was his father before him. His 
mother, an alcoholic, split from Barry’s father and met 
another man, at whose hands Barry was physically abused. 
Barry was taken into care. 
 
“I was messed up in a really bad way. My family had 
disowned me… The crime, the drugs, the violence. Nobody 
wanted to know me.” 
 

Government Social Justice Strategy (2012) 
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… and familialized 

“In the UK today there are hundreds of thousands of 
individuals and families living profoundly troubled 
lives marked by multiple disadvantages. For 
example, the Government recently identified a group 
of 120,000 troubled families whose lives are so 
chaotic they cost the Government some £9 billion in 
the last year alone.” 

 

Government Social Justice Strategy (2012) 
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A just set of institutions? 

 

 

 

 

“the principle subject of justice is the basic structure of 
society … the way in which the major social institutions 
distribute fundamental rights and duties and determine the 
division of advantages from social co-operation.”  

 

Rawls (1971) 
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“Starting places” 

“The basic structure is the primary subject of justice because its effects 
are so profound and present from the start. The intuitive notion here is 
that this structure contains various social positions and that men born 
into different positions have different expectations of life determined, in 
part, by the political system as well as by economic and social 
circumstances. In this way institutions of society favour certain starting 
places over others. These are especially deep inequalities. Not only are 
they pervasive but they affect men’s initial chances in life; yet they cannot 
possibly be justified by an appeal to the notions of merit or desert. It is 
these inequalities, presumably inevitable in the basic structure of any 
society, to which the principles of justice must in the first instance 
apply.” 

 

Rawls (1971) 
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A “second chance society” 

 

 

 

“the strategy sets out our vision for a ‘second chance 
society’.” 

 

“A strong focus on the importance of a ‘second chance 
society’,”  

Government Social Justice Strategy (2012) 
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A changed man? 

 

 

 

“It should make us all angry that while many 
deserving cases are failed by the system, the greedy 
and workshy profit from it. Benefit fraud is now 
estimated at £5 billion per year” 

Duncan Smith (1994) 
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A changed man? 

 

 

 

“I have seen levels of social breakdown which have 
appalled and angered me. In the fourth largest 
economy in the world, too many people live in 
dysfunctional homes, trapped on benefits.” 

Duncan Smith (2006) 
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A changed man? 

 

 

 

“And those who have no interest in work, because 
they have seen their parents, their neighbours and 
their entire communities sit on benefits for life, have 
simply had their destructive lifestyle confirmed”  

Duncan Smith (2011) 
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“The ‘mirage’ of social justice”? 

 

 

 

 

 

“The greatest trick the Devil ever pulled was 
convincing the world he didn't exist.” 

The Usual Suspects (1995) 
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“The ‘mirage’ of social justice”? 

“If political discussion is to become honest it is 
necessary that people should recognize that the 
term is intellectually disreputable, the mark of a 
demagogy or cheap journalism which responsible 
thinkers ought to be ashamed to use because, once 
its vacuity is recognized, its use is dishonest.” 

 

Hayek (1976) 
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Contact details 

s.j.crossley@durham.ac.uk  

 

www.akindoftrouble.wordpress.com 

 

Twitter - @akindoftrouble  
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