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Introduction:  
Social Justice in Scotland

Gregor Gall

Where stands social justice in Scotland two decades into the 
new millennium? In the summer of 2021, data were released 
on the ever-rising tide of deaths from drug use in Scotland. 
These were followed by statistics on death from alcohol abuse. 
Alongside them stood figures on educational attainment. All 
three showed clear patterns of social inequality in Scotland 
– not just class inequality, but also inequality within a class. 
In other words, the most deprived areas showed considera-
bly higher mortality rates and considerably lower attainment 
rates. To these can be added a study later in the summer of 
2021 on the preponderance of betting shops and their loca-
tion in areas of greatest deprivation. Here, Glasgow had the 
second highest concentration in Britain. Issues of growing 
food and fuel poverty merely add to this litany. The pandemic 
is only likely to have accentuated these trends. Meanwhile, the 
‘Who Runs Scotland?’ investigation by The Ferret in 20211 
revealed further evidence of the other side of the inequal-
ity equation, namely the wealth and influence of the ruling 
class and its linked lieutenants, often encased within the pro-
fessional-managerial class (PMC). Scotland continues to be a 
rich country by global standards: it is a wealthy country full 
of poor people, where poverty constitutes much more than 
wealth and income. Both sides of the equation exist despite, 

1 https://theferret.scot/tag/who-runs-scotland/.
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some would argue, significant efforts by successive Scottish 
Governments since devolution to achieve social justice. Some 
others would go further and suggest they also exist to a signif-
icant degree exist because of the actions of successive Scottish 
Governments. Put another way, and contrary to pronounced 
policies, Scottish Governments have chosen not to act to chal-
lenge the vested interests creating and perpetuating social 
inequality, or have even co-operated in their perpetuation.

So inequality still scars society in Scotland after more than 
20 years of devolution, whether gauged by the likes of wealth, 
life expectancy or educational attainment. Devolution, there-
fore, has not provided the shield some expected and hoped for 
against a right-wing, neo-liberal Westminster agenda. Some-
times, this has been attributed to the limited nature of the 
devolved settlement, and sometimes, as alluded to above, to 
the choices made by the dominant, left-of-centre, mainstream 
parties at Holyrood. To this, we could add that some believe 
– from the right as well as left – that those expectations, for 
other reasons, were unrealistic. Three key issues arise from 
these few words of introduction so far. The first concerns 
social justice, the second the embedded political system in 
Scotland, and the third the prospects for future change.

All mainstream left-of-centre political parties (Greens, 
Labour, SNP) in Scotland subscribe to the political ideal of 
social justice, best epitomised by the pursuit of a ‘fairness’ 
agenda. This is part of the problem because, conceptually, 
there is such elasticity to social justice and its subsidiary, ‘fair-
ness’. Indeed, one can convincingly make the case that the 
domination of the social equality discourse in Scotland means 
that not even the Conservatives openly advocate social ine-
quality, as Thatcher did, to be their driver of prosperity and 
freedom. The result is that political debate is stupefied where 
radicalism is both practically deflected and rhetorically accom-
modated by this dominant discourse. And all this takes place 
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during the epoch of neo-liberalism. Social democracy in Scot-
land has been pushed back to a shrunken continuing core by 
neo-liberalism. Often, the extremely limited new state inter-
vention is to salvage enterprises from the ravages of capitalist 
market forces, rather than pro-actively taking control of stra-
tegic sectors for public benefit. Other than the Scottish Greens 
and a short-lived period for Scottish Labour (under Richard 
Leonard’s leadership), social democracy barely exists as a 
political ideal. The SNP claims on its website to be ‘Centre left 
and social democratic’, but neo-liberalism in its various guises 
(like the ‘social liberalism’ of the SNP) has captured and colo-
nised the public and private institutions of economic, political 
and social governance in Scotland, where intentions inform 
processes and processes inform outcomes.

For some, all this points the way to independence rather 
than enhanced devolution, especially as the ‘British road’ to 
social democracy (under the Corbyn project) has ebbed away. 
But if the case for independence is to be a strong one in terms 
of achieving social equality, it must be predicated on breaking 
from these conventions and constraints in order to convinc-
ingly answer the questions: independence from what and from 
whom, and independence for what and for whom? It would be 
somewhat myopically naïve to expect the SNP, given its record 
in office as well as its policy pronouncements on the future of 
Scotland, to be the party which will make this break. Equally, 
the same argument can be made about Scottish Labour, should 
it return to anything approaching political dominance under 
enhanced devolution. This leaves the issue of the Scottish 
Greens. As a small party, it is nowhere near being in conten-
tion to be a major player (even on environmental issues), and 
it remains to be seen what will come of its formal pact with the 
SNP. This brief consideration bluntly lays out the challenges 
to securing the required radical outcomes to manifestly reduce 
social inequality on the path to achieving social equality itself.



A New Scotland

4

For social justice to become useful and meaningful, the 
principles of distributive justice must become dominant. 
These span elements of economic, social, environmental and 
political justice, and encompass norms of equity, equality and 
egalitarianism as well as the components of power, resources, 
need, costs and responsibility. More concretely, distributive 
justice is based upon stipulating qualitative and quantitative 
aspects of outcomes in terms of setting maximum relativi-
ties between social intersections of class, gender, age, race 
etc. Here, equality of access replaces the spurious notion of 
equality of opportunity so that equalities of outcome can be 
achieved, where just distribution over time then becomes less 
dependent upon greatest benefit necessarily being given to the 
least advantaged, as there is both levelling up and down.

Therefore, the idea of pre-distribution is highly pertinent 
(see Chapter 9). It is an idea some may recall from the brief 
time when then Labour leader Ed Miliband flirted with it in 
2012. As with many other ideas, there are varying conceptions 
of it. Some take the form of corporate social responsibility or 
liberal notions of a singular national interest. By contrast, the 
more substantive – and radical – versions believe the state 
should take steps to prevent inequalities occurring in the 
first place, rather than seeking to ameliorate them after they 
have occurred via tax and benefits, as happens with policies 
of redistribution. Such radical conceptualisations could range 
from social democracy to even socialism. In any case, owner-
ship of the means of production, distribution and exchange as 
well as other sources of wealth and income would be vastly 
widened out (see, for example, Chapters 6 and 17). Modern 
social democracy is ordinarily defined as the state substan-
tially intervening in the processes and outcomes of the market 
in order to amend and ameliorate capitalism’s consequences, 
as was the case after the Second World War with the likes of 
nationalisation of key sectors, price controls (e.g., food, rent), 
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free further and higher education, and mass public house 
building. This, then, does not involve abolishing the market. 
A pre-distribution version of social democracy would see 
far greater emphasis put upon controlling the processes by 
which capitalism functions so that less post facto intervention 
is needed. Examples might be maximum wages (where the 
maximum ratio between wages is 1:4) or minimum incomes to 
reduce wage inequality. The former was a policy idea briefly 
rekindled during the global financial crisis, especially in the 
financial services sector because of the state bailouts, but, alas, 
without much impact. The latter is no longer such a seemingly 
outlandish idea after the experience of furlough, where the 
state paid for and guaranteed a minimum income to millions 
(see also Chapter 10 on Citizens’ Basic Income). Levelling 
up for some would be achieved by levelling down for others. 
There is, then, a clear and forceful logic to pre-distribution 
rather than post-redistribution. That said, the challenges in 
achieving it are potentially even greater because it poses a 
starker challenge to the vested interests of capitalists and cap-
italism – if for no other reason than there is less scope for tax 
avoidance and tax evasion under pre-distribution. Unfor-
tunately, Miliband’s version was essentially about saying to 
voters and vested interests that reversing the austerity fol-
lowing the global financial crisis was not possible, so a rather 
vague commitment was given to alternative means. Even this 
did not make it into Labour’s 2015 general election manifesto.

The significance of pre-distribution not only lies in 
rethinking the traditional left reformist and social demo-
cratic demands for wealth and power redistribution, because 
it is also has three other significant characteristics. First, to go 
beyond merely suggesting the alternative to the liberal market 
economy (LME), is the co-ordinated market economy (CME). 
Much centre-left thought has been trapped within the ‘varie-
ties of capitalism’ thinking following the publication of Hall 
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and Soskice ’s Varieties of Capitalism: The Institutional Foun-
dations of Comparative Advantage (2001), where the political 
lesson being proffered is that German, Japanese and Swedish 
forms of CME capitalism are preferable to those of neo-liberal-
ism, namely Australian and Anglo-American LME capitalism 
– and for reasons of efficiency of wealth generation and equity 
of wealth distribution. Such CMEs are not even examples of 
modern social democracy. Second, to advocate ‘nudging’ is 
not enough. Another seminal book has been Thaler and Sun-
stein’s Nudge: Improving Decisions About Health, Wealth, and 
Happiness (2008). Emanating from behavioural economics, 
nudges are informational signals, both direct and indirect, in 
a market system which can, by changing the architecture of 
choice, influence behaviour and decision-making processes. 
Nudges are not based upon education, legislation or enforce-
ment. Nudges can be useful, but they are not up to the scale 
of the task at hand, take as a given the pre-existing power 
structures of the current system, and are primarily directed at 
individuals. Third, ‘radical’ is an oft used term, but pre-dis-
tribution is manifestly radical, in that it both focuses upon the 
roots of the situation (as per the original Latin meaning) and 
proposes fundamental – even if not revolutionary – change.

Although not intended as an afterthought, but more as 
a heuristic device, the current challenges for creating dis-
tributive justice are extended and deepened when one adds 
another critical part to the equation, namely environmen-
tal justice. Environmental justice features similar problems 
of definitional elasticity, and discourse domination by main-
stream parties, and the same economic forces which produced 
the social inequality producing the imminent environmental 
catastrophe. While simply stating ‘climate change requires 
system change ’, ‘there are no jobs on a dead planet’, and that 
the rich can better protect themselves from the climate emer-
gency has political purchase, this does not take us very far 
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in generating the necessarily great needed changes. Yet we 
cannot avoid recognising that ideals are the foundation for 
producing progressive – radical – social change. The ideals 
are relatively easy to set out and reproduce in policy terms. 
But they are necessary without being sufficient. The peren-
nial problem for all radicals is how to generate the social forces 
capable of enforcing and achieving their ideals’ implementa-
tion in the face of hostility and indifference from opposing 
forces. Ideals alone, no matter how inspirational, comprehen-
sive or convincing, will not move the masses into action unless 
they reflect and represent their immediate material interests. 
This conundrum can only be worked out in practice, albeit 
studies of past campaigns and ongoing social movements are 
useful guides. Hence, this edited collection returns to the ide-
ational issues.

So this collection is intended as a singular primer covering 
the essential issues in achieving social justice in Scotland in 
its widest sense. This means the collection seeks to provide 
an introduction to the fundamental issues, concepts and the-
ories where any particular chapter will allow readers to then 
have the ability to further explore issues and thus deepen 
their critical understanding. As Rozanne Foyer highlights in 
her Foreword, the different chapters can be dipped in and 
out if the reader chooses not to read them sequentially and 
in one sitting. That said, the links of each chapter to others 
are highlighted in order to emphasise the concrete connections 
between them and that the sum of the collection is greater than 
its parts. More specifically, the core of this collection is centred 
around asking four questions: What’s wrong with the current 
situation? Why is the current situation like this? What are the 
progressive, radical alternatives? And how can the alterna-
tives be realised?

The chapters aid the answering of these questions in dif-
ferent ways. Part I provides foundational macro-perspective 
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chapters which cover thematic concerns of neo-liberalism, 
capitalism, social democracy and socialism. These are fol-
lowed in Part II by chapters specifically considering issues of 
application and practice. Part III comprises contextual chap-
ters which draw the preceding threads together to examine the 
bases of points of departure. Put more pointedly, these chap-
ters begin to consider the issue of the social forces needed 
to act as agents for change to achieve a radical transforma-
tion of society in Scotland. The contributors are a mix of 
academics and practitioners, where as often as possible both 
were partnered together to bring their strengths of rigour and 
experience to their respective chapters. They are drawn from 
across the left of the political spectrum, especially on issues of 
independence, Brexit, and perspectives on social democracy 
and socialism. Inevitably in such a collection, not all issues 
could be covered. One obvious example is that Scotland’s role 
on the global stage as an exemplar of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ prac-
tice is absent.

While all the chapters suggest there is much that can be done 
within a current and future Scotland to resolve the social prob-
lems of society, none believe there are any autarkic answers. 
So a small country such as Scotland – like New Zealand – can 
be seen as a social laboratory for certain social classes in other 
countries seeking to knock back neo-liberalism and ensure the 
wealth of a nation is equally distributed amongst its populace. 
Substantial support for independence after its rejection in the 
referendum in 2014, the pandemic’s accentuation of social ine-
qualities and the failure of the Corbyn project reinforce the 
salience of Scotland in this sense of social experimentation.




