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The hegemonic position of Neoliberalism has resulted in an understanding 

of social justice, which focuses on helping individuals to alleviate their 

difficulties, rather than actually addressing the structural causes of these 

difficulties (Welsh and Parsons 2006, p.52). 
 

 

 

Welsh and Parsons, in their article on the modification of the educational system in a 

disadvantaged area of the East of the United Kingdom, evoke the structural repercussions of 

the application of neo-liberalism in social services. Their main theory is that the structure of 

neo-liberalism is unequal; it deals with inequalities without questioning the reasons for theses 

inequalities, it legitimises the structure by responding that inequalities are due to individual 

failure (2006). In this essay, we will firstly look at the compatibility between neo-liberalism 

and social justice, as to evaluate in a second part how neoliberal policies deal with social 

aspects and finally provide some examples of applications to analyse if the point of view of 

Welsh and Parsons is justifiable.  

 

1. Is neo-liberalism compatible with social justice? 

  

The main principles of neo-liberalism, around the concept of free market, are: the non-

intervention of the state, the inclination for private ownership over public and the glorification 

of the self-made man. A neoliberal government rejects the welfare state as it leads individuals 

to dependency and impedes the unregulated market; these two elements reduce individual 

freedom. Welfare can only be implemented if it remains non-compulsory (Heywood, 2007).  

Neoliberal theorists fear the majority rule that is instituted in liberal democracies and prefer 

the rule of the market which is less dependent on political determination and enables freedom 

to others than the majority. However this freedom can only be imagined if the individuals are 

voluntarily able to make choices. Consequently, to be free to take part, or not take part, into 

the market economy, the individual has to be already in possession of complete freedom, and 

this freedom is not provided by the market economy. Thus, neo-liberalism is not applicable to 

everyone but only to all the free members of society; which would mean the individuals 

economically sustaining themselves and their family, the middle class and upper. What seems 

to have happened, is that the market, only answers to people’s survival, instead of being based 

on consent. It is now the unique variable in society (Nock, 1988).  
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It is easy to notice that between the ideal liberal progress of the beginning of the 20th century, 

and the 'progressed' western societies of the end of that same century, progress has been 

achieved by neglecting social justice. Indeed, by developing competitiveness, prosperity has 

also developed economic and social insecurity. It seems that a neoliberal state will tend to 

insert competition in all the domains of society in this similar necessity for continual progress 

and because of this understanding of the individual. The individual's social worth depends on 

his capacity to deal with competition (Brown, P. & Lauder,H., 2001). 

Neoliberalism is of course not only societal but global. This value of the individual extended 

to the world leads to exploitation of resources by prosperous Western companies in powerless 

and poor countries which, according to the market, are failing to compete. Neoliberalism has 

polarised societies, increasing the extremes between rich and poor and reducing the 

possibilities of social ascension (Brodie, 2007). The case of Brazil shows us how in some 

aspects, neoliberal openness enabled the state to enter global market and competition by 

raising the value of its currency, privatising costing public sectors, and facilitating foreign 

investments. In the meantime, opening the market meant providing external goods cheaper 

than the Brazilian ones which led to the fall of local industries and thus to unemployment of 

the workers. Similarly, with privatisation policies, foreign investments were set upon what 

was formerly public. Sectors such as insurances, education and health became less accessible 

to lower classes, and more competitive. During the 1990s decade, the Human Development 

Index shows that Brazil went from the 59th position to the 74th while the state was generally in 

growth (GDP growth rate 1,81) (Amann, E. & Baer, W., 2002). What is clear is that without 

state willingness of drawing a line between economics and social regulations, the market will 

produce greater disadvantages for the working class. Again, the private sector is more 

efficient for general growth but not for an equality of growth (Chambat, 1990). 

 

2. How would neoliberal policies apply to social justice? 

 

However, it has to deal with individuals that are in poverty; although it does not seem 

to develop curiosity for the reasons of poverty or social disadvantages. The neoliberal state 

would deal with social exclusion and poverty by not intervening; which means, in application, 

a privatisation of the public services to provide them of greater autonomy (Chambat, 1990). 

However, in many cases, the reasons given for the reduction of state intervention in the social 

domain, especially health, education, transportation and energy, are not under a strong 
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neoliberal ideology but for budget deficits. As Janine Brodie shows in her research, some 

86% of the Canadians are willing to see the gap between rich and poor diminish. There is thus 

a strong difference between what the government is elected for and its capacities in reality 

(2007). We can thus conclude from this argument that the state has impoverished during these 

last decades of low regulation of capitalism, the state is no longer capable of providing 

services to the individuals. Even though the results are in the long term discriminating and 

depending on market vagaries, individuals keep on believing in it for its attracting freedom of 

choice, individualisation and social ascension. It is to wonder if the ‘consumer society’ and 

the deconstruction of the traditional entity of family, for example, have not led to a 

constrained necessity for individualism (Baudrillard, 1974). As Janine Brodie says, ‘the 

neoliberal social imaginary strives to embed market logics into the everyday calculations of 

who we are and how we should live our lives’ (2007). In the case of the UK, even political 

ideas are under the pressure of competition and the market vagaries. Since the 1980s all the 

state think-tanks have been progressively privatised (Levitas, 2005). However, is it possible to 

apply the market logics, especially the ones of profit and competition in fields such as 

penitentiary service, health and education which are by essence non-profitable? Being ill and 

being cured could not be seen as profitable before the developing of neo-liberalism and that 

must be why, until the creation of the welfare state, only religious charity could have enough 

means to cure the people. Considering health in a neoliberal way means seeing the patient as a 

consumer, it means looking for ways to earn more. In many aspects, these means are the proof 

of a strong u-turn to European proto-ethical times. Before the 18th century revolutions, and the 

concepts of individuality, propriety and freedom, men and women were not considered: the 

necessity for a welfare system as well as the value of life had little meaning; death penalty, 

servitude or slavery were acceptable practices. Neo-liberalism, not in its structure but in the 

means it employs, by valuing only the deserving individuals, resembles the traditional 

conceptions of society when the world was only ruled by the aristocratic elite. The economic 

man has taken the role of the surviving man in the human struggle for adaptation. On the large 

literature that has been published on the application of Darwinian theories of evolution to 

capitalism, the question of an economic selection is, in some aspects, dividing individuals 

today, in the same way natural selection was eliminating the most fragile. However, it is a 

complete misinterpretation of the word survival: from struggle to live, it became struggle to 

pace on the other (Breman, 2004). 
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3. Some applications of neoliberal social policies 

 

What is interesting is that today, continuing to support neo-liberalism means 

understanding progress separate from economic growth. And even though this means 

legitimising perhaps an inefficient economy, states will follow their reduction of public 

service arguing that it is for the benefit of all to invest in greater privatisation. Yet they all 

know prosperity will only remain for a short period of time. Extreme economic inequalities 

would impede the development of societal wealth, whereas an encouraged skilled population, 

based on long term policies, would reduce inequalities, having every strata of society gaining 

wealth (Brown, P. & Lauder,H., 2001). Neo-liberalism would see the state as if it was inapt to 

provide efficient service while developing profitability. If we take a practical example of 

privatisation: the refuse-disposal service, we can wonder how the private sector would 

provide a greater service than the public. In fact, local taxation, instead of being representing 

one amount of money will be certainly reduced, but separately, a refuse-disposal tax would 

have to be paid to the private company. If the amount is lower, it means some reduction will 

be done on quality of service; while for the private company, the interests will have to have 

greatest efficiency for the lowest tariff. To conclude, the bureaucratic structure is diluted in a 

competitive and even more complex market when the balance between quality and quantity is 

difficult to operate for the consumer and the financial benefit at the end is very low (Chambat, 

1990).   

In France, an important restructuration of the service of employment based on greater 

efficiency and less procedural time-wasting has been largely criticised by the workers of the 

new service Pôle Emploi. It is ruled under the principles of management for objectives: the 

human factor is re-emplaced by political managerial methods. The finality of work is thus 

transformed with the inclusion of fixed objectives such as a number of excluded registered per 

year of 500,000. Under the juridical term ‘radiation’ (exclusion, suspension), job-seekers are 

de-registered of the system and stop receiving unemployment benefits when they arrive at the 

end of the procedural time, or sometimes for arbitrary reasons (they do not come to an 

interview, they forget a document). Consequently, the figures of unemployment might reduce 

in the national statistics; however, it is by letting an increasing number of people with no 

resources and no social status. Management consulting firms such as McKinsey and 

Accenture were called to structure under marketing terms the set of functioning of Pôle 

Emploi which is however funded by the state. Employees are required performances which 

imply adjusting national priorities and strategic indicators with social realities and individual 
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cases. Their work is dehumanised and they are victims of extreme pressure: to protect their 

own employment, the agents have to exclude daily potential job-seekers, as if it was the 

compulsory natural selection of the system (Burgi, 2006).  

In their article on the politics of education implemented in the District of Thanet, in the 

United Kingdom, P. Welsh and C. Parsons describe a secondary education system becoming 

more and more exclusive, complicated and selective. By using the case study of a depraved 

area, the research wishes to underline the extension of inequalities that the new process of 

recruitment entails. Even though it is obvious that disadvantaged families would need more 

support from the state, the policies reduce state provisions in the aim of ‘marketized service 

and neo-liberal freedom of choice’ (2006, p. 43). Interestingly, the state considers that by 

being less interventionist, it would become closer to the needs of people. According to the 

researchers, this point of view does not take into account the reality of constraints and 

disabilities regarding family choice-making capacities. The result is of a de-centralised, 

poorly coordinated and heterogeneous community of schools, where the facilitation of school 

entry selection as to gain competitiveness, as well as the complexity in the choices given to 

the parents will tend to provide a less accessible service. Apart from the fact that information 

on the system will not be provided the same way, it also means that students with low results 

and no resources, instead of remaining in a school close to their area will perhaps have to 

commute far from their homes, increasing the possibility of absenteeism and school drop-

outs. 

 

Under the concept of market fluctuations, individuals are all supposed to adapt in an 

equal way to society. Social justice would arise from competition and freedom of choice. 

However, as we saw in the examples, installing the neoliberal system in public services does 

not alleviate the structural difficulties of disadvantaged families. It de-humanises, impedes 

inter-individual communication and thus group cooperation (Welsh, P. & Parsons, C., 2006), 

and provides more solitude to families, dividing into competition all the aspects of their 

difficulties. Freedom of choices in job-seeking, in education, in healthcare, in transportation, 

also means freedom of ignorance in the different structure existing, and the level of 

accessibility they provide.  

Addressing the structural social injustice of society today, means, as we saw it in the case of 

Brazil, assessing that the role of neo-liberalism is not neutral in developing or undermining 

social injustice. Society as a structure, as something in which a great number of individuals 

and families cannot escape, is unequal because it is based on neoliberal principles. For this 
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reason, it is understandable why neoliberal policies will not discredit the structure and rather 

legitimate its outcomes. 
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