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What Social Justice is possible in the digital age? 

Technology is reshaping our society and our lives. This is mostly for the better. We live longer, more 
prosperous and peaceful lives than in the past. We should be proud of the achievements that the 
human genius and scientific and technical knowledge have brought to us.  

However, there is a dark side to technology. Inequality is on the rise. Social mobility is slowing down. 
Fundamental sources of wealth are changing. Mobile and immaterial factors such as capital and 
knowledge are increasing their importance. The tools we have traditionally used to promote social 
justice, such as taxation and labor regulation are losing their effectiveness. A very strong winner takes 
all effect is in place. 

Are we destined to live in a society of big winners and big losers? What can we do to achieve a 
sustainable balance of wealth, power and privileges, which would be perceived as fair by most? 

During this Laboratory, students will be exposed to some of the long-term trends that are changing 
our society as well as the reasons why our vision of Social Justice seems to be undermined by 
technological changes. They will then be asked to challenge themselves with Social Justice’s central 
problem: How should privileges, wealth and power be distributed? How can we ensure that the 
distribution is perceived as fair by people? Who, if any, should be the actor of the distribution? 

For their evaluation students will be asked to research and submit one or more proposals of what they 
would personally recommend to promote their own view of Social Justice in light of the societal 
changes discussed in class. The recommendation shall be submitted in the form of a policy memo (the 
type of written communication used inside Governments to formalize decision-making) and students, 
as if they were actual Government advisors, should stand ready to defend their recommendations in 
a simulated Government policy meeting held in the last class.  

Class schedule 

1) How just is our society? Global inequalities in a long-term perspective 
According to what values and criteria should privileges, power and wealth be distributed in 
and by society? During this first class we will lay down the foundations for the Laboratory’s 
topics and discussions. We will analyze our current society and compare it in an historical 
perspective to societies in the past. We will examine facts and figures to understand the 
undergoing global trends regarding the radical redistribution of income and wealth in the 
World in the last 200 years and realize that this process is still fully present, whilst also bound 
to impact our lives in the future as well. 

2) The effect of technology on the distribution of power and wealth 
Technology is not only changing our daily lives and routines, it is also changing the 
fundamental ways with which wealth and power are created, distributed and managed. 
During the class we will analyze how intellectual knowledge has become a key factor for 
wealth creation and accumulation since the industrial revolution. We will also see that this 
process seems to be accelerating even more with the advent of the digital revolution. We will 
discuss the power structure changes that are emerging, with many corporations and private 
entities that are getting more influent and richer than nations. We will discuss how our society 
is transforming given these trends and what could be sustainable Social Justice equilibriums.  
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3) Taxation and Redistribution: what is behind the web-tax debate? 
Taxation has been a traditional instrument not only to finance common services but also to 
redistribute wealth and promote social justice. During the class we will explore the crisis 
taxation systems seem to be facing in the 21st century, progressively losing their effectiveness 
at raising revenues and redistributing wealth whilst also being perceived as being ever more 
unfair. As a case study, we will analyze what factors are behind the web-tax debate and why 
it is so crucial. We will ask ourselves how we could reform our taxation system, with the goal 
of making it more viable, just and efficient in a knowledge-based economy. 

4) Transforming Labor. The impact of automation. 
Labor regulation has been another key instrument traditionally used to promote social justice, 
setting minimum standards to prevent exploitation and raise wages above simple subsistence 
level. During the class we will analyze the reason why this instrument seems to be facing a 
crisis as well. The digital revolution has made smart work possible and potentially made us 
freer. It also has allowed higher fragmentation of work, more pervasive controls and global 
sourcing of high skilled services. As case studies, we will analyze the emerging trends in 
manufacturing where people are being substituted by machines and the workforce is 
becoming polarizing between those (few) that manage the machines and the many that are 
merely asked to execute tasks that have not been automatized (yet). We will discover how 
mini app-jobs, such as for food delivery, are part of this same trend. We will ask ourselves 
what the risks of ending up in a situation which could be defined as “Slavery 2.0” and what we 
should do not to end up there. 

5) Education and Social Mobility. Ever more important and ever more difficult. 
Education has been the main (and probably the only) real motor of social mobility. For people 
without high education the probability to stay in the same social class they were born into is 
still very high. For those with higher education the correlation is significantly lower, thus 
meaning that they have an actual chance to improve their lot in life if they want (and work for 
it). With the advent of the digital age and of the knowledge-based economy the importance 
of education is bound to increase even further. However, for the very same reasons the cost 
of education is likely bound to increase as well. Access to education will become critical. There 
is an increasing risk of a new class stratification based not on blood but on education. During 
the class we will explore the various changes that education systems are going through. 
Students will be challenged to ask themselves how our education systems should be reformed 
if we want them to keep promoting social mobility and not turn into the agents of a new class 
stratification. 

6) Technology, Rebellion and Oppression: brain drain or reform drain? 
Technology is making our lives easier and more connected. But it is also providing new and 
sophisticated tools for massive and pervasive control of people’s lives and ever more precise 
and lethal weapons. The knowledge-based economy is lowering the incentive for organized 
and structured political reforms and revolutions because the young educated elites that 
traditionally were the motor of such events are now given the much simpler option of opting-
out and leaving taking their knowledge with them. During the class we will explore and analyze 
some of the forms of mass control of societies that are being implemented worldwide and 
debate the key role of privacy laws in ensuring actual freedom in future societies. We will also 
explore the disengagement from government of the young educated elites that we are already 
experiencing and the broader risks for society.  
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7) Universal Basic Income. Utopia for realists or just another dystopia? 
Universal Basic Income (known in Italy as Reddito di Cittadinanza) has being proposed and is 
being debated as one of the possible answers to the emerging challenges of our societies. The 
proposal in its pure form theorizes the disconnection between income and labor, making some 
minimum income dependent only on being born in a specific Country or community. During 
the class we will explore the debate around the Universal Basic Income, on one hand its 
viability to address the challenges of our society and on the other hand the risks of creating 
modern forms of subordination and disenfranchisement.  

8) The Rise of the Meritocracy. Can selection of the elites be objective? 
Meritocracy is a system in which privileges, power and wealth are distributed according to 
merit. The term itself is recent, only coined in 1958, to describe a possible dystopia where 
future elites used such concept to justify their hold on power. Today the term mostly has a 
positive spin and rather seen as an utopia and a possible guide to a fairer society. During the 
class we will analyze the debate on meritocracy, what it means and what are the underlying 
assumptions to make it work in practice. We will also explore the reasons why it could turn 
into a dystopia and debate the importance of talent, contribution and values in the selection 
of elites.  

9) Morality and ethics in Government: will future elites be any better than past ones? 
Technology seems to be giving elites more education, more wealth, more power and more 
tools for control and oppression. How societies are going to keep in check their own elites? 
Are we going back to square one, to new forms of oligarchy? How did elites behave in the 
past? Will future elites be any better? Ethics and morality of the elites, the set of values that 
will guide their decisions, will probably be the key factor for deciding how our societies will 
look like in the future. During the class students will be challenged to think through the 
importance of morality in government and of the set of values they should share as members 
of the elites or expect from their elites.  

10) The Path Forward: in class discussion of the policy proposals recommended by students 
and lab wrap-up 
Students will present and debate their policy memos with proposals to implement their vision 
of Social Justice. As if they were members of Government they will be challenged to form and 
vote on a collective view.  

Faculty 

Mattia Adani is a graduate of Harvard University’s Kennedy School of Government, holding a Master 
in Public Administration with majors in Industry Regulation and Analysis, Negotiation and Dispute 
Resolution. 

He is an engineer by training with degrees both from Politecnico di Milano, Italy and Ecole Centrale 
Paris, France.  

He started his career in the private sector at McKinsey and Co., a leading global strategic consultancy 
firm. He then moved to the public sector, working for 6 years at the Italian Department of the Treasury, 
initially as an advisor and then as Director. Mattia then spent 3 years as Executive Director at the Inter-
American Development Bank in Washington, USA representing Italy, Germany, China, Israel, 
Switzerland, Belgium and the Netherlands. 
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More recently, he served as Advisor at the Italian Ministry of Economic Development, advising on 
Government's policies related to the internationalization of the business system and attraction of 
foreign investment. 

Mr. Adani is member of the Italian Republic's Order of Merit. 

 


