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Theory and poetry speak to us in 
ways different from each other. It 
is in this sense that John Rawls 
and Namdeo Dhasal have to be 
understood when they speak 
about the idea of justice. This 
article engages with the 
theoretical schemes of Rawls’s 
Theory of Justice built on the 
social contract tradition, 
comparing it with the 
revolutionary agenda of Dhasal, a 
peoples’ poet, who seeks social 
justice in his brutal, fi ery, yet 
unique poetic panache through his 
verse Man, You Should Explode.

In today’s scenario where impunity is 
enjoyed at large by the dominant ele-
ments of society, the triad of ideas 

that encapsulate the defi nition of social 
justice—equality, liberty and fraternity—
is frequently challenged. The idea of jus-
tice has unparalleled signifi cance in the 
context of Indian society that is ruptured 
along lines of caste, patriarchy, and 
communalism. These fi ssures in the 
social fabric create walls and barriers 
based on superiority and inferiority. 
This complex matrix of social relations 
between man and woman, rich and 
poor, the haves and the have-nots, and 
upper castes and lower castes, has been 
often analysed through the prism of so-
cial justice and articulated using the me-
dium of theory and literature. Justice 
being a multi dimensional concept has 
interested scholars of law, philosophy 
and political science differently. The 
poetic approach to justice has given 
birth to the Ambedkari Jalsas; the 
Bidesiya tradition by Bhikari Thakur, 
the songs of separation sung by women 
who question migration, poverty, and 
displacement; and the  Vidrohi form of 
poetry in India. 

This article engages with the theoreti-
cal schemes of John Rawls’s Theory 
of Justice, built on the social contract 
tradition, comparing it with the revolu-
tionary agenda of Namdeo Dhasal, a 
peoples’ poet, who seeks social justice 
in his brutal, fi ery, yet unique poetic 
panache through his verse Man, You 
Should Explode from his anthology 
Golpitha. This article reproduces certain 

fragments of the poem for analysis. The 
connecting thread between the theorist 
and the poet is their conception of a “hy-
pothetical” situation, which they use to 
eventually arrive at justice. Interesting-
ly, both Rawls and Dhasal came in the 
limelight and became subjects of de-
bates and discussions around the same 
time: early 1970s. Rawls published his 
Theory of Justice in 1971, and Dhasal’s 
Golpitha, a collection of poems, was 
published in 1972. While comparing 
their ideas on justice, this article also at-
tempts to trace their lives, their ideologi-
cal journey, and the early infl uences on 
their ideas of justice.

Laying the Context

John Rawls was born on 21 February 
1921 to William Lee Rawls and Anna 
Abell Stump Rawls in Baltimore, the US. 
His father was a successful and infl uen-
tial lawyer and his mother was actively 
 involved in women’s suffrage rights. 
Rawls came from an affl uent family, 
which provided him decent comforts of 
life. He was educated in the fi nest 
schools. Even then, young Rawls noticed 
the differences in quality of lives of the 
African Americans, the fi sherfolk, and 
the labourers. He was particularly infl u-
enced by the ideals of his mother and, 
later, his wife, on women’s equality and 
rights (Pogge 2007). In 1943, Rawls 
joined the army in World War II, and left 
in 1946. Though Rawls once wanted to 
dedicate his life to the Church, the war 
had slowly eroded his faith in religion 
and god. The war years also seem to 
have shaped his concept of justice. 

After leaving the army, Rawls studied 
philosophy at Princeton University. He 
took to teaching as his profession. He 
taught philosophy at Cornell University 
and the Massachusetts Institute of Tech-
nology (MIT) for short periods until he 
received an offer from Harvard University. 
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He taught in the Harvard philosophy 
department from 1962 to 1995. Rawls 
was opposed to the unjust war declared 
by the US on Vietnam in the 1960s. In 
1971, Rawls’s much awaited work Theory 
of Justice was published by the Harvard 
University Press. 

Namdeo Dhasal, known as the 
“poet of the underworld,” was born on 
15 February 1949 into a Dalit family in 
Pur-Kanesar village in Maharashtra, 
where he was made aware of his “un-
touchable” status by the village social 
structure. Poverty brought him to the 
shores of Mumbai, along with his mother, 
to join his father who worked for a 
butcher and lived in the Dhor Chawl. 
The area is close to Kamathipura, the 
red-light area of Mumbai. Dhasal penned 
the lives of people living there. Poetry 
came naturally to him; he wrote scores 
of romantic verses. However, his journey 
as the “poet of the underworld” began 
with his disenchantment with the larger 
social stru cture, particularly when the 
mores and norms of society forced him 
to separate from his lover, a girl whose 
caste and class did not match his. This 
episode, writes Dhasal, threw him “into 
a life that made me a taxi driver for a liv-
ing and a young man who rushed into all 
sorts of experiences ranging from visits to 
opium and hashish smokers’ dens to the 
houses of prostitutes” (Dhasal 2007: 166). 

Dhasal was later infl uenced by the 
ideas of B R Ambedkar and Karl Marx. In 
1972, Dhasal along with fellow activ-
ists Arjun Dangle and J V Pawar estab-
lished the Dalit Panthers, a radical mili-
tant outfi t that sprang out of Maharash-
tra’s Dalit literary movement. That same 
year, Dhasal’s Golpitha, an anthology of 
poems named after a slum in Bombay, 
reverted to the conventional style of 
Marathi literature, which was tradition-
ally controlled by the elite castes. His 
unique articulation and bold style of po-
etry took by force an esteemed space for 
Dalit literature in the literary world.

The Idea of Justice

The concept of “original position” is the 
spine of Rawls’s Theory of Justice. It is a 
methodological concept, purely hypo-
thetical in its nature, imagined in the 
promise of arriving at a conception of 

justice. Rawls talks about the “veil of 
 ignorance,” the assumption that nobody 
from the concerned parties seeking jus-
tice knows certain particular facts about 
themselves, like one’s own social status, 
wealth, fortune, assets, abilities, intelli-
gence, strength, and power, which is an 
instrumental tool for arriving at the 
original position. Rawls tells us that 
 nobody should know their 

conception of the good, the particulars of his 
rational plan of life, or even the special fea-
tures of his psychology such as his aversion 
to risk or liability to optimism or pessimism. 
...the parties do not know the particular 
circumstances of their own society. That is, 
they do not know its economic or political sit-
uation, or the level of civilisation and culture 
it has been able to achieve (Rawls 1999: 118).

With the intention to ensure pure proce-
dural justice, Rawls maintains that the 
parties be positioned behind the veil of 
ignorance, which seeks to control and 
nullify the infl uence that members from 
both the parties would attempt to exert 
upon a situation to turn it to their own 
advantage. Rawls advocates that the 
principles of justice should be chosen 
behind the veil of ignorance, which would 
leave no room for privilege to either  party. 
Since all the concerned parties are situated 
in analogous conditions, the chances of 
exploiting justice in any one’s favour are 
scrapped out. Thus seated on an equal 
footing, the concerned parties can polemi-
cise and arrive at principles of justice, 
which will be a fair agreement or bargain. 

The original position is defi ned in such 
a way that it is a status quo in which any 
agreements reached are fair. It is a state of 
affairs in which the parties are equally rep-
resented as moral persons and the outcome 
is not conditioned by arbitrary contingencies 
or the relative balance of social forces. Thus, 
justice as fairness is able to use the idea of 
pure procedural justice from the beginning 
(Rawls 1999: 104).

Clearly, for Rawls, the participants in 
the original position should primarily 
agree that all social goods, i e, basic lib-
erties and freedom of choice in occupa-
tion, opportunity, income, wealth, and 
the bases of self-respect are to be distri-
buted equally. He underscores that the 
unequal distribution of any or all of 
these social goods is acceptable if only it 
is to the advantage of the least favoured, 
the poor, and the disadvantaged sections 

of society. For Rawls, “the most extreme 
disparities in wealth and income are al-
lowed provided that they are necessary 
to raise the expectations of the least for-
tunate in the slightest degree. But at the 
same time similar inequalities favouring 
the more advantaged are forbidden 
when those in the worst position lose by 
the least amount” (1999: 136).

Man, You Should Explode brings to us 
the fi laments of Dhasal’s conceptions of 
the original position and the resultant 
new just world, which is realised by bar-
baric anarchism in the previous stage. 
Dhasal, in what can be interpreted as his 
original position, unlike Rawls, speaks 
of a world where everyone is aware of 
their social status and the degree of 
 authority and supremacy they have to 
exploit the lesser other. While Rawls en-
visages a well-ordered society in which 
all the social primary goods are equally 
distributed, everyone has similar rights 
and duties, and income and wealth are 
evenly shared and effectively regulated 
by a public conception of justice. Dhasal, 
on the contrary, views the public as a 
group which shares inhuman and un-
equal principles, wreaking havoc with 
the power which is ensured to them by 
the existing order of society. 

In Dhasal’s original position women 
know they are exploited by the men, 
Dalits are aware of the untouchability 
imposed upon them by the so-called 
savarna castes, the proletariat are aware 
of their vulnerability to the bourgeoisie. 
Likewise, the oppressor knows on whom 
he can wield his power, knows whom he 
can rape and enjoy impunity, whom he 
can kill and justify. The scheme of so-
cial relations, interlaced with norms of 
superiority and inferiority is etched in 
everyone’s mind.

Dhasal envisages a hypothetical situ-
ation where humanity is forgotten, 
unspeakable violence is rampant, and 
destruction is spiced with vengeance. 
He is anchored in the principles of 
social anarchy. He keeps no hope for 
any moral or humanitarian values to 
survive, till the time that members of 
the society experience extreme inhu-
manity within the existing social order.  
The passage from fractured humanity 
into complete barbarism is to be initiated 
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by indulging in adrenaline rushers and 
intoxicating drinks, to the extent that 
man loses sanity. Dhasal exposes for us a 
scheme of social events aided by ex-
treme savagery and barbarism, the af-
termath of which is a new just society. 
Dhasal (2007: 34) writes:

Man, you should explode
Yourself to bits to start with
Jive to a savage drum beat
Smoke hash, smoke ganja
Chew opium, bite lalpari
Guzzle country booze—if too broke,
Down a pint of the cheapest dalda
Stay tipsy day and night, stay tight round the 
clock.

In a way, Dhasal also speaks of the 
veil of ignorance in an inverted sense 
where everyone forgets their relation-
ship with others. He brings in the  
element of barbarism, wherein man  
unbridles his lust and desire, smudging 
the lines between kin and foes, and  
satiates his darkest fantasies, outraging 
the modesty of every woman who  
passes. Further, in the process of experi-
encing an extreme level of inhumanity, 
Dhasal sees the role of both, the oppres-
sor and oppressed. Interestingly, in the 

process of distorting the  existing social 
relationships, Dhasal creates a situation 
where the oppressed forget their conven-
tional relationship with the oppressor 
and reply to the oppressor in a way 
equivalently inhuman.

Fuck the mothers of moneylenders and the 
stinking rich.
Cut the throat of your own kith and kin 
by conning them; poison them, jinx them 
You should hump anyone’s mother or sister 
anywhere you can
Engage your dick with every missy you can 
find, call nobody too old to be screwed 
Call nobody too young, nobody too green to 
shag, lay them one and all Perf orm gang rapes 
on stage in the public (Dhasal 2007: 34).

It is interesting to note that Dhasal  
engages with intellectuals and messiahs 
who dealt with the idea of justice in their 
life works, in his conceptualisation of 
historic barbarism. He writes:

One should open the manholes of sewers 
and throw into them
Plato, Einstein, Archimedes, Socrates, 
Marx, Ashoka, Hitler, Camus, Sartre, Kafka, 
Baude laire, Rimbaud, Ezra Pound, Hopkins, 
Goethe, Dostoevsky, Mayakovsky, Maxim 
Gorky, Edison, Madison, Kalidasa, Tukaram, 
Vyasa, Shakespeare, Jnaneshvar and keep 

them rotting there with all their words 
(Dhasal 2007: 35).

Further, he says that man should in-
dulge in idleness, robbery, murder, rape, 
incest, filth and cannibalism, to an ex-
tent where nothing and no one remains 
to be defiled, beleaguered or violated 
any longer. While Rawls assumes a 
 situation regulated by a public concep-
tion of justice, Dhasal in his imagination 
of the original position finds no such sit-
uation governed by the public ideals of 
justice. Destruction, hatred and venom 
are to fill one’s mind. 

Man, you should drink human blood, eat 
spit roast human flesh, melt human fat and 
drink it
Smash the bones of your critics’ shanks 
on hard stone blocks to get their marrow 
(Dhasal 2007: 35).

The Principles of Justice

Rawls formulates “two principles of  
justice” from the original position in or-
der to ensure the basic rights of equality 
and liberty, which further lead to guar-
antee fair justice to all sections of the 
society. The two principles, known as  
the liberty–equality principles, represent 
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meaningful options for all in society and 
ensure distributive justice. The fi rst 
principle of justice upholds that “each 
person is to have an equal right to the 
most  extensive scheme of equal basic 
liberties compa tible with a similar 
scheme of liberties for others” (Rawls 
1999: 53). Here, the term “basic liberty” 
signifi es freedom of  conscience, associa-
tion, and expression, as well as of demo-
cratic rights and  self-respect. 

The second principle of justice fore-
grounds that “social and economic in-
equalities are to be arranged so that they 
are both (a) reasonably expected to be to 
everyone’s advantage, and (b) attached 
to positions and offi ces open to all” 
(Rawls 1999: 53). Rawls rationalised 
that, “If certain inequalities of wealth 
and differences in authority would make 
everyone better off than in this hypo-
thetical starting situation, then they 
accord with the general conception [of 
justice]” (Rawls 1999: 55). These func-
tional inequalities may have structural 
bases, that is, socio-economic and reli-
gious. One can also decipher Dhasal’s 
principles of justice, which characterise 
the new world, in the fag end of his 
verse. Once the carnival of savagery 
ends, the survivors who are left should 
build a new world untouched by exploi-
tation and discrimination.

After this all those who survive should stop 
robbing anyone or making others their slaves,
After this they should stop calling one an-
other names—white or black, brahmin, 
kshatriya, vaishya or shudra;
Stop creating political parties, stop buil ding 
property, stop committing the cri me of not 
recognising one’s kin, not re co gnising one’s 
mother or sister (Dhasal 2007: 36).

Dhasal outlines the indisputable 
quali ties of a just social order: equality, 
liberty and fraternity, interlaced with 
love and benevolence. The new world, 
the aftermath of the destruction, is 
characterised as a land where no dis-
crimination should prevail, crime should 
stop, and hunger should torment no 
one. The evils of untouchability, uneven 
distribution, privilege and patriarchy 
are to be banned from forming roots. 
Humanity should be the ground on 
which one associates with others. 

Man, one should act so bright as to 
make the Sun and the Moon seem pale

One should share each morsel of food with 
everyone else, one should compose a hymn
To humanity itself, man, man should sing 
only the song of man (Dhasal 2007: 36).

Conclusions

We began our discussion with the con-
cept of “impunity,” which shields and 
emboldens the butchers of moral rights, 
imagined as equality, liberty and frater-
nity in terms of social justice in this 
article. It is in this sense that one can 
interpret both Rawls’s and Dhasal’s 
conception of moral right as ingrained 
within public consciousness, rather than 
being limited to the legal sphere. A 
social landscape wrecked by multiple 
stratifi cations offers a parochial, almost 
non-existent public understanding of 
moral rights and social justice, which 
are to be enjoyed by all human beings 
equally, without privilege. 

The lack of a public consciousness and 
consensus about equal moral rights 
gives space for crimes which can go un-
punished, crimes which will never see 
the face of social justice. Contextualis-
ing impunity in the Indian context, 
V Geetha says “impunity is what domi-
nant castes grant themselves as they at-
tack and destroy dalits and adivasis, and 
impunity is what keeps unequal class 
and gender arrangements in place” (2013: 
15). Impunity is closely intertwined with 
public  consciousness, which fi gures as a 
dominant aspect in Rawls’s and Dhasal’s 
notions of justice. 

Rawls’s idea of justice becomes rele-
vant in today’s context of growing socio-
economic disparity in the under-
developed countries. He argued that the 
idea of justice should not merely limit 
itself within the boundaries of constitu-
tional guidelines, rather it should rule 
the public consciousness of every society. 
According to the Rawlsian theory of 
justice, consensus on the two principles 
of justice is attained through public con-
sciousness. In the context of India, the 
existing and growing complexities of 
 socio-economic inequalities among vari-
ous social groups are a product of defi -
ciency of public consciousness and 
 consensus on justice. 

Rawls believes that every individual 
has a right over justice; it should benefi t 
all, especially those who are at the 

bottom rung of society. For instance, the 
issue of justice, which takes the form of a 
redistributive approach, through reser-
vations in India’s case, has hardly garnered 
approval within the public conscious-
ness, which is imperative for Rawls’s 
idea of justice. Dalits, Adivasis, and 
women as an oppressed lot, who were 
historically subjected to unspeakable 
atrocities and discriminations, fi nd sol-
ace in justice meted out through consti-
tutional safeguards like the Scheduled 
Castes and Scheduled Tribes (Prevention 
of Atrocities) Act, 1989, various laws for 
protection of women, and reservations 
which ensure their right to education 
and employment. 

Even though guaranteed by the con-
stitution, these safeguards are fi ercely 
debated and opposed in the public and 
political realms. The pending Women’s 
Reservation Bill and the reluctance of 
the dominant caste women to introduce 
reservation within reservation for bene-
fi t of the most marginalised women, the 
uneasiness created by reserved seats for 
women and the elderly in public trans-
port, men’s groups demanding repeal-
ing of the Protection of Women from 
Domestic Violence Act, 2005, and the 
Youth for Equality’s massive movement 
against reservation, all refl ect the absence 
of a public consciousness towards an 
idea of justice. This idea of equal redis-
tribution, which is at the most limited to 
civil society organisations, but largely 
missing in the Indian public conscious-
ness, ensures preservation of the exist-
ing unequal social order among various 
social groups. 

A grave concern about the right to life, 
intermeshed with the right to dignity 
and self-respect looms large within 
 Indian society. While we spoke of justice 
in the Rawlsian sense, which is not 
merely redistribution of resources, “but 
about how in an ideal-utopian world so-
cial institutions could be designed so as 
to create a just society, which would in-
clude the elimination of the subordina-
tion of oppressed groups” (Robeyns 2003), 
Dhasal also takes justice beyond the 
legal framework. Dhasal’s concerns are 
the naked questions of daily survival. 
The incessant episodes of rapes and kill-
ings of Dalit and Adivasi women, of 
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women going to work, of women at 
home, of innocent children; killings of 
Dalits in caste-ridden villages and of 
Adivasis in the armed confl icts by the 
corporates and the state, and the mur-
ders committed by khap panchayats, all 
enjoy massive impunity. These issues 
very much fi nd their way into Dhasal’s 
work. Dhasal talks about a society where 
differences occurring on the lines of reli-
gion, gender, caste, and colour are to be 
destroyed, and only natural principles of 
justice based solely on humanity and 
love exist. He imagines a world where the 
dichotomies of oppressor and oppr essed 

are destroyed forever, and everyone is 
human, free and equal.

Theory and poetry speak to us in ways 
different than each other. It is in this 
sense that Rawls and Dhasal have to be 
understood when they speak about the 
idea of justice. The ideas of these think-
ers need to be brought into public rele-
vance in a context where social outrage 
at suffering is slowly gaining ground. 
Their ideas will translate into social 
reality only when we, as a society, pro-
test the injustice suffered by one and all, 
be it of the Bhotmanges of Khairlanji, 
of Nirbhaya of Delhi, of Muslims, of 

 Kas hmiri Pandits, of Soni Soris, of 
innocent children, of the elderly, and of 
the disabled.
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