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THE MARGINALISATION OF JUSTICE IN PUBLIC DISCOURSE
In India today, while self-interest and national glory dominate,
concern for distributive justice is rare
Two ideas appear to dominate our public discourse today. One, somewhat implicitly, selfinterest. The second, far more explicitly, national glory. How the pursuit of material or cultural selfinterest affects others does not seem to bother us. There is little acknowledgement that the pursuit
of greed and narrow self-interest leads to severe inequalities, to an unequal division of social
benefits.
Also missing is the thought that the burden of realising national goals such as development
must be shared equally by all. True, nothing of importance is achieved without sacrifice. But why
should some people sacrifice virtually everything they have and others benefit without forgoing
anything at all? Given the compulsion to advance our self-interest, this burden is easily passed on to
those among us who are powerless to desist it. Isn’t it wrong that the least paid workers and
peasants in our society are expected to offer the greatest sacrifices for building the nation? Why this
grossly unfair division of social labour? Yet, concern for a fair distribution of benefits and burdens —
the core issue of justice — is rare in mainstream public discourse.

Sharing benefits and burdens
What is distributive justice and why does it matter? Almost two decades ago, my younger
daughter startled me by asking, “What is justice, baba?” I happened then to have a bottle of water
before me. So, I began explaining to her. “There are many things I can do with this bottle. I can grab
it, even if I am not thirsty, keeping it solely for myself. Or, out of love, I can give it to you even if I am
thirsty. Finally, I can give it to some other person not because I love her, but because I can see that
she needs it most. This is justice.” A few days later, as we stopped our car at the traffic lights, a
‘beggar’ came expectantly towards us and we gave him a packet of biscuits. My daughter
immediately said, “That’s justice, no? We gave something away to him even though we don’t love
him.” My daughter hadn’t grasped the concept of justice just yet, but she was on the right track. At
the very least, justice requires that we not be greedy and grab things; instead, we share them with
those we don’t know or love. Simply put, a sense of justice is born when we begin sharing things with
strangers.
In fact, the idea of distributive justice presupposes not only a social condition marked by an
absence of love or familiarity, but also others which the Scottish philosopher, David Hume, termed
‘the circumstances of justice’. For instance, a society where everything is abundantly available would
not need justice. Each of us will have as much of everything we want. Without the necessity of
sharing, justice becomes redundant. Equally, in a society with massive scarcity, justice is impossible.
In order to survive, each person is compelled to grab whatever happens to be available. Justice,
therefore, is possible and necessary in societies with moderate scarcity.
Justice also presupposes that people are neither totally alone nor organically united with
others. If one was Robinson Crusoe, there would be no one with who to share. And, if one was
totally fused with others, with no distinction between self and other, then again, sharing will be
unnecessary. Surely, one cannot share anything with oneself! To sum up, justice acquires value in
societies with moderate scarcity, where people are forced to deal with those who they don’t love. It
presupposes a moral psychology in which humans are neither wholly selfish nor entirely benevolent.
Since most societies share these conditions, we may safely conclude that justice is a necessary social
virtue and has great moral value.

Giving persons their due
But what is justice? The basic idea of justice is that ‘each person gets what is properly due to
him or her’, that the benefits and burdens of society be distributed in a manner that gives each
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person his or her due. But this begs the question: what is meant by ‘a person’s due’? Here, a
distinction must be made between hierarchical and egalitarian notions of justice. In hierarchical
notions, what is due to a person is established by her or his place within a hierarchical system. For
instance, by rank determined at birth. Certain groups are born privileged. Therefore, their members
are entitled to a disproportionately large share of benefits, and a disproportionately small share of
burdens. On this conception, justice requires that the benefits and burdens be unequally shared or
distributed. To take just one example, in a society ridden with caste hierarchies, those born in high
castes are entitled to a much greater share of wealth, power, cultural status and knowledge.
Conversely, those born in ‘low castes’ get whatever is their proper due — very little, sometimes
nothing.
This conception of justice has rarely remained unchallenged. Innumerable examples can be
cited in Indian history, where aspects of this hierarchical notion had been temporarily opposed — in
the early teachings of the Buddha, passages in Indian epics, Bhakti poetry, and protest movements
such as Veerashaivism. In our own times, however, this challenge has become robust, explicit and
sustained. This is so because of the prevalence of the idea that each person, regardless of caste,
class, colour, creed or gender, has equal moral worth. All have an equal, originary capacity of
endowing the world with meaning and value because of which they possess moral worth or dignity.
If so, we need a different conception of justice, of sharing or distributing, of giving people their due
that is consistent with equal dignity. In societies still infested with live hierarchies, people must first
struggle for recognition as equals, for what might be called basic social justice. Then, they must
decide how to share all social benefits and burdens among equal persons — the essence of
egalitarian distributive justice.

Needs and Desert
Two main contenders exist for interpreting what is due to persons of equal moral worth. For
the first need-based principle, what is due to a person is what she really needs, i.e., whatever is
necessary for general human well-being. Since our basic needs are identical, justice requires their
fulfilment in every single person. Beyond this basic threshold, our needs usually vary, and therefore
justice further requires the fulfilment of different needs — say, the specific needs of a scholar, as
well as the very different needs of a mountaineer.
Second, the principle of desert for which what is due to a person is what he or she deserves,
determined not by birth or tradition but by a person’s own qualities, for instance ‘natural’ talent or
productive effort. In short, though we start as equals, those who are talented or work hard should be
rewarded with more benefits and be less burdened. Conversely, those contributing unequally to the
creation of wealth or cultural assets, don’t deserve the same benefits yielded by them. This
underpins the idea of equal opportunity to all, albeit with justified inequalities of outcome.

Break the deafening silence
Most reasonable egalitarian conceptions of justice try to find a balance between need and
desert. They try to ensure a distribution of goods and abilities (benefits) that satisfies everyone’s
needs, and a fair distribution of social burdens or sacrifices required for fulfilling them. After this,
rewards are permissible to those who by virtue of natural gift, social learning and personal effort,
deserve more.
Our society is afflicted by deep material, cultural and knowledge-related inequalities. Worse,
these inequalities are growing by the day. Sometimes they are accompanied by blatant assertions of
unequal moral worth, though today, a deafening silence on social and distributive justice is more
common. It is therefore imperative to ask where we stand in relation to different forms of egalitarian
justice mentioned in our Preamble. Alas, we are falling way short of standards of social and
distributive justice. When will this trend be reversed? Putting justice back into public discourse
should be our priority. Or else, the dreams of our nation will never turn into reality.
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Meanings of Difficult Words
 marginalisation (noun) – an act of
making something
as
insignificant
/unimportant.
 discourse (noun) – discussion, conversation,
communication, expression.
 self-interest (noun)
– self-seeking, selfregard,
self-serving,
self-obsession,
selfishness, own advantage.
 glory (noun) – praise, honour, eminence,
reputation/recognition.
 distributive justice (adjective) – it is
concerned with the fair allocation of
resources among diverse members of a
community.
 implicitly (adverb)
– indirectly, tacitly,
understandably, in a implied/hinted way.
 far more (phrase) – a lot more, much more.
 explicitly (adverb) – clearly, unequivocally,
directly.
 pursuit (noun) – aspiration, quest, search.
 material (noun) – things, items, articles.
 acknowledgement (noun)
– acceptance,
admission, realization.
 greed (noun) – desire, urge, need, appetite.
 narrow (adjective)
–
narrow-minded,
inward-looking, illiberal, parochial.
 inequality (noun) – Inequality is simply
defined as “the state of not being equal,
especially in status, rights and opportunities;
imbalance, unevenness,
disproportion,
disparity.
 virtually (adverb) – practically, nearly,
almost.
 forgo (verb) – sacrifice, give up, renounce.
 given (preposition) – considering, taking into
account, bearing in mind.
 compulsion (noun) – necessity, need/urge;
obligation, necessary condition.
 advance (verb) – make earlier; make
better, further, forward.
 pass on (phrasal verb) – transfer, channelize,
direct.
 desist (verb) – abstain, refrain, hold back.
 least (determiner) – minimum.
 peasant (noun) – agricultural worker, small
farmer.
 mainstream (noun as modifier) – something
(certain beliefs/ideas/activities) which are
accepted or recognized by most people as a
normal or typical.

 grossly (adverb) – extremely, excessively.
 decade (noun) – a period of ten years.
 startle (verb)
– surprise,
shock,
frighten/scare.
 then (adverb) – at that time, at that
moment.
 thirsty (noun) – in need of a drink, dry,
dehydrated.
 solely (adverb) – only, simply, merely.
 expectantly (adverb) – eagerly, excitedly,
hopefully.
 give away (phrasal verb) – give something
freely.
 grasp (verb) – understand, comprehend,
realize.
 just yet (phrase) – right now.
 on the right track (phrase) – doing
something rightly that will bring in success.
 at the very least (phrase) – to put it mildly,
without
any
exaggeration, taking
pessimistic view.
 put simply/simply put (phrase) – used for
saying that you are just giving the basic
facts about a complicated situation.
 stranger (noun) – unknown person.
 presuppose (verb) – require, think, imply,
assume, consider.
 mark (verb)
–
indicate,
represent,
signify, signalize.
 familiarity (noun) – closeness, intimacy,
attachment, affinity, friendliness.
 circumstances (noun)
– situation,
conditions, state of affairs.
 for instance (phrase) – as an example.
 abundantly (adjective) – plentifully, amply,
freely, in large quantities.
 necessity (noun) – force of circumstance;
need, obligation, call.
 redundant (adjective)
– unnecessary/
useless, not required, inessential.
 scarcity (noun) – shortage, insufficiency,
poverty.
 moderate (adjective)
– reasonable,
acceptable, non-excessive.
 organically (adverb)
– systematically,
methodically, coherently.
 surely (adverb) – certainly, definitely,
undoubtedly, unquestionably.
 sum up (phrasal verb) – summarize, outline,
recap, put in a nutshell.
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 fuse (verb) – combine, blend, merge.
 benevolent (adjective)
– kind,
compassionate/ sympathetic, benign.
 virtue (noun) – integrity, propriety,
goodness/ good point.
 due (noun) – rightful/fair treatment.
 due (adjective) – deserved by, merited by,
warranted by.
 beg the question (phrase) – raise a point;
invite question.
 distinction (noun) – difference, variation,
contrast, dissimilarity.
 hierarchical (adjective) – relating to the
hierarchy (social order/ranking).
 egalitarian (adjective) – common, equal,
fair.
 notion (noun) – idea, belief, concept.
 privileged (adjective) – wealthy, rich,
affluent; advantaged, socially advantaged.
 entitle (verb) – allow, empower, authorize.
 disproportionately (adverb) – excessively,
unduly, unnecessarily.
 (be) ridden with (verb) – be full of, be
dominated by.
 hierarchy (noun) – ranking, grading; class
system.
 conversely (adverb) – inversely, the other
way round, oppositely/reciprocally.
 innumerable (adjective)
– countless,
numerous, untold.
 epic (noun)
–
long
poem/story; the
Mahabharata and the Ramayana are the
two main epics of India.
 Veerashaivism (noun) – a form of Shaivism
sect of Hinduism.
 robust (adjective) – strong, powerful.
 explicit (adjective) – clear, detailed, definite,
categorical.
 sustained (adjective)
–
continued,
prolonged, protracted.
 prevalence (noun)
– commonness,
widespread
presence,
generality,
universality.
 regardless of (phrase) – irrespective of,
without consideration of, notwithstanding,
in spite of.
 creed (noun) – religious belief, faith, set of
principles.
 endow (verb) – give, provide, equip.
 dignity (noun) – self-respect, self-esteem,
pride, morale.

 consistent with (adjective) – in tune with, in
line with; agreeing, accordant, compatible.
 infest (verb) – spread through, overspread,
overrun, overwhelm.
 desert (noun) – in philosophy, desert is the
condition of being deserving of something,
whether good or bad.
 contender (noun) – competitor.
 interpret (verb)
–
explain, clarify;
understand, comprehend.
 well-being (noun) – healthy state/condition,
prosperity.
 threshold (noun) – limit, starting point, the
level (to react to something).
 scholar (noun) – academic, intellectual,
expert/pundit, learned person.
 mountaineer (noun) – a person who climbs
mountains.
 in short (phrase) – briefly, in essence, in
sum.
 yield (verb) – give, provide, produce.
 underpin (verb) – support, strengthen,
fortify, buttress.
 albeit (conjunction) – though, even though,
however.
 deafening (adjective) – very loud, extremely
noisy, ear-piercing.
 by virtue of (phrase) – because of, on
account of, as a result of.
 afflict (verb) – trouble, bother, burden,
distress.
 by the day (phrase) – gradually.
 accompany (verb) – occur with, be present
with, coincide with, coexist with.
 blatant (adjective)
– evident, flagrant,
glaring, obvious.
 assertion (noun) – contention, declaration,
affirmation.
 imperative (adjective) – vitally important,
crucial, essential, necessary.
 in
relation
to (phrase)
– regarding,
concerning, in connection with.
 preamble (noun) – introduction, preface,
preliminary statement (of the Constitution
of India).
 alas (exclamation)
– unluckily,
sadly,
regrettably, unhappily.
 fall short of (phrase) – be deficient, be
inadequate, be insufficient.
 reverse (verb) – alter, change.
 put back (phrasal verb) – restore.
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