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Ethics has conveyed different meanings to different people at different times. According to some morality is to be measured in terms of geography taking the cue from Pascal’s dictum that sin is geographical. Others subscribe to the subjectivist thinking of ethics summed up by Shakespeare in his play Hamlet that “there is nothing good or bad but thinking makes it so”.


Unquestionably any system of ethics is influenced and moulded by and is the product of the traditions and customs of one’s society. Ethics is a matter of agreed-upon norms which reflect the culture, the contemporary standards and mores of a society. Nonetheless there are certain core ethical values which underlie any democratic society and transcend geographical and national frontiers. 

Again democracy means different things to different people. It is curious, indeed bizarre that even blatant dictatorships are most anxious to flaunt the badge of democracy. However the major immaculate postulate of democracy is respect for the dignity of the individual and his or her basic human rights.

The Constitution of any democratic country, its Basic Law, embodies the values of the nation. Our Constitution has a strong ethical content encapsulated in the Preamble to the Constitution. The Preamble is essentially based on ethical ideals and principles, viz. JUSTICE, social, economic and political; LIBERTY of thought, expression, belief, faith and worship; EQUALITY of status and of opportunity; and FRATERNITY assuring the dignity of the individual.


Certain ethical norms are implicit in Part III of our Constitution which guarantees fundamental rights and governs relations between the State and its citizens and between citizens. The fundamental rights in our Constitution are based on the ethical principle of respect for the dignity of the individual and his or her basic freedoms which as I said is the basic postulate of democracy. One of the ethical norms in our Constitution is to respect and promote the right of the minorities which may be overridden by the majority by its sheer strength of numbers. 

Part IV of our Constitution, viz. the Directive Principles of State Policy clearly articulate ethical ideals and values of a democratic society. For example, right to an adequate means of livelihood for all citizens; public assistance in case of unemployment and other cases of underserved want; elimination of inequalities in status, facilities and opportunities; striving for an economic system whose operation does not result in the concentration of wealth and means of production to the common detriment.


Then we have Part IV-A in our Constitution which prescribes fundamental duties. One of these is to promote harmony and the spirit of common brotherhood amongst all the people of India transcending religious, linguistic and regional or sectional diversities. This reflects the ethical norm of brotherhood between citizens casting a duty on citizens to promote that lofty ideal. Another is to renounce practices derogatory to the dignity of women. Why? Because it is unethical to violate the dignity of women. The strong ethical content is unmistakable.


These constitutional provisions are not lessons in Moral Science in St. Xavier’s School. The point I am attempting to emphasise is that there cannot be a genuine democracy without an ethical content and dimension. A system of government which does not recognise or pay heed to ethical principles is more akin to a totalitarian regime rather than a genuine democracy. 

Ethical norms and their observance are most needed in administration, in the business of governance, in public life. Lord Nolan’s Report on Standards in Public Life lists the Seven Principles of Public Life, viz. (i) Selflessness - holders of public office should take decisions solely in terms of the public interest. They should not do so in order to gain financial or other material benefits for themselves, their family, or their friends. (ii) Integrity - holders of public office should not place themselves under any financial or other obligation to outside individuals or organizations that might influence them in the performance of their official duties. (iii) Objectivity - in carrying out public business, including making public appointments, awarding contracts, or recommending individuals for rewards and benefits, holders of public office should make choices on merit. (iv) Accountability - holders of public office are accountable for their decisions and actions to the public and must submit themselves to whatever scrutiny is appropriate to their office. (v) Openness - holders of public office should be as open as possible about all the decisions and actions that they take. They should give reasons for their decisions and restrict information only when the wider public interest clearly demands. (vi) Honesty - holders of public office have a duty to declare any private interests relating to their public duties and to take steps to resolve any conflicts arising in a way that protects the public interest. (vii) Leadership - holders of public office should promote and support these principles by leadership and example. To my mind the most essential ones are integrity, objectivity and accountability. The Nolan principles have been referred to with approval by our Supreme Court. 
A workable and practical rather than a philosophical definition of Ethics and ethical action in a democracy in the new Millennium would be to regard ethics as comprising a set of principles of conduct which promote the well being of the individual and the community. An ethical action is one that enables a person to achieve the end he has freely and properly chosen in a concrete situation. At the same time the end chosen must not be exclusively for the satisfaction of one’s immediate or selfish interests but should also be influenced by the criterion of the well being of the other members of the society.


Let us remember that a democratic society is not an abstraction but is composed of individual members. As members of democratic societies our aim should be to promote in our own way in our respective walks of life the ethical principles on which our polity is based. It is forgotten that democracy entails moral obligations. Let me recall the words of Louis D Brandeis, the great American judge: “Democracy in any sphere is a serious undertaking. It substitutes self-restraint for external restraint. It is more difficult to maintain than to achieve. It demands continuous sacrifice by the individual and more exigent obedience to the moral law than any other form of government. Success in any democratic undertaking must proceed from the individual. It is possible only where the process of perfecting the individual is pursued” [emphasis supplied].

It is impossible to speak of Ethics without mentioning corruption, a subject which has been debated and discussed endlessly. Ethical norms and values cannot meaningfully exist in a society which is riddled with corruption. It is not generally realized that the consequences of acts of corruption are not confined to the giver and taker of bribes who are both contaminated but adversely affect the general community. Corruption hits us in every walk of life. One notable feature of corruption is its universality. Corruption observes the principle of equality and is not guilty of discrimination on the ground of race, religion, sex, nationality or ethnic origin.

There is yet not sufficient realization that corruption is not merely a matter of aggrandizement of the bank accounts of the corrupt officials or the individuals who are its beneficiaries. It is a potent source of violation of human rights, especially economic and social rights. By diverting scarce resources to low or non-priorities, corruption is in large part responsible for the neglect of basic human rights such as food, health, shelter and education. In a country where the choice of priorities and projects is motivated by corruption its genuine developmental priorities are sacrificed in favour of projects that are useless and unviable and which are undertaken solely for the benefit of the corrupt officials and the companies or corporations which are the gainers from these acts. For example, where contracts for construction of dams or bridges or roads are awarded because of corrupt motives to incompetent parties at higher rates. Furthermore on account of corrupt actions the persons rightly entitled to the award of a contract are deprived of their legitimate entitlement and expectations. Consequently their human rights to equal treatment and fair opportunity are violated. 

The argument of deference to cultures prevailing in different countries is specious and really a pretext for condoning corruption. International businessmen, particularly in the North, often justify their actions in paying bribes and corrupting officials by saying that in the South corruption is part of their culture. It is shocking that in some countries payments for bribes are allowed as permissible income tax deductions. This would clearly imply governmental acceptance of bribe giving. This reprehensible attitude which regards corruption as part of the culture of a country must be eliminated. The OECD Convention has remedied this sordid phenomenon to some extent.
There are various laws to deal with the cancer of corruption. But what is singularly lacking is enactment of laws which effectively empower the freezing, seizure and confiscation of the illicitly acquired wealth of persons found guilty of corruption wherever the wealth may be located and by whomsoever it may be held. It is essential that corruption must not pay, that the corrupt should not enjoy the fruits of their misdeeds and must be deprived of their wealth acquired by illegal and corrupt means. Mere fines and jail terms are not sufficient deterrents. Nothing is more damaging to the rule of law than the corrupt gentry doing a short spell in prison and then quietly picking up the benefits of their illicitly acquired assets, conveniently registered in the name of their family, friends or sometimes even their lawyers. When the criminal trials of persons for crimes of corruption take inordinately long time or result in acquittal because of technicalities of law of evidence, the frustration and dismay of the common person are total and that gradually leads to disillusionment with and loss of faith in democracy.
Now you will wonder why I have been expatiating on corruption when the subject is ethics in a democratic society. The reason is that history teaches us that a society whose ethical base is contaminated disintegrates and ultimately collapses. Moreover the public needs to be educated about the lethal effects of the corruption on the human rights of the people, how it corrodes the fabric of every society, and ultimately leads to its decay. May I refer to certain relevant extracts from the Report (1999) on ‘The Crisis of Governance’ prepared by the Mahbub Ul Haq Human Development Centre:

“It is a cruel injustice when the economy is continually raped by corrupt officials and politicians, by drug mafias, by loan defaulters, by those who misappropriate state patronage … and they are creating new, unethical norms which destroy the very fabric of a society” (emphasis supplied).
Social justice is the signature tune of our Constitution and has unmistakable ethical implications and entails ethical obligations. The foremost is to eliminate the injustice which stems from vast disparities in income and wealth amongst our people. Let me remind you of the speech by Dr. Ambedkar in the Constituent Assembly as it concluded its deliberations on the framing of our Constitution. Dr. Ambedkar stressed that political democracy cannot last unless there lies at the base of it social democracy. He asked: “What does social democracy mean? It means a way of life which recognizes liberty, equality and fraternity as the principles of life …”. Thereafter in resounding words he declared:


“On the 26th January 1950, we are going to enter into a life of contradictions. In politics we will have equality and in social and economic life we will have inequality. In politics we will be recognising the principle of one man one vote and one vote one value. In our social and economic life, we shall by reason of our social and economic structure, continue to deny the principle of one man one value. How long shall we continue to deny equality in our social and economic life? If we continue to deny it for long, we will do so only by putting our political democracy in peril. We must remove this contradiction at the earliest possible moment else those who suffer from inequality will blow up the structure of democracy which this Constituent Assembly has so laboriously built up”.

The anguished concerns of Dr. Ambedkar continue to haunt us. Wide disparities in wealth and income persist and may be accentuated in the wake of unregulated globalization. Social justice, the signature tune of our Constitution, is still a teasing illusion. Unfortunately we have got used to this life of contradictions. But if we do not end this grave malady, Dr. Ambedkar’s grave apprehensions may well materialize.

The current inequity of the global community is vividly brought out in the United Nations Development Report 1999. It records that the 200 richest people in the world in the four years upto 1998 more than doubled their net worth to one trillion dollars. It is shameful that today a plutocrat can easily afford to buy a flat in Mumbai for Rs.20 crores when the vast majority of our people have to struggle to make two ends meet and hardly have the means to acquire a single tenement. A society in which such a state of affairs exists is intrinsically iniquitous and unethical. It is also detrimental and poses dangers to democratic societies as Dr. Ambedkar vividly pointed in his speech to which I have referred.  
There has been endless debate about globalization. It is a mistake to conceptualize globalisation in purely economic terms. Globalisation in itself is neither good nor bad. It would depend on what use is made of it. Utmost vigilance is necessary to ensure that globalisation does not accentuate marginalisation of the weak and the vulnerable, nor widen the disparities in wealth and income. It must conform to the basic elements of social justice. Our effort should be, recalling the words of Pope John Paul, “to ensure that the winner in this process will be humanity as a whole, not just a wealthy elite that controls science, technology, communication and the planet’s resources to the detriment of the vast majority of its people”.
A real difficulty for any democracy is how to maintain high ethical ideals. The individuals who compose it are generally persons who need to follow an ideal, not to set one. What we are facing is an acute crisis of moral leadership. We search in vain for a person who embodies essential ethical values and who can provide inspiration to the people. The crying need is for men and women who will relentlessly struggle against the onslaught of materialism and corruption, personalities who are sound and profound enough to generate ethical ideals which radiate from them as a force and thereby impart a fresh intellectual, spiritual and ethical dimension to our democracy, democracy in the land of Buddha, Vivekananda, Tagore and Gandhi.

We must allow re-entry into our private and public lives of the ideals of truth, goodness and decency. It seems that we have banished these ideals and regard them as the silly slogans of impractical people and we are paying a price for that banishment manifested in the collapse of values in several walks of life. 


At the present critical juncture in our nation’s history our foremost priority should be to restore the spirit of service and sacrifice which was displayed by our leaders in the past but has now become a scarce commodity. In the past it would have been unthinkable that in our Parliament and in the State legislatures there would be persons with criminal records and proven anti-social antecedents. Today let us take a pledge that in the coming elections we shall not vote for such persons nor for the party which sponsors them.


In view of our experience of the working of our democratic system and institutions and the caliber and character of our Members of Parliament and State legislatures what I have said would appear to be meaningless and fanciful!! But that is all the more reason that our resolute aim should be for restoration of ethical values in our society. 
There is no reason for fatalistic despair. All is not lost so long as we have our youth who still retain idealism, who have preserved belief in the values of honesty and decency, and on whom the prison gates of the materialistic world have not yet closed. The present situation is grave but not hopeless. Let me give you one example which would dispel cynicism. A person in the Customs Collectorate brought home all kinds of attractive items as gifts for the family. His only daughter was not enthused, rather unhappy. Why? Because she knew that her father who earned Rs.8,000/- or so a month could have never got these things by honest means. So she said: “Father, I am not happy. I would rather not have them”. The father was shamed and embraced his daughter with a rekindled resolution of practising honesty. What an incredible example. It redeems our faith in the goodness of humanity and in our youth.


Sceptics and cynics may dismiss what I have said as foolishly optimistic, impractical and utopian. May be. But please remember that a map of the world which does not contain Utopia is not even worth glancing at. Progress is the realization of Utopias. And let our map never be without Utopias based on sound ethical principles.
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