Moral Imperative to Combat Corruption

Corruption in India remains deeply entrenched, eroding governance and public trust. Scandals such as
illegal coal levies in Chhattisgarh, money laundering by IAS officers in states like Jharkhand and
Kerala, and corporate malpractice, including the Satyam scandal and recent alleged bribery cases in
major private companies under investigation by the Anti-Corruption Bureau of Maharashtra Police,
highlight systemic corruption. These cases reflect the pervasive abuses of power for personal gain.

These incidents echo Kautilya's timeless observation in the Arthashastra - “Just as fish moving under
water cannot possibly be found out either as drinking or not drinking water, government servants
employed in government work cannot be found out while taking-money for themselves.” This profound
analogy underscores the subtle and pervasive nature of corruption. It demands a holistic examination
of corruption to devise effective solutions that can uphold integrity, equity, and justice.

What are the Ethical Dimensions of Corruption?

Violation of Trust: Corruption betrays the public's trust by allowing officials to misuse power for
personal gain, undermining confidence in governance.
o Corruption also reflects skewed power dynamics that harm societal fairness, erode
trust in institutions, and violate ethical principles of integrity, accountability,
and justice, undermining the collective well-being and moral fabric of society.
o Public servants are entrusted with power and resources to serve the community, and
using those resources for personal gain is a breach of ethical responsibility.
=_Subversion of Rule of Law: Corruption erodes the rule of law, creating a system where laws
are applied selectively. This weakens judicial integrity and denies citizens the protection of a fair
and impartial legal system.Unfairness and Inequality: Corruption fosters inequality by creating
unfair advantages for those who can pay bribes, while putting those in disadvantaged positions
who cannot.
o This distorts access to basic services, economic opportunities, and justice, leading
to a society where merit and need are sidelined.
= Exploitation of Vulnerability: Corruption often exploits vulnerable individuals or groups,
coercing them into paying bribes or accepting unethical practices, thereby violating the principle
of fairness and justice in society.
o |t increases the burden on marginalized populations, worsening their situation.
= Compromise of Moral Integrity: For individuals involved in corruption, there is often a
compromise of personal integrity.
o Accepting or offering bribes corrupts one's moral values and erodes ethical standards,
both at an individual and institutional level.
= Undermines Social Responsibility: Corruption shifts the focus from collective societal well-
being to individual gain.
o Ethically, it reflects a disregard for the common good and undermines a sense of
responsibility to society as a whole.
= Impedes Development and Progress: Corruption stifles economic development by diverting
public resources, encouraging inefficiency, and discouraging investment.
o From an ethical standpoint, this hinders social progress and creates a culture of
stagnation, preventing society from achieving its potential.

What are Various Philosophical Perspectives on Corruption?



= Kautilya’s Realpolitik Approach: Kautilya acknowledged the inevitability of corruption in
governance and emphasized prevention through systemic vigilance.

o His methods, such as regular audits and surprise inspections, remain relevant as
preemptive strategies against misuse of power.

= Economic Inequality and Corruption: Joseph Stiglitz, a Nobel laureate economist, highlights
the connection between wealth concentration and systemic corruption.

o He argues that policies often favor the elite, creating a feedback loop where corruption
and inequality reinforce each other.

= Robert Klitgaard’s Corruption Equation: Klitgaard's equation (C = M + D - A) highlights the
role of Monopoly (M), Discretion (D), and lack of Accountability (A) in fostering corruption.

o This framework underscores the need to reduce excessive discretion and enhance
institutional oversight.

= Violation of Social Contract: Corruption undermines the social contract between citizens and
officials.

o Public servants are entrusted with authority to serve the public good, when they exploit
this trust for personal gain, they breach this moral contract, weakening public faith in
democratic institutions.

o Experts argue that a legitimate government rests on mutual trust, and corruption erodes
this, leading to public disillusionment and destabilizing the system.

= Utilitarian Critique: From a utilitarian perspective, corruption harms societal welfare by
diverting resources from essential services like healthcare and education.

o Corruption prioritizes private gain over the public good, causing inequality and reducing
overall well-being, thereby violating the principle of promoting societal happiness.

= Deontological View: In deontological ethics, the focus is on duty and moral obligations, where
actions are considered right or wrong based on whether they align with specific ethical rules or
laws, regardless of the consequences.

o Corruption, by exploiting resources for personal benefit, fails to respect this duty, treating
people as means rather than ends and violating fundamental ethical responsibilities.

= Virtue Ethics: Virtue ethics emphasizes the cultivation of moral character, such as honesty,
selflessness, and accountability.

o Corruption replaces these virtues with greed and self-interest, undermining the ethical
quality of leadership.

What are Major Hindrances in Combatting Corruption?

= Cultural Normalization of Corruption:

o Cultural Acceptance: Cultural acceptance of corruption undermines the ethical
foundation of governance and social trust.

e When corruption is ingrained in societal norms, it becomes harder to challenge,
making societal vigilance crucial to uproot these practices and restore ethical
conduct.

e When society prioritizes results over ethics, honest officers face unfair stigma,
labeled as timid and impractical. Their integrity is misconstrued as inefficiency,
while corrupt practices are wrongly celebrated as pragmatic solutions.

e This undermines ethical values such as honesty, trustworthiness, and
transparency in both public and private life.

o Lack of Trust in Institutions: When corruption is widespread, people lose faith in
government institutions and law enforcement, making them more likely to participate
in or tolerate corrupt practices.

e This creates a vicious cycle where the public either indirectly or directly becomes
complicit in perpetuating corruption, seeing it as unavoidable or even beneficial.

= Weak Accountability Mechanisms:

o Weak Enforcement of Anti-Corruption Laws: Although laws like the Prevention of
Corruption Act exist, their enforcement is hampered by systemic inefficiencies and
political interference, allowing offenders to evade accountability.

* Legal provisions like RTlI empower accountability, but limited awareness and
resistance hinder impact.

e Despite strong anti-corruption laws in the private sector, enforcement



challenges persist, requiring better implementation mechanisms.
o Lack of Effective Oversight: One of the major obstacles in combating corruption is the
weakness of accountability mechanisms in government and corporate sectors.

¢ Auditing processes, investigations, and punitive actions often lack
transparency, allowing corrupt activities to go unnoticed or unpunished.

o Impunity for Corrupt Actors: In many cases, corrupt individuals, especially those in
positions of power, enjoy impunity due to their political or financial influence.

e Legal systems may be inefficient, slow, or compromised by bribes, making it
difficult to prosecute corruption cases effectively. This sends the message that
corruption is risk-free and fosters a sense of injustice among the public.

o Lack of Whistleblower Protection: The absence of proper whistleblower protection
laws prevents individuals from reporting corruption due to fear of retaliation.

e Without the support of legal frameworks, whistleblowers are often silenced or
punished, weakening the system's ability to root out corruption.

What Should Be the Way Forward to Combat Corruption?

= Second Administrative Reforms Commission (ARC):
o Anti-corruption agencies must be granted institutional autonomy, sufficient resources,
and protection from political interference to effectively tackle corruption.
o Limiting discretionary powers of public officials ensures that decisions are made based
on established rules, reducing opportunities for corrupt practices.
o Empowering citizens through social audits and citizen charters allows communities to
hold officials accountable, enhancing transparency and trust in public service delivery.
= World Bank Recommendations:
o To combat corruption, implementing e-governance can enhance transparency by
digitizing public services, reducing human intervention and improving efficiency.
o Public awareness campaigns are essential in educating citizens about the long-term
consequences of corruption, empowering them to resist and report unethical practices.
o Additionally, recognizing and rewarding ethical behavior among public officials through
career advancement and recognition can create strong incentives for integrity, fostering a
culture of accountability and honesty within the system.
= Recommendations by Various Thinkers:
o Kautilya emphasized the importance of regular monitoring, audits, and surprise
inspections to detect and deter corruption at its roots.
o Robert Klitgaard suggests combating corruption by reducing monopoly of power,
limiting discretion, and enhancing accountability.
o Joseph Stiglitz advocates for improving transparency, by addressing economic
inequality, and strengthening institutions to prevent corruption by tackling both its
structural and economic causes.

Conclusion

Corruption is a complex challenge that requires a multidimensional response. By strengthening
legal frameworks, incorporating philosophical insights like "000 O000O00OO OOO" (Where there is
righteousness, there is victory) into action, and fostering societal vigilance, it is possible to mitigate its
impact. Restoring public trust through ethical governance, transparency, and accountability will
pave the way for a more equitable and just society. When leaders embody honesty, accountability,
and fairness, their ethical conduct shapes institutional practices and inspires integrity throughout the
organizational hierarchy. So, combating corruption is not just a legal imperative but a moral obligation
demanding collective action.
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