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Indian thinkers

Mahatma Gandhi ETHICS

Ends and means are one. Gandhi held that a good goal cannot be reached by bad methods, because the means
shape the result. In public life, judge a policy by how it is carried out, not only by what it promises.

Satyagraha as moral pressure. He turned nonviolent resistance into a method: accept suffering rather than inflict
it, and win the opponent over instead of defeating them. It shows that moral courage can be a practical political
tool.

Trusteeship and the last person. Gandhi asked the wealthy to see themselves as trustees of their wealth for
society. His test for any decision was its effect on the poorest person it touches, a useful lens for welfare and
governance answers.

B. R. Ambedkar ETHICS

Constitutional morality. Ambedkar argued that a constitution works only if leaders and citizens respect its spirit,
not just its words. Institutions need a culture of restraint, fair process and respect for dissent to survive.
Political and social democracy. He warned that one person, one vote means little if society stays deeply unequal.
Political equality must be matched by social and economic equality, or democracy rests on a contradiction.
Educate, organise, agitate. Ambedkar saw education as the first step to dignity for the excluded, followed by
collective organisation and peaceful struggle. Empowerment comes from within a community, not only from
charity outside it.

Kautilya GOVERNANCE

The ruler's duty is welfare. Kautilya wrote that the king's happiness lies in the happiness of his subjects. Power is
justified by the security and prosperity it delivers, an early statement of welfare-based governance.
Saptanga: seven limbs of the state. He described the state as seven linked parts: ruler, ministers, territory, fort,
treasury, army and allies. Weakness in one limb weakens all, so administration must be seen as a whole system.
Guarding against corruption. Kautilya compared officials to fish in water: hard to tell when they drink. He
recommended audits, spies, rotation and penalties, showing that integrity needs systems, not only good intentions.

Rabindranath Tagore PHILOSOPHY

Education in freedom. Tagore founded Santiniketan to teach in open air, close to nature and the arts, rather than
by rote. He believed learning should awaken curiosity and creativity, not just prepare people for exams.
Beyond narrow nationalism. He criticised nationalism that worships the nation above humanity. Love of country,
for Tagore, should open into respect for all peoples, a useful counterweight in essays on identity.
Universal humanism. Tagore saw the meeting of cultures as enriching, not threatening. He pictured a society of
unafraid minds and freely shared learning, undivided by narrow prejudice.

Sri Aurobindo INDIAN PHILOSOPHY

Integral education. Aurobindo argued that education should develop the whole person: body, emotions, intellect
and spirit. A teacher is a guide who helps each learner grow along their own nature, not a supplier of facts.
Evolution of consciousness. He saw human life as part of a long evolution toward higher consciousness. Personal
growth and social progress are linked, so inner change matters for outer change.
From nationalism to human unity. Starting as a revolutionary nationalist, he later wrote about the gradual unity
of humankind. National freedom, in his view, was a step toward wider human cooperation.
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Basavanna INDIAN PHILOSOPHY

Kayaka: dignity of labour. The 12th-century reformer taught that honest work of any kind is a form of worship.
No occupation is lowly when done sincerely, which challenged caste-based hierarchies of work.

Anubhava Mantapa. Basavanna created a hall of spiritual experience where people of all castes and genders
debated openly. It is often cited as an early model of democratic, inclusive deliberation.
Dasoha: sharing what you earn. He asked people to share surplus with the community rather than hoard it.
Earning through work and giving through service formed one ethical cycle.

Emperor Ashoka GOVERNANCE

Conquest by righteousness. After the bloodshed of the Kalinga war, Ashoka turned away from military conquest
toward governing by moral principles. It is a classic example of a leader changing course after confronting the
human cost of power.
Welfare as state policy. His edicts describe wells, rest houses, shade trees and medical care for people and
animals. Ashoka treated public welfare as a core duty of the state, not a favour.

Tolerance among faiths. The edicts urge respect for all religious groups and restraint in criticising others' beliefs.
Ashoka saw harmony among communities as essential to a stable empire.

Kabir INDIAN PHILOSOPHY

Truth over ritual. Kabir mocked empty rituals in every religion and asked people to seek truth through sincere
inner experience. Outward show does not make anyone good.
One humanity. He rejected divisions of caste and creed, insisting that the same divine spark lives in everyone. His
verses are still used to argue for social harmony.

Speak plainly. Kabir wrote in the everyday language of ordinary people, not in scholarly Sanskrit or Persian. Ideas
reach more people when they are said simply and directly.

Raja Ram Mohan Roy SOCIETY

Reason in religion. Roy argued that religious practice should pass the test of reason and conscience. He founded
the Brahmo Samaj to reform worship and drop practices he saw as harmful.
Campaign against sati. He used scripture, public argument and petitions to campaign against widow burning,
which was banned in 1829. Social reform can combine moral appeal with legal change.

Modern education and free press. Roy supported teaching science and English alongside Indian learning, and
defended press freedom. He saw an informed public as the basis of progress.

Jyotirao Phule SOCIETY

Education as liberation. Phule opened schools for girls and for children of oppressed castes in the 1840s and
1850s. He saw education as the key that unlocks every other kind of freedom.
Satyashodhak Samaj. He founded the Society of Truth Seekers to challenge caste hierarchy and priestly control.
Reform, in his view, needed organised social action, not only individual goodwill.

Farmers' dignity. Phule wrote about the exploitation of cultivators by moneylenders and officials. His concern for
the farmer's burden remains relevant in debates on rural distress.
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Savitribai Phule SOCIETY

India's first women teachers. Savitribai taught girls in Pune despite public abuse, and is remembered as one of
India's first women teachers. Courage in the face of ridicule is part of reform.

Care for the vulnerable. She ran shelters for widows and pregnant women at risk, and cared for plague victims,
dying of plague herself in 1897. Service meant personal risk, not distant charity.
Poetry as protest. Her poems urged women and the oppressed to seek education and self-respect. Simple writing
can carry powerful social messages.

Jawaharlal Nehru GOVERNANCE

Scientific temper. Nehru urged Indians to approach problems with reason, evidence and an open mind. The idea
later entered the Constitution as a fundamental duty.

Building institutions. He backed dams, steel plants, IITs and research labs as foundations of a modern state. Long-
term institutions matter more than short-term gains.
Non-alignment. Nehru argued that newly free nations should not join either Cold War bloc. Strategic autonomy
lets a country decide issues on their merits.

Vallabhbhai Patel GOVERNANCE

Integrating the nation. Patel brought over 500 princely states into the Indian Union through persuasion,
negotiation and firmness where needed. Unity was built step by step, not assumed.

Steel frame of India. He defended an all-India civil service that would be neutral, competent and free to give frank
advice. A strong state needs officials who can say no to their ministers.
Practical leadership. Patel was known for decisive action and attention to detail. Vision matters, but so does the
hard work of execution.

Maulana Abul Kalam Azad SOCIETY

Composite nationalism. Azad argued that Indian identity was shared by all its communities, each enriching the
other. Pluralism was a source of strength, not a weakness.

Education for all. As India's first education minister, he backed free primary education and founded institutions
such as the UGC and IITs. Education was the base of a free nation.
Reason and faith. A religious scholar himself, Azad held that faith and reason could coexist. He used learning to
argue against sectarian division.

Amartya Sen ECONOMICS

Capability approach. Sen argued that development should be judged by what people are actually able to do and
be, not only by income. Health, education and freedom are both ends and means.

No famine in a functioning democracy. He observed that famines rarely occur where there is a free press and
elections, because governments must respond. Information and accountability save lives.
Argumentative tradition. Sen highlighted India's long history of public debate and tolerance of disagreement.
Reasoned argument is part of Indian heritage, not a foreign import.

A. P. J. Abdul Kalam LEADERSHIP

Dream, then work for it. Kalam urged young people to set big goals and pursue them with discipline. Dreams that
guide daily effort, not idle wishes, are what change lives.

Leadership as taking responsibility. He described a leader as someone who takes the blame for failure and shares
credit for success with the team. Trust grows when leaders protect their people.
Science for society. From rockets to low-cost medical devices, Kalam pushed technology that served ordinary
citizens. Innovation is measured by who it helps.
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Gopal Krishna Gokhale GOVERNANCE

Spiritualising public life. Gokhale founded the Servants of India Society to train people who would serve the
nation with integrity and simplicity. Public service needs character as much as skill.

Constitutional methods. He believed in reform through argument, petitions and gradual change within
institutions. Patient, evidence-based persuasion can move power.
Primary education. Gokhale introduced a bill for free and compulsory primary education in 1911. It failed then
but anticipated later rights to education.

Mahavira INDIAN PHILOSOPHY

Ahimsa in thought and act. Mahavira taught nonviolence toward all living beings, in action, word and thought. It
is among the strictest ethical codes and influenced Gandhi.

Anekantavada: many-sidedness. Truth has many sides, and each view may capture only part of it. Humility about
one's own position helps in debate and conflict resolution.
Aparigraha: non-possession. He urged limiting possessions and attachment. Fewer wants mean less greed, less
conflict and more freedom.

Adi Shankaracharya INDIAN PHILOSOPHY

Non-duality. Shankara taught that the individual self and ultimate reality are one, and separation is an illusion of
ignorance. Seeing oneness can ground compassion for others.

Knowledge liberates. Liberation comes through discrimination between the lasting and the passing, and through
self-inquiry. Understanding, not ritual alone, frees the mind.
Unity across a subcontinent. He travelled widely and set up monasteries in four corners of India. Ideas and
institutions can knit a diverse land together.

Guru Nanak INDIAN PHILOSOPHY

Honest work, sharing, remembrance. Nanak's teaching rests on earning honestly, sharing with others and
keeping the divine in mind. Ethics is lived in daily work, not withdrawn from it.

Langar: the common kitchen. Everyone sits together to eat in the Sikh community kitchen, regardless of caste,
religion or status. Shared meals are a practical way to break down hierarchy.
Equality of women and all castes. Nanak rejected caste distinctions and spoke for the dignity of women. Spiritual
equality had social consequences.

Vinoba Bhave SOCIETY

Bhoodan: land gift movement. Vinoba walked village to village asking landowners to give land to the landless,
collecting millions of acres in pledges. Moral persuasion can redistribute resources without force.

Sarvodaya: welfare of all. He built on Gandhi's idea that progress must lift everyone, starting with the weakest.
Development that leaves people behind is incomplete.
Service through simplicity. Vinoba lived simply and walked rather than ride. A leader's own example gives weight
to their appeal.

Sri Narayana Guru SOCIETY

One caste, one faith, one God for all. The Kerala reformer taught that all humans are of one kind. He opposed
caste divisions and consecrated temples open to all.

Educate and organise. He urged communities to gain education and organise for self-improvement. Social reform
worked through schools, temples and cooperatives.
Reform without hatred. Narayana Guru challenged injustice without calling for revenge. Lasting change can
come from building up the oppressed rather than tearing down others.

powerthoughts.in/exams · free daily practice · page 5



E. V. Ramasamy SOCIETY

Self-Respect Movement. Periyar campaigned for dignity for those treated as lower by caste. Self-respect, he
argued, was the foundation of every other right.

Rationalism. He asked people to question customs and beliefs that could not be justified by reason. Critical
thinking was a tool for social change.
Rights of women. Periyar supported widow remarriage, women's property rights and an end to child marriage.
Gender equality was central to his reform agenda.

Emperor Akbar GOVERNANCE

Peace with all. Akbar's policy of sulh-i-kul aimed at harmony among religious communities in a diverse empire.
Stability rested on tolerance.

Dialogue among faiths. He hosted debates among scholars of many religions at his Ibadat Khana. Listening across
differences informed policy.
Merit in administration. Akbar's mansabdari system ranked officials by service and capacity, and he abolished the
pilgrim tax and jizya. Inclusive policy can widen a ruler's base of support.

Swami Dayananda Saraswati SOCIETY

Reform through reason. Dayananda urged a return to Vedic teaching as he understood it, rejecting idol worship
and ritualism. He used scripture itself to argue for reform.

Against caste by birth. He held that a person's standing should depend on merit and conduct, not birth. This
challenged hereditary privilege.
Education and women. The Arya Samaj set up schools, including for girls. Education was the road to social
renewal.

Global thinkers

Immanuel Kant ETHICS

Act on rules you could make universal. Kant's test for a choice is whether you could want everyone in your
position to act the same way. If a rule fails when everyone follows it, such as lying when convenient, it is wrong.

People are ends, never mere means. Treat every person as valuable in themselves, not only as a tool for your
goals. This idea underpins human dignity and informed consent.
Good will and duty. For Kant, an act is morally worthy when done because it is right, not for reward or fear. A
civil servant who stays honest when no one is watching shows this kind of will.

Jeremy Bentham ETHICS

Utility as the measure. Bentham judged actions and laws by their effects on pleasure and pain for everyone
affected. Policy should aim for the greatest happiness of the greatest number.

Everyone counts equally. In his calculation each person's happiness counts as one, no more and no less. This made
utilitarianism a reforming force against privilege.
Reform by design. He proposed practical reforms to prisons, law and administration based on outcomes. Ask what
a rule actually achieves, not what tradition says.
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John Rawls ETHICS

The veil of ignorance. Rawls asked what rules people would choose if they did not know their own place in
society. Behind that veil, we would pick rules fair to everyone.

The difference principle. Inequalities are acceptable only if they improve the position of the least advantaged. A
good test for welfare schemes and tax policy.
Basic liberties first. Equal basic freedoms, such as speech and conscience, come before economic gains. They
should not be traded away for growth.

Hannah Arendt ETHICS

The banality of evil. Watching the trial of a Nazi official, Arendt saw that great harm can come from ordinary
people following orders without thinking. Bureaucracy can numb conscience.

Thinking as a moral act. She argued that pausing to think about what we are doing is a defence against
wrongdoing. Officials must keep asking whether an order is right.
Public life and action. Arendt valued citizens acting together in public. Freedom is exercised, not just possessed.

Thomas Hobbes GOVERNANCE

Life without government. Hobbes argued that without a common authority, life would be insecure and brutal for
everyone. People accept rules to escape constant fear.
The social contract. Citizens give up some freedom to a sovereign in exchange for security. Legitimacy rests on
the state's ability to keep peace.
Order as a precondition. Rights and prosperity depend on basic security first. A useful lens for essays on law and
order.

John Locke GOVERNANCE

Natural rights. Locke held that people have rights to life, liberty and property that exist before government. The
state exists to protect them.
Government by consent. Legitimate authority comes from the consent of the governed. If a government abuses its
trust, people may change it.
Toleration. He argued that the state should not force belief, because true faith cannot be compelled. An early case
for religious freedom.

Jean-Jacques Rousseau GOVERNANCE

The general will. Rousseau argued that legitimate laws express the common good that citizens would choose
together, not just the sum of private interests.
Freedom through participation. Citizens are free when they obey laws they helped make. Active participation
keeps democracy alive.
Civilisation and inequality. He suggested that private property and social comparison bred inequality and vanity.
Progress can carry hidden costs.

Adam Smith ECONOMICS

Division of labour. Smith showed how splitting work into specialised tasks multiplies productivity. Trade and
specialisation create wealth.
The invisible hand. People pursuing their own gain in competitive markets can benefit society without intending
to. Markets coordinate millions of decisions.
Moral sentiments. Before economics, Smith wrote about sympathy and the impartial spectator inside us. He saw
markets as resting on trust and moral norms.
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Max Weber GOVERNANCE

Ideal bureaucracy. Weber described an efficient administration built on rules, hierarchy, written records and merit-
based appointment. Impersonal rules make government predictable and fair.

Three types of authority. Authority can rest on tradition, charisma or legal-rational rules. Modern states depend on
the last.
Ethics of conviction and responsibility. A leader must balance acting on principle with responsibility for
consequences. Good intentions do not excuse bad outcomes.

Karl Marx ECONOMICS

Class conflict. Marx saw history as shaped by struggles between classes over who controls production. Economic
interests influence politics and ideas.

Alienation. Workers who have no control over their work or its product can feel estranged from it and from
themselves. Meaningful work matters for dignity.
Critique of capitalism. He argued that capitalism generates great wealth but also crises and inequality. His critique
still informs debates on labour rights.

Martin Luther King Jr. ETHICS

Nonviolent direct action. King adapted Gandhian methods to the US civil rights struggle. Peaceful protest
exposed injustice and won public support.

Unjust laws. He argued that people have a moral duty to disobey laws that degrade human dignity, openly and
accepting the penalty.
The beloved community. King's aim was reconciliation, not revenge. Justice should end in friendship between
former opponents.

Nelson Mandela LEADERSHIP

Forgiveness as strategy. After 27 years in prison, Mandela chose reconciliation over revenge. It helped South
Africa avoid civil war.

Truth before healing. The Truth and Reconciliation Commission let victims be heard and offered amnesty for full
confession. Societies need truth to move on.
Lead from behind. Mandela compared good leaders to shepherds who let the flock move ahead while guiding it.
Leaders empower others.

Mary Wollstonecraft SOCIETY

Reason belongs to all. Wollstonecraft argued that women seem less capable only because they are denied
education. Given equal schooling, they would show equal reason.

Education as equality. She called for national education open to both sexes. Equality starts in the classroom.
Virtue needs independence. People cannot be truly good if they are dependent and powerless. Independence is a
moral, not only economic, issue.

Peter Singer ETHICS

The drowning child. Singer asks: if you would ruin your clothes to save a child drowning nearby, why not give to
save distant lives? Distance does not reduce moral duty.
Equal consideration of interests. Suffering counts equally whoever experiences it, including animals. This
underlies animal welfare arguments.
Give effectively. Choose causes where money does the most good, based on evidence. Compassion should be
smart as well as sincere.
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Robert Nozick GOVERNANCE

Entitlement theory. Nozick argued that a distribution is just if it came from fair acquisition and voluntary
transfers. Justice is about history, not patterns.

The minimal state. He defended a state limited to protecting rights and enforcing contracts. Anything more, he
argued, risks violating liberty.
The experience machine. Would you plug into a machine giving perfect pleasant experiences? Most would not,
suggesting we value reality and achievement, not just feelings.

Martha Nussbaum ETHICS

A list of central capabilities. Nussbaum lists essentials such as life, health, education, play and political voice that
every person should have. A just society secures a threshold of each.

Emotions in public life. She argues that emotions like compassion are needed for a decent society. Public
institutions can nurture them.
Women and development. Her fieldwork, including in India, shows how gender shapes capabilities. Policy must
look at what each person can actually do.

David Hume PHILOSOPHY

Reason serves the passions. Hume argued that reason tells us how to get what we want but cannot by itself tell us
what to want. Feelings drive moral judgment.

Is and ought. You cannot derive what should be purely from what is. Facts alone do not settle values, a key point
in policy debates.
Custom and habit. Much of our belief rests on habit rather than proof. Healthy scepticism keeps us humble.

Simone de Beauvoir SOCIETY

Women as the other. De Beauvoir argued that society defines men as the norm and women in relation to them.
Recognising this is the first step to equality.
Becoming, not born. Gender roles are learned through upbringing and expectation rather than fixed by nature.
What is learned can be changed.
Freedom and responsibility. Each person must take responsibility for creating their life. Oppression limits that
freedom and must be challenged.

Albert Schweitzer ETHICS

Reverence for life. Schweitzer held that ethics begins with respect for all living things. Preserving and promoting
life is good; harming it needlessly is evil.
Service as gratitude. A musician and theologian, he trained as a doctor and ran a hospital in Gabon. Privilege
brings a duty to serve.
Live your ethics. He let his work speak for his beliefs. Example persuades more than argument.

Hans Jonas ETHICS

Responsibility to the future. Jonas argued that modern technology's power to affect distant generations requires a
new ethics of responsibility. We must act so that human life can continue.
Heuristics of fear. When consequences may be catastrophic and irreversible, give extra weight to the bad scenario.
A basis for the precautionary principle.

Technology is not neutral. Powerful tools reshape what we do and value. Ethical review must keep pace with
innovation, a theme for essays on AI and biotechnology.
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Rachel Carson SOCIETY

Ecology is connected. Carson showed how pesticides moved through food chains, harming birds and threatening
people. Nature is a web, and damage spreads.

Public right to know. She argued citizens deserve to know the risks of chemicals used around them. Transparency
is part of environmental justice.
Science and courage. Despite industry attacks, Carson's careful evidence led to regulation. Speaking truth to
power needs both rigour and nerve.

Elinor Ostrom ECONOMICS

Commons need not be tragic. Ostrom found communities worldwide that manage forests, fisheries and water
sustainably without privatisation or state control.

Design principles. Successful commons have clear boundaries, local rules, monitoring, graded sanctions and ways
to resolve conflict. These apply to panchayats and cooperatives.
Polycentric governance. Many overlapping centres of decision-making can work better than a single authority.
Local knowledge matters.

Isaiah Berlin PHILOSOPHY

Negative and positive liberty. Negative liberty is freedom from interference; positive liberty is the capacity to
shape your life. Policy debates often turn on which matters more.

Value pluralism. Important values like liberty, equality and security can genuinely conflict. Wisdom lies in
balancing them, not pretending one always wins.
Beware utopias. Grand plans to force everyone toward one ideal have justified terrible acts. Humility about final
answers protects freedom.

Friedrich Hayek ECONOMICS

Dispersed knowledge. Hayek argued that knowledge is spread among millions of people, and prices gather it in a
way no planner can. Central planning misses local information.

Spontaneous order. Language, markets and common law grew from human action, not design. Complex orders
can emerge without a single designer.
Rule of law. Government should act through general, known rules, not case-by-case commands. Predictability
protects freedom.

Jürgen Habermas SOCIETY

The public sphere. Habermas described spaces where citizens discuss common affairs as equals. A healthy
democracy needs such open forums.

Communicative rationality. Legitimate decisions come from reasoned dialogue where the better argument wins,
not power or money.
Deliberative democracy. Policies gain legitimacy when those affected can take part in discussing them.
Consultation is more than a formality.

Administrators and reformers
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T. N. Seshan GOVERNANCE

Use the powers you already have. As Chief Election Commissioner from 1990, Seshan enforced the model code
of conduct strictly, showing that existing rules can transform an institution when applied without fear.

Neutrality earns trust. He took on parties across the spectrum, which made his actions harder to dismiss as
partisan. Even-handedness is an official's best protection.
Institutions are made by people. The Election Commission's authority grew because one officer insisted on it.
Leadership can strengthen an institution beyond its formal design.

E. Sreedharan GOVERNANCE

Deadlines are promises. Sreedharan restored the cyclone-hit Pamban bridge in 46 days in 1964 and later delivered
the Delhi Metro's early phases ahead of schedule. Public trust grows when projects finish on time.

Autonomy with accountability. He insisted on freedom from political interference in hiring and contracts, paired
with strict accountability for results. Both halves matter.
Personal example. Known for punctuality and refusing favours, he set the culture of his organisations by his own
conduct. Integrity at the top flows down.

Verghese Kurien GOVERNANCE

Producers own the value chain. Kurien built the Amul model where dairy farmers own collection, processing and
marketing. Farmers kept a larger share of the consumer price.

Operation Flood. The programme linked rural milk producers to urban markets and helped make India the world's
largest milk producer. Scale can be achieved through many small producers.
Professionals serving farmers. He brought trained managers to work for farmer cooperatives, not over them.
Expertise should serve the people it is meant for.

M. S. Swaminathan GOVERNANCE

Science for food self-reliance. Swaminathan led the spread of high-yield wheat and rice varieties in the 1960s,
helping India escape dependence on food imports.

Evergreen revolution. He later warned that productivity gains must not cost soil, water and biodiversity. Growth
must be sustainable to last.
Farmer at the centre. He chaired the National Commission on Farmers and argued for fair returns over production
costs. Policy should start from farmers' incomes.

Vikram Sarabhai GOVERNANCE

Space for the common person. Sarabhai argued that a developing country needs advanced technology to solve
real problems such as communication and weather forecasting, not for prestige.

Institution builder. He founded or shaped ISRO, PRL and IIM Ahmedabad. Building strong institutions multiplies
one person's impact.
Trust young talent. He gave young scientists responsibility early. Investing in people builds capability for decades.

Ela Bhatt SOCIETY

Visibility for the invisible. Bhatt founded SEWA in 1972 to organise self-employed women such as vendors and
home workers, who had no union or legal recognition.
Finance as empowerment. The SEWA Bank gave poor women access to savings and credit. Financial inclusion
builds bargaining power.
Many small strengths. She favoured local, member-owned organisations over big top-down programmes. Strength
comes from many people acting together.
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Baba Amte SOCIETY

Anandwan. Baba Amte founded a community where people affected by leprosy lived and worked with dignity, not
charity. Inclusion means meaningful roles.

Work restores self-respect. Residents farmed, built and ran workshops. Rehabilitation through work changes how
society sees people, and how they see themselves.
Courage against stigma. He confronted public fear of leprosy by living and working alongside patients. Leaders
challenge prejudice through personal example.

Armstrong Pame GOVERNANCE

Solve the problem in front of you. As a young IAS officer in Manipur in 2012, Pame mobilised donations and
local labour to build a 100 km road where villagers had waited decades.

Community participation. Villagers contributed labour, materials and goodwill. Projects owned by the
community get done and are maintained.
Initiative within the rules. He found a way when the usual budget route was stuck, while staying transparent.
Officials can be creative and accountable at once.

Florence Nightingale SOCIETY

Data saves lives. Nightingale used statistics and clear diagrams to show that most soldier deaths in the Crimean
War came from preventable disease. Evidence moved policy.

Sanitation reform. Clean water, ventilation and hygiene cut death rates in hospitals. Simple systems often matter
more than heroics.
Professionalising care. She founded a training school for nurses, turning nursing into a respected profession.
Standards raise quality.

Lal Bahadur Shastri LEADERSHIP

Taking moral responsibility. As railway minister, Shastri resigned after a major rail accident in 1956, accepting
responsibility even though he was not personally at fault.

Soldier and farmer together. During the 1965 war and food shortages, he united the country around both defence
and food production. Leaders link security and livelihood.
Leading by simplicity. He asked citizens to skip a meal a week to ease shortages and did so himself. Personal
sacrifice makes appeals credible.

30 essay debates

ENVIRONMENT

Should economic growth come before environmental protection?
Grow first, clean later. Growth funds schools,
hospitals and clean technology. Poor countries cannot
afford rich-country standards yet, and prosperity is what
eventually pays for a cleaner environment. (Adam Smith,

Friedrich Hayek, Steven Pinker)

Nature sets the limits. Damage to soil, water and
climate is often irreversible and hits the poorest first.
Growth that destroys its own resource base is borrowing
from the future. (Rachel Carson, Hans Jonas, M. S.

Swaminathan)

Common ground: Both want lasting prosperity for ordinary people and accept that poverty itself harms health
and the environment.

How to reconcile: The real choice is between kinds of growth. Price pollution, invest in clean energy and protect
the commons so that growth and conservation reinforce each other, as in Swaminathan's call for an evergreen
revolution.
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TECHNOLOGY

Will AI and automation create more jobs than they destroy?
Technology creates work. Every past wave of
machines destroyed some jobs but created more new
ones, raising productivity and wages over time. AI will
do the same. (Adam Smith, Steven Pinker, Hans Rosling)

This time is different. AI can do cognitive work, not
just manual tasks, and gains may flow to a few firms.
Many workers could be left without a role or bargaining
power. (Yuval Noah Harari, Hans Jonas, Karl Marx)

Common ground: Both expect large disruption and agree that skills, not machines, will decide who gains.

How to reconcile: Outcomes depend on policy. Reskilling, social protection and spreading ownership of new
tools can turn disruption into broad gains.

GOVERNANCE

Does India need stronger central control or more power to states?
A strong centre. A diverse country needs a strong
centre for unity, security and uniform standards. Patel's
integration of the princely states shows what decisive
central action can achieve. (Vallabhbhai Patel, Thomas

Hobbes, Kautilya)

Power closer to people. States and local bodies know
local needs better. Decentralisation improves
accountability and lets regions experiment. (Elinor Ostrom,

Mahatma Gandhi, John Locke)

Common ground: Both want effective governance and national unity; they differ on where decisions are best
made.

How to reconcile: Use subsidiarity: decide each matter at the lowest level that can handle it well, with the centre
setting standards and handling what crosses borders.

GOVERNANCE

How much freedom should be given up for security?
Order first. Without security, no other right can be
enjoyed. The state must have the powers it needs to
prevent violence and disorder. (Thomas Hobbes, Kautilya,

Niccolò Machiavelli)

Liberty first. Powers granted for security are easily
abused and rarely returned. A free society accepts some
risk rather than live under constant control. (John Stuart

Mill, John Locke, Isaiah Berlin)

Common ground: Both see the state's job as protecting people; they disagree about the bigger threat, disorder or
abuse of power.

How to reconcile: Allow necessary security powers with sunset clauses, judicial oversight and transparency, so
the state is strong but accountable.

ETHICS

Do good ends justify questionable means?
Results matter most. Judge actions by outcomes. If
bending a rule saves many lives or delivers a vital
project, refusing to bend is itself a moral failure. (Jeremy

Bentham, Niccolò Machiavelli, John Stuart Mill)

Means shape ends. Bad means corrupt good goals and
erode trust and institutions. People are never just tools
for a result. (Mahatma Gandhi, Immanuel Kant, Martin Luther

King Jr.)

Common ground: Both care about doing good and accept that choices have consequences.

How to reconcile: Weigh outcomes, but treat some lines, such as dignity, honesty and due process, as limits that
outcomes cannot override.
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SOCIETY

Is affirmative action compatible with merit?
Equalising opportunity is merit. Merit measured on
an unequal starting line rewards privilege. Reservation
corrects historic exclusion and widens the talent pool.
(B. R. Ambedkar, John Rawls, Jyotirao Phule)

Select purely on performance. Institutions work best
when they pick the most capable. Group-based quotas
can create new unfairness and may not reach the most
disadvantaged. (Robert Nozick, Friedrich Hayek, Malcolm

Gladwell)

Common ground: Both value fairness and capable institutions, and agree that disadvantage starts long before any
exam.

How to reconcile: Combine targeted support at the point of entry with heavy investment in early education, so
fewer people need correction later.

ECONOMY

Are welfare schemes empowerment or dependency?
Welfare empowers. Food, health and income support
expand what people can do and be. A secure floor lets
the poor take risks, study and work. (Amartya Sen, Martha

Nussbaum, John Rawls)

Handouts can trap. Poorly designed transfers can
reduce incentives, strain budgets and crowd out
investment in infrastructure and jobs. (Friedrich Hayek,

Adam Smith, Richard Thaler & Cass Sunstein)

Common ground: Both want people to become self-reliant and agree that design matters.

How to reconcile: Prefer schemes that build capability, such as education, health and skills, delivered
transparently and reviewed for outcomes.

TECHNOLOGY

Is social media good for democracy?
It gives everyone a voice. Social media lets ordinary
people speak, organise and hold power to account
without gatekeepers. (Jürgen Habermas, John Stuart Mill,

Malcolm Gladwell)

It fractures the public sphere. Algorithms reward
outrage, spread misinformation and push people into
echo chambers, weakening shared facts. (Jonathan Haidt,

Jonathan Haidt, Hannah Arendt)

Common ground: Both value open public debate; they differ on whether today's platforms serve it.

How to reconcile: Keep the openness while improving design: transparency of algorithms, digital literacy and
accountability for harmful content.

SOCIETY

Should tradition guide a modernising society?
Tradition anchors us. Traditions carry tested wisdom
about community, duty and restraint. Discarding them
leaves people rootless. (Vyasa (trad.), Thiruvalluvar, Mahatma

Gandhi)

Reason must reform. Many customs entrench caste
and gender injustice. Practices must pass the test of
reason and rights. (Raja Ram Mohan Roy, E. V. Ramasamy,

Jawaharlal Nehru)

Common ground: Both want a society with meaning and justice; they differ on how much to trust inherited ways.

How to reconcile: Keep the values that pass the test of dignity and reason, and reform the practices that do not, as
India's reformers did from within.
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ETHICS

Should a civil servant follow orders or conscience?
Follow lawful orders. A neutral bureaucracy carries out
the elected government's decisions. Officials who
substitute their own views undermine democracy. (Max

Weber, Vallabhbhai Patel, Thomas Hobbes)

Conscience has the last word. History shows great
harm done by officials just following orders. Some
instructions must be refused. (Hannah Arendt, Immanuel

Kant, Martin Luther King Jr.)

Common ground: Both accept that officials serve the public through lawful institutions.

How to reconcile: Give frank advice, record dissent, use legal channels and refuse only clearly illegal or immoral
orders, which is what Patel's steel frame was meant to allow.

ECONOMY

Should the state run businesses?
Leave it to markets. Competition drives efficiency and
innovation. Governments make poor owners and should
focus on regulation and public goods. (Friedrich Hayek,

Adam Smith, Michael Porter)

Some sectors need the state. Markets underserve the
poor and remote areas. Public or cooperative ownership
can build capacity where profit alone would not.
(Jawaharlal Nehru, Verghese Kurien, Amartya Sen)

Common ground: Both want efficient services and accept that ownership is a means, not an end.

How to reconcile: Decide sector by sector: keep the state in strategic and public-good areas, and open others to
competition with strong regulators.

SOCIETY

Nationalism or universal humanism?
The nation comes first. A shared national identity
binds diverse people and motivates sacrifice for the
common good. (Vallabhbhai Patel, Kautilya, Niccolò

Machiavelli)

Humanity comes first. Narrow nationalism breeds
hostility to outsiders and minorities. Moral concern
should not stop at borders. (Rabindranath Tagore, Maulana

Abul Kalam Azad, Peter Singer)

Common ground: Both value belonging and solidarity; they differ on how wide the circle should be.

How to reconcile: Civic nationalism rooted in constitutional values can coexist with global responsibility, as
Tagore and Azad suggested.

EDUCATION

Is education for jobs or for life?
Skills for employment. Young people need skills that
get them jobs. Education must match the economy's
needs. (A. P. J. Abdul Kalam, Cal Newport, Robert Greene)

Educate the whole person. Education should build
curiosity, character and citizenship. Narrow vocational
training leaves people unprepared for change.
(Rabindranath Tagore, Sri Aurobindo, Mary Wollstonecraft)

Common ground: Both want capable, independent graduates.

How to reconcile: Combine foundational thinking and values with practical skills and apprenticeships, so learners
are both employable and adaptable.
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ETHICS

Should the death penalty be abolished?
Retain for the gravest crimes. Some crimes are so
grave that only the ultimate penalty meets justice and
deters others. (Thomas Hobbes, Kautilya, Jeremy Bentham)

Abolish it. Mistakes are irreversible, deterrence is
unproven and the poor are more likely to be executed.
Justice should reform, not take life. (Mahatma Gandhi,

Immanuel Kant, Nelson Mandela)

Common ground: Both want justice for victims and safety for society.

How to reconcile: Focus on certainty of punishment, faster trials and victim support, which deter more than
severity.

ECONOMY

Are cities the engines of progress or of inequality?
Cities drive growth. Cities concentrate talent, jobs and
ideas. Urbanisation lifts incomes and opportunities.
(Adam Smith, Steven Pinker, Malcolm Gladwell)

Cities widen gaps. Urban growth produces slums,
informal work and neglected villages. Gains go to a
few. (Mahatma Gandhi, Karl Marx, Ela Bhatt)

Common ground: Both want better lives for migrants and residents.

How to reconcile: Plan cities for affordable housing and services while investing in villages, so migration is a
choice, not a compulsion.

TECHNOLOGY

Should science be limited by ethics?
Free inquiry. Science advances human welfare.
Restrictions slow cures and progress. (Jawaharlal Nehru,

Steven Pinker, Hans Rosling)

Ethics must guide. Powerful technologies like gene
editing and AI can cause irreversible harm. Ethics must
set limits before deployment. (Hans Jonas, Albert

Schweitzer, Immanuel Kant)

Common ground: Both value knowledge and human welfare.

How to reconcile: Keep research open while regulating high-risk applications, with ethics review and public
consultation.

GOVERNANCE

Should citizens' duties matter as much as their rights?
Rights are the core. Rights protect people from the
state and the majority. Emphasising duties can become a
pretext for control. (John Locke, John Stuart Mill, B. R.

Ambedkar)

Duties sustain rights. Rights survive only when
citizens fulfil duties to each other and society. Rights
without duties breed selfishness. (Mahatma Gandhi, Vyasa

(trad.), Kautilya)

Common ground: Both want a free, cohesive society.

How to reconcile: Rights are enforceable guarantees; duties are civic virtues encouraged by education and
example, not used to deny rights.
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ECONOMY

Has globalisation helped or hurt developing countries?
It lifted millions. Trade and investment brought jobs,
technology and falling poverty, including in India after
1991. (Adam Smith, Hans Rosling, Steven Pinker)

Gains were uneven. Workers in weak sectors lost out,
inequality rose and countries lost policy space. (Karl

Marx, Amartya Sen, Ela Bhatt)

Common ground: Both agree trade affects living standards strongly.

How to reconcile: Stay open while protecting the vulnerable with skills, social security and smart industrial
policy.

SOCIETY

Why are so few women in India's workforce, and what fixes it?
Remove barriers. Norms, safety, childcare and
discrimination keep women out. Policy must change
incentives and attitudes. (Mary Wollstonecraft, Simone de

Beauvoir, Savitribai Phule)

Create the right jobs. Women need suitable, safe,
flexible work and recognition of informal labour.
Supply of jobs matters as much as attitudes. (Ela Bhatt,

Martha Nussbaum, Amartya Sen)

Common ground: Both see women's work as vital for dignity and growth.

How to reconcile: Combine norm change, safety and childcare with job creation in sectors suited to women, and
count unpaid care work.

GOVERNANCE

Is judicial activism good for democracy?
Courts protect citizens. When legislatures and
executives fail, courts must protect rights and enforce
the constitution. (B. R. Ambedkar, John Rawls, John Locke)

Courts overreach. Unelected judges making policy
weakens accountability and the separation of powers.
(Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Max Weber, Friedrich Hayek)

Common ground: Both value constitutional democracy.

How to reconcile: Courts should enforce rights firmly but leave policy design to elected bodies, intervening when
rights are violated.

ETHICS

Is the only duty of business to make profit?
Profit is the duty. Businesses serve society best by
creating value and profit within the law. Social goals
belong to governments. (Adam Smith, Friedrich Hayek,

Michael Porter)

Business owes society. Companies use public resources
and affect communities. They should act as trustees and
consider all stakeholders. (Mahatma Gandhi, Verghese

Kurien, Simon Sinek)

Common ground: Both want prosperous, law-abiding businesses.

How to reconcile: Long-term profit depends on trust, fair dealing and healthy communities, so responsible
conduct is often good business.
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ECONOMY

Should we measure progress by GDP or well-being?
GDP matters. Income growth tracks jobs, health and
opportunity. It is measurable and drives investment.
(Adam Smith, Hans Rosling, Steven Pinker)

Well-being matters. GDP ignores inequality,
environment and unpaid work. Capabilities and well-
being capture what people value. (Amartya Sen, Martha

Nussbaum, Jonathan Haidt)

Common ground: Both want better lives and need measures that track them.

How to reconcile: Use GDP alongside human development, inequality and environmental indicators.

ETHICS

Does a leader's private character matter in public life?
Results define leaders. Leaders should be judged by
outcomes for citizens, not personal virtue. (Niccolò

Machiavelli, Robert Greene, Thomas Hobbes)

Character is the foundation. Integrity builds trust;
leaders' conduct sets the culture of institutions. (Lal

Bahadur Shastri, Gopal Krishna Gokhale, Nelson Mandela)

Common ground: Both want effective leadership.

How to reconcile: Competence delivers results, but character sustains trust over time; both are needed.

SOCIETY

Does progress come from competition or cooperation?
Competition drives. Competition rewards effort and
innovation and keeps quality high. (Adam Smith, Friedrich

Hayek, Michael Porter)

Cooperation builds. Shared resources, cooperatives
and community action solve problems markets cannot.
(Elinor Ostrom, Verghese Kurien, Basavanna)

Common ground: Both seek progress and efficiency.

How to reconcile: Societies thrive on competition within fair rules and cooperation on commons.

TECHNOLOGY

Should the state be able to access citizens' data for security?
Security needs data. Terrorism and crime use digital
tools. Access to data helps prevent harm. (Thomas

Hobbes, Kautilya, Philip Tetlock & Dan Gardner)

Privacy is a right. Mass surveillance chills free speech
and invites abuse. (John Locke, John Stuart Mill, Hannah

Arendt)

Common ground: Both want safety and trust.

How to reconcile: Allow targeted access under judicial warrant, with strong data protection and oversight.

ETHICS

Should an employee blow the whistle on wrongdoing?
Loyalty and process. Raise issues inside the
organisation first; public exposure harms institutions
and colleagues. (Max Weber, Vallabhbhai Patel, Ray Dalio)

Truth over loyalty. When internal channels fail and the
public is harmed, speaking out is a duty. (Immanuel Kant,

Hannah Arendt, T. N. Seshan)

Common ground: Both value integrity and functioning institutions.

How to reconcile: Use internal channels first, document, then escalate to regulators or the public if harm
continues.
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ECONOMY

Is poverty mainly about individual choices or systems?
Choices and effort. Habits, effort and decisions shape
outcomes; empowerment means building agency. (James

Clear, Angela Duckworth, Napoleon Hill)

Systems and structures. Caste, gender, geography and
access to education decide much before choices begin.
(Amartya Sen, B. R. Ambedkar, Karl Marx)

Common ground: Both want people to escape poverty.

How to reconcile: Remove structural barriers and support agency; each makes the other work.

ECONOMY

Self-reliance or global integration?
Self-reliance. Domestic capacity protects against
shocks and builds jobs. (Mahatma Gandhi, Jawaharlal Nehru,

M. S. Swaminathan)

Integration. Trade gives access to technology, markets
and cheaper goods. (Adam Smith, Friedrich Hayek, Hans

Rosling)

Common ground: Both want a strong economy.

How to reconcile: Build capability in strategic sectors while staying open to trade.

SOCIETY

Should the press be regulated?
Self-regulation. Government regulation risks
censorship. Media should police itself. (John Stuart Mill,

Jürgen Habermas, John Locke)

Accountability needed. Fake news and paid content
harm democracy; independent regulation protects
citizens. (Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Hannah Arendt, Daniel

Kahneman, Olivier Sibony & Cass Sunstein)

Common ground: Both value free, credible media.

How to reconcile: Independent, non-government regulators with transparency on ownership and funding.

ETHICS

Should officials bend rules for compassion?
Rules ensure fairness. Bending rules for one person is
unfair to others and invites corruption. (Max Weber,

Immanuel Kant, Daniel Kahneman, Olivier Sibony & Cass

Sunstein)

Compassion humanises. Rigid rules can produce cruel
results; discretion lets officials serve people. (Mahatma

Gandhi, Albert Schweitzer, Armstrong Pame)

Common ground: Both want just administration.

How to reconcile: Use discretion within the law's purpose, transparently recorded, and fix rules that repeatedly
fail people.
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