GANDHIAN PHILOSOPHY
OF TRUSTEESHIP

A multidisciplinary UPSC Mains guide for GS I, GS I, GS Ill, GS IV and Essay

Core idea: Wealth, power and resources should be treated not merely as private possessions,
but as responsibilities to be used for the welfare of society.

GS| GSi

Social inequality, social change, Gandhian Governance, welfare, accountability, civil society
thought

GSs il GS IV

Inclusive growth, corporate responsibility, Ethics, integrity, non-possession, public service

sustainability

Essay Practice
Wealth, responsibility, development and the Model frameworks and UPSC-style Mains
common good questions

Prepared as a concept note and answer-writing resource. Use the framework critically:
explain the philosophy, connect it to present-day issues, acknowledge limitations, and end
with a practical way forward.
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1. What Is the Philosophy of Trusteeship?

Trusteeship is a moral and socio-economic idea associated with Mahatma Gandhi. It argues that people who possess
wealth, property, skills or institutional power should regard themselves as trustees of those resources rather than as
absolute owners entitled to use them without social responsibility.

In simple terms, a trustee may manage and use resources, but must do so with an awareness of the needs and
dignity of the wider community. The purpose is to reduce exploitation and inequality through ethical responsibility,
social cooperation and, where possible, voluntary transformation rather than violent class conflict.

The central question is not only “Who owns wealth?” but also “For whose benefit is wealth being
used?”

Intellectual background

« Gandhi’s idea was influenced by his reading of John Ruskin’s Unto This Last, which emphasised the dignity of labour
and the moral worth of every person’s work.

« It also reflected Indian ethical traditions that value self-restraint, service, non-possession and the welfare of all.

« Trusteeship was part of Gandhi’s effort to reconcile economic activity with non-violence and social justice.

Important distinction

Trusteeship does not simply mean charity after accumulating wealth. Charity may be discretionary and occasional;
trusteeship asks that social responsibility shape how wealth and power are acquired, managed and distributed in the
first place. Nor does it automatically mean that the state should own every asset. It seeks to place economic power
under ethical and social obligations.

2. Core Principles

1. Welfare of all (Sarvodaya): Development should improve the lives of all, especially the poorest and most
vulnerable, rather than maximise benefits for a narrow group.

2. Non-violence: Social and economic transformation should avoid violence and dehumanisation. Conflict should be
addressed through dialogue, democratic processes and just institutions.

3. Limitation of wants: Unrestrained accumulation and consumption can deepen inequality and damage the
environment. Self-restraint makes room for social responsibility.

4. Dignity of labour: Every form of honest work deserves respect. Economic arrangements should not treat workers
as disposable inputs.

5. Responsibility with power: Greater wealth or authority creates greater obligations towards employees,
consumers, communities and future generations.

6. Means and ends: A just society cannot be built through unjust methods. Ethical means—truthfulness, fairness and
non-violence—matter as much as outcomes.

7. Decentralisation and participation: Communities should have a meaningful voice in decisions affecting their
livelihoods and local resources.
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3. Why Is Trusteeship Relevant Today?

Modern economies generate innovation, employment and prosperity, but can also produce concentrated wealth,
insecure work, unequal access to opportunity and environmental costs that are borne by people who did not create
them. Trusteeship offers an ethical lens for asking whether economic power is being exercised responsibly.

A. Wealth inequality and inclusive growth

« Economic growth is more sustainable when people can access quality education, healthcare, nutrition, housing and
dignified employment.

« The trusteeship lens encourages fair wages, responsible tax behaviour, broad-based opportunity, social investment
and respect for workers.

« It does not, by itself, replace redistribution or public policy. Ethical responsibility should complement effective taxation,
competition policy and social protection.
B. Corporate governance and business ethics

« Companies affect workers, consumers, suppliers, local communities, investors and the natural environment. Their
duties therefore extend beyond short-term profit.

« Responsible practices include safe workplaces, transparent accounts, honest advertising, grievance redressal, fair
supplier contracts and meaningful community engagement.

« Corporate social responsibility is one practical expression of social responsibility, but trusteeship is broader: it
concerns core business decisions, not only philanthropic spending.
C. Climate change and intergenerational justice

* Natural resources are shared across communities and generations. Treating them as an unlimited private entitlement
ignores ecological limits.

« Trusteeship supports conservation, circular production, responsible use of water and energy, and the principle that
polluters should bear the costs of pollution.

« It encourages the idea that the present generation holds the planet in trust for future generations.

D. Technology and data

« Digital platforms and Al systems can concentrate data and decision-making power. A trusteeship approach asks
whether technology respects privacy, fairness, safety and public interest.

« Institutions that control essential digital infrastructure should be transparent about risks and provide accessible
grievance mechanisms.
E. Public office and public resources

« Public officials are custodians of public money, not owners of it. Their decisions must serve citizens fairly and
transparently.

« Public procurement, welfare delivery, land acquisition and natural-resource allocation require accountability,
conflict-of-interest safeguards and citizen participation.

4. Linkages with UPSC GS Papers

Paper Connection How to use it in an answer
GS| Indian society; inequality; social Discuss how concentration of wealth affects social
empowerment; Gandhian ideas mobility and dignity; connect with Sarvodaya and

dignity of labour.
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Paper

GSI

GS 1l

GS IV

Essay

Connection

Governance; accountability; welfare
schemes; civil society; rights

Inclusive growth; economy; corporate
governance; environment; technology

Ethics and human interface; values;
probity; public service

Wealth, development, responsibility,
ethics and civilisation
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How to use it in an answer

Use trusteeship to frame public office as stewardship,
and explain why ethical intent must be supported by
transparent institutions.

Connect responsible enterprise with fair work,
sustainability and equitable distribution of the gains of
growth.

Apply it to integrity, non-possession, conflict of interest,
public trust and ethical leadership.

Use it as a central argument, balance it with structural
reforms, and conclude with inclusive and sustainable
development.
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5. Detailed Paper-wise Applications

GS | — Indian Society and Social Justice

Trusteeship can be used to analyse the social consequences of economic inequality. When access to education,
healthcare, land, technology and decent work depends heavily on family wealth, formal equality may not translate into
substantive equality. Gandhi’s emphasis on the welfare of all and dignity of labour supports a society in which people
are valued as citizens and contributors, not merely by their income or status.

Use in answers: link the ethical argument to practical measures—quality public services, equal opportunity, social
mobility, protection of vulnerable groups and worker dignity. Avoid presenting voluntary benevolence as a substitute
for enforceable rights.

GS Il — Governance and Public Administration

The idea of trusteeship is highly relevant to public trust. Civil servants exercise authority on behalf of citizens; public
funds and natural resources are held for public purposes. This calls for transparency, impatrtiality, responsiveness,
citizen participation and strong accountability mechanisms. Ethical leaders must not confuse public office with
personal privilege.

Use in answers: pair the value of stewardship with Right to Information, social audits, grievance redressal,
transparent procurement, independent oversight and time-bound service delivery. Values guide conduct; institutions
make it verifiable.

GS Il — Economy, Growth and Environment

Trusteeship provides a normative framework for inclusive and sustainable growth. It asks businesses to consider the
long-term effects of production and investment on workers, communities and ecosystems. It is relevant to corporate
governance, responsible supply chains, climate action, resource efficiency and fair distribution of economic
opportunity.

Use in answers: do not argue that profits are inherently wrong. Explain that enterprise and innovation are important,
but their legitimacy is strengthened by fair competition, labour standards, environmental compliance and
accountability for external costs.

GS IV — Ethics, Integrity and Aptitude

Trusteeship can be translated into the public-service values of integrity, empathy, objectivity, accountability and
non-partisanship. A public servant who treats authority as a trust is less likely to use office for private gain and more
likely to protect the interests of citizens who have limited power.

Case-study application: if an officer faces pressure to favour a company in a public contract, the trusteeship
approach requires impartial rules, disclosure of conflicts, documentation of decisions, fair competition and protection
of public funds. Personal loyalty must not override public duty.

Essay — A flexible central thesis

“The true measure of wealth is not only what a society produces, but how responsibly it uses its
resources and how widely it shares opportunity.”

Build the essay across individual ethics, family and community, markets, the state, environment and future
generations. Include a counterargument: voluntary ethics alone cannot correct entrenched inequality. Conclude that
ethical responsibility and democratic institutions must reinforce one another.

6. Strengths and Limitations: A Balanced Evaluation
Strengths

« Places human dignity and social welfare at the centre of economic life.
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« Encourages cooperation between business, workers, communities and government instead of reducing every conflict
to hostility.

* Makes ethical leadership relevant to both private and public institutions.

» Connects economic choices with environmental responsibility and future generations.

Limitations and criticisms
« Voluntary trusteeship may be insufficient where powerful actors benefit from existing inequalities or refuse to change.
» The concept may be vague about how much wealth is socially justified and how obligations should be enforced.
» Power imbalances can make “cooperation” unequal unless workers and communities have real bargaining power.
« Charitable spending can be used for reputation management while harmful core practices continue.

« Large-scale social justice requires effective laws, taxation, public services, competition policy and democratic
accountability—not moral appeals alone.

Balanced conclusion

Trusteeship is best understood as an ethical compass, not a complete economic policy. It can shape the behaviour of
individuals and institutions, while constitutional rights, sound regulation and redistributive public policy address
structural injustice.
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7. Practical Way Forward

A contemporary application of trusteeship should combine values with enforceable systems:

« Ethical business: strengthen board accountability, disclose material risks, prevent corruption, protect
whistle-blowers and ensure that workers can raise concerns safely.

« Fair work: promote occupational safety, timely wages, skill development, non-discrimination and meaningful worker

representation.

* Responsible markets: enforce competition rules, prevent exploitative practices and make consumer grievance

redressal effective.

« Public accountability: strengthen social audits, transparent procurement, open data, independent audits and

accessible grievance systems.

« Inclusive development: invest in health, education, nutrition and livelihoods so that the benefits of growth are not

restricted to those who already possess advantages.

« Environmental stewardship: integrate ecological costs into decisions, conserve resources, reduce waste and

protect communities exposed to environmental harm.

« Citizen participation: include workers, local communities and affected groups in decisions about land, infrastructure

and natural resources.

8. How to Write a High-Scoring Mains Answer

For a 10-mark answer (about 150 words)

« Introduction: define trusteeship in one or two sentences.

« Body: give 3—4 dimensions relevant to the question; use one contemporary example or policy connection.

« Critical balance: mention that voluntary ethics must be supported by law and accountability.

e Conclusion: link the idea to inclusive, ethical and sustainable development.

For a 15-mark answer (about 250 words)
« Begin with a short definition, constitutional value, or relevant framing statement.
« Organise the body under 4-5 clear dimensions rather than writing one long paragraph.
« Add an example, stakeholder perspective or short ethical dilemma.
« Discuss limitations and suggest practical institutional reforms.

« Conclude with a balanced synthesis: values plus institutions, responsibility plus rights.

Useful keywords

Sarvodaya e dignity of labour ¢ non-possession ¢ ethical leadership ¢ public trust « stakeholder

responsibility ¢ inclusive growth ¢ intergenerational equity « accountability ¢ social audit ¢
sustainable development ¢ constitutional morality

Common mistakes to avoid
» Do not describe trusteeship as simply donating money to charity.
» Do not claim that it makes regulation or redistribution unnecessary.

» Do not present every private enterprise or profit motive as unethical.

» Do not use Gandhi’'s name as a substitute for analysis; explain the mechanism connecting the philosophy to the

issue.
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9. UPSC Mains Practice Questions

Attempt these in UPSC style. The questions are practice questions created for this guide, not verbatim past-year questions.

GS | — Indian Society

1. “Economic inequality is not merely an economic problem; it also shapes social dignity and opportunity.” Discuss
this statement in the light of Gandhian ideas of Sarvodaya and trusteeship. (150 words, 10 marks)

2. How can the principle of dignity of labour contribute to reducing social hierarchies in contemporary India? Explain
with suitable examples. (150 words, 10 marks)

GS Il — Governance

3. Public office is a trust, not a privilege. Explain how this principle can improve transparency, accountability and
citizen-centric governance in India. (150 words, 10 marks)

4. Ethical values are necessary but insufficient for good governance. Discuss with reference to trusteeship and
institutional accountability. (250 words, 15 marks)

GS lll — Economy and Environment

5. Can Gandhian trusteeship offer a useful ethical framework for inclusive growth without rejecting enterprise and
innovation? Critically examine. (250 words, 15 marks)

6. “Natural resources should be managed as a trust for present and future generations.” Discuss the implications of
this idea for India’s development model. (150 words, 10 marks)

7. Corporate social responsibility cannot compensate for irresponsible core business practices. Analyse this
statement using the idea of trusteeship. (150 words, 10 marks)

GS IV — Ethics

8. Explain the relevance of trusteeship, non-possession and Sarvodaya to the ethical conduct of civil servants. (150
words, 10 marks)

9. You are a district officer. A powerful company offers to fund a public facility but is also accused of violating labour
and environmental standards. Local representatives urge you to accept the offer quickly. Identify the ethical
issues and outline your course of action. (Case study, 20 marks)

Essay
10. “The worth of wealth lies in the good it enables, not merely in the amount it accumulates.” Discuss. (Essay)

11. “A society cannot achieve lasting progress through economic growth alone.” Examine the role of ethics, justice
and sustainability in development. (Essay)

12. “The earth and its resources are a trust for future generations.” (Essay)
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10. Quick Revision Sheet

Concept
Trusteeship
Sarvodaya

Non-possession

GS Il link
GS Il link
GS IV link

Critical caveat

Conclusion line

Final takeaway

Use trusteeship as a bridge across GS papers: in society, it argues for dignity and opportunity; in governance, it

One-line recall
Resources and power carry responsibilities towards society.
Welfare and upliftment of all, with attention to the most vulnerable.

Restrain excessive wants and avoid treating accumulation as the sole purpose
of life.

Public authority is held in trust for citizens.

Growth should be inclusive, accountable and environmentally sustainable.
Integrity means using power for public duty rather than private gain.
Voluntary responsibility must be backed by law, rights and institutions.

Ethical responsibility and democratic accountability must work together.

frames authority as a public trust; in the economy, it promotes responsible and inclusive growth; in ethics, it demands
integrity and restraint; and in an essay, it connects wealth with responsibility. The strongest answers combine this
moral vision with practical institutions and critical evaluation.
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