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“ Can Businessmen Enrich Public Life’’?

S. V. RAYU

(A report of a workshop on “How Businessmen Can
Enrich Public Life” organised by the Freedom First
Foundation in Bombay, on April 24, 1984.)

THE PRIMARY aim of businessmen the world over
is, to use the rather crude but expressive phrase, to
make money. But talking about making money, at
least in India today, is like talking about sex; in
hushed tones with a hasty look behind the shoulder.
There’s so much needless guilt attached to the profit
motive. Who doesn’t want to make money? Perhaps
a couple of generations ago someone would have
replied that sadhus and saints don’t. But today?

The workshop was not however concerned with
businessmen enriching themselves but playing their
role as citizens. Enriching themselves without having
to bother with other less enjoyable chores would have
been, frankly speaking, ideal. But alas, we do not
live in a vacuum. To live in society implies partici-
pation for the common good. And this is what the
April 24 discussion was all about.

Make money by all means, the four discussion
leaders said. Good luck to you in our controlled
economy! But don’t forget that you are also a citi-
zen. And if you choose to forget this, you do so at
your own peril. Businessmen have special talents.
Otherwise they could not have become successful.
Why not use these talents to make your neighbour-
hood, your community, your society and your country
a better place to live in? By doing so, you will be
contributing to the enrichment of public life and, in
the process, giving a lie to the widespread belief of
the pot-bellied, blood-sucking, lecher image propa-
gated, for instance, by our film industry which inci-
dentally is in the private sector, as one of the
speakers recalled.

And so, over seventy businessmen, industrialists,
professionals and executives took time off from their

busy money-making schedules and considered whe-
ther they could enrich public life and, if so, how.
To help them along were four distinguished panel
members, Mr. N. A. Paikhivala, Mr. Viren Shah, M.
M. R. Pai and Mr. Minoo Masani.

OBLIGATIONS TO SOCIETY

Inaugurating the discussion, Mr. Palkhivala stress-
ed that businessmen indeed have obligations to them-
selves and to society. He listed three: preserving the
environment; obligations to the community; and parti-
cipation in public life.

Pointing out that the world was “almost half way
through the destruction of nature,” Mr. Palkhivala
called on businessmen to pay greater attention to pre-
serving the environment. “You can be engaged in
commerce without being commercialised” was his
next point. If capitalism had an “unacceptable face”,
it had an acceptable face too. Public attention could
be drawn to this face by contributing to what he
calied “gross national happiness” even while contri-
buting to the “gross national product”. It is amazing,
if each one of us tries to put his own house in order,
say within a distance of a hundred square miles, how
much can be done by the community as a whole.”

Finally, the one obligation where businessmen were
most at default—their obligation in public life. A
businessman was first a citizen and then a business-
man. Referring to the politician-businessman con-
nection, Mr. Palkhivala regretted the fact that in
India businessmen ran after politicians instead of it
being the other way around, as in Japan for instance.
This was because businessmen were not doing their
duty as citizens. He attributed this to timidity and
observed it is “our lack of character. There is such
a flaw in our national character that people are most
unwilling and reluctant to say what they believe to
be right. This fear has to be shed. People have to
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