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EQUITY IN A GLOBAL SOCIETY

by
Dr. I. G. Patel”

SOCIAL SCIENCES

Social sciences are about interactions, about
relationships, between individual members of a group
or a society and between each member and the group
or society as a whole. But individuals are members
at the same time of a variety of overlapping groups:
of families, professions, races, religions, nations and indeed
of the community of mankind. The relations between
different groups or societies are, in fact, an even more
important part of social sciences than the interactions
within each group. The interactions or the relations may
not be all of the same intensity, nor may they all
be defined with the same precision as to aims, rules,
procedures or institutional and legal arrangements.
Tradition, custom or convention plays as important a
role as do rules or laws; and reason is at least as
relevant in shaping these relationships as tradition or
morality. Passions and the subconscious ways of

* The author is an internationally renowned economist. He is a
former Governor of the Resarva Bank af India. Ha lg also @
former Director of the London School of Economics (LSE). The

text is based upon the LSE Centenary Lecture delivered -
October, 1995. & vered on 26t
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the self-centred and from brute force to something
self-conscious and rational and moral.

Despite the mixed lessons of history, | do not think
we can exclude from the scope of the social sciences
questions regarding what might be the most appropriate
values or standards by which to judge and even shape
social relations in all their diversity and complexity. For
one thing, such values and belief in them are a facl
of -social life, so that one has to study them as well
as changes and variations in them. With all respect,
“to study -the causes of things” cannot be an adequate
description of the task of a school of social sciences.
Things change, so that it is important to understand
why and how they change or are likely to change;
and if we can do that, it is incumbent upon us as
scientists to outline all the different ways in which the
shape of things to come can be changed. The limits
of such change may be broad or narrow and variant
over time and space. And yel, not just the way things
are but all the possible ways in which things can be,
has to be the definition of our task.

This is, of course, still a step short of exploring what
should be, or prescribing it. There is undoubtedly
substance in the argument that when it comes to deciding
‘what should actually be done, an academic at the London
School of Economics can have only one vote, just
like any other citizen. But does it mean that an academic
should not strive to lay out options or issues in a
manner which might increase the chances of what might
be accepted by most people? Should we also not
seek a common standard which might command the
grealest acceptance?
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the same value for everyone; and all policy

recommendations, whether macro-economic or
micro-economic, implicitly assume that a dollar is a
dollar irrespective of who earns it or who loses it
As it often happens, theoretical niceties are used in
defence of the stalus quo. i

* As a matter of fact, even the most sanitised economists
do not keep away from questions of “should” or of
policy. They pretend that they do so as political
economists, not as economists. Bul a politicai economist
in my book is as much an objective analyst as an
econornist — only, he does not abstract from political
reaity or principles. Values come in only when we
deal with policies designed to change things in a certain
direction; and as a group, social scientists do nol, should
not and, indeed, cannot keep away from questions of
policy. Thal they may do so in varying degrees in
the interest of division of labour does not negate this
proposition. | am all for making our values explicit and
not rationalised as analysis. But we cannot exclude
values from our analysis. Nor can we exclude from
our inquiry the search for some value or standard that
might command more general, if not universal, acceptance.

Every society, in other words, and, the global society
in particular, should be judged and shaped with reference
to some explicit value or standard — or better siill,
an explicit set of values and standards. That such values
and standards may be complex or conflicting and even
vague and often difficult to reconcile in practice does
not diminish the validity of this proposition. Without explicit
reference 1o some values, what will take over are other
things such as military or political or money power.
In human affairs, there is always somebody or some
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rules, procedures and laws, for our ever-changing social
landscape.

| venture to think that the same constancy, faithfulness,
steadfastness and indeed universality that we can
reasonably claim for “reason” can be claimed for “values”
with equal justification. Mankind has always believed
in some core of values. “Satyam, shivam, sundaram’
or truth, beauty and goodness, in the Indian tradition
or liberty, equality and fraternity in the spirit of the
Enlightenment have a universal appeal. Most of us perhaps
foday would vote for peace, democracy and human
rights. These terms are not precise and do not always
serve as a clear guide to action. But that does not
negate their validity or usefulness any more than the
limitations of reason can argue for banishing it from
our midst.

EQUITY

On my pan, | like the term ‘equity’ to signify the
one common standard or value with reference to which
we can judge and shape all social relations. Again,
like all terms of value, the term ‘equity’ has a rich
resonance. But the central note it strikes to me is
that of “balance” — holding the scales even as between
different things. We have always to strike a balance
between different, often conflicting things, traditions,
values, considerations and indeed interests. It is this
need for balance that makes the search for social
excellence or progress invariably a search for the second
best. “Equity” is more inclusive than human rights, for
example, because it reminds us that there has to be
a certain balance between the rights of an individual
and his obligations towards other members of his group
as well as towards the group as a whole. Fach group

L
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time. That is where, apart from good manners,
understanding and respect, there has also to be certain
charity, acceptance and forgiveness in human relations.
As the poet puts it, it is necessary to have pity on
one's own poor heart.

In emphasising balance between reason, values,
tradition, passions, change and acceptance, the term
‘equity’ enriches our concepts of peace, democracy and
human rights rather than diminishes them. At the same
time, we cannot overlook some other notions implicit
in the concept of equity as commonly understood. Equity
or holding the scales even generally means absence
of unreasonable constraint and the presence of reasonable
opportunity for every member of society. In fact, it
is the concern for equal or reasonable opporiunity for
all and the absence of unreasonable constraint or fear
for all which constitutes the basis or rationale of peace
or democracy and human rights, and indeed, of social
existence. Our idea of what constitutes unreasonable
constraint or a reasonable opportunity changes over
time — not necessarily towards including more and
more under these categories, despite what one might
expect from recent experience. Today, most of us regard
a certain minimum of nutrition, shelter, health and
education as prerequisites for reasonable opportunity
for all.

Constraint too, can arise from heredity, physical
handicaps, forces of tradition or the exercise of undue
power by others — whether this power is political,
social, economic or religious. The frontiers of equity

9



Ot

ypm ‘ppom a8y jo sped abiej 1eA0 -uoieonpa jo pea.ds
8y} pue ‘suolfesodioo [euoneuninWw Yonosyl JUSWISIAUI
pue uononpoid jo uonesieqolb Jjo UONRUIqWOD Bul
se smolj [eyded pue apeJ} JO WOPsaL) Yonw 0s jou
ale p| G| 840jq eyl woiy Aem Jspun mou uonesBajul
oiwouoos |eqolb ysinbunsip Jey; sainjes) syl ‘uolreibaiul
eyl jo ainjeu snoynbiul ayy jo asnedaq Ajeluassa
pesdejjoo ) ‘Buuequawal yuom |B@m aq osie Aew
yolym suoseas Ioj pesde|od 16| 2iojeq AwoOuood
leqoi6 ey jo 8duIP8 By JBM PUOM ISil4 8yl 8i0jeq
sapeoap [esenss Buunp Jnoge| JO JusWwaAowWw pue aoueul)
‘opeJ) JO sw.a) Ul jses| Je uonesbejul oiwouoos Jajea.b
usna sdeysed Sem aJayp eyl ‘leAemoy ‘lequiswal O}
llem si ) 'sieak pg 10 pJL 1sed ayr Buunp uey) Aepo)
pom 8y jo suoneu sy Buowe uoneibejul olwWOUODS
Jlaealb  yonw Apeignopun sI 81ay] saibojouyos)
UOIIEDIUNWWOD Ul UoINjOAB) 8Y) JO saduanbasuo?d ay) Jo
SWJa} Ul pue swis) oluouoos ul jo wbnoyy Ajjessusb si
A12100s |eqo|B ®© JO UOHNIOAS BYl SPIEMO} pual] 8yl

AL3I00S Va0 Vv

"$S8USNOIDSU0D [Bqolb ® spiemo)
Ajenissasbosd snow pue wnjuswow Jayjed paspul [im pue
pesianal 8q Jouued yolym sssooud e s A1e100s [eqo|b
B Jo 8ousblews syj ‘|lom Se suonnyisul pue SWwnJoj
JeuoljeusBjul Je Inq ‘|9A8| [euoljeu ayj 4o [ed0] 8y} e
Aluo jou pessesaid aq |m swied ey} pue ‘sdnoib jo
Spuesnoy} pue S[enpIAIpUl JO suoljjiw AQ pauasse a8q 0}
8nupuod |m Aunbe jo swiep Jsyjo pue assyl ‘yuel
daylol pue wopbuy |ewiue sy} usAs pue Suoneisuab
ainin} ‘selkls el sAlRUSBIE yum suosied ‘sanioUIW
dluyis pue snoibijes ‘leinyno ‘paddedipuey ay; ‘'uswom
8pnoul o} sresk usoes Jano Ajessb pepuedxs sAey



the consequent growth and spread in the absorptive
capacity for capital and technology. The danger comes
from obstacles to mobility of labour, threats of
protectionism and new international arrangements which
carry the seeds of a new inequity.

Similarfy, at a superficial fevel, the revolution in
communication technologies is bringing about a certain
global homogeneity in tastes and manners as shown
in the increasing popularity everywhere of Coca-Cola,
MacDonalds and indeed lurid images of sexuality,
masculinity and violence. At a deeper level, however,
there is also the emergence of a global consciousness
and it is only partially assisted and indeed often vitiated
by the rapidity and frequency with which images of
wars, famine, strife and natural disasters are flashed
around the world.

What is at least as important in the growth of this
global consciousness or ethos, as the revolution in
communication technologies, is the growth of certain
facets of the international civil society, viz. voluntary
or non-governmental organisations. It is these
organisations that seek to raise global consciousness,
press issues and demand solutions. To say that a growing
network of voluntary organisations is forcing us towards
action to alleviate inequity and suffering at a global
level is not to say that they are always the agents
of desirable change. At times, at least some of them,
however nobly, may become agents of inequity and
even suffering. Many of them lack real accountability,
have a single or simple agenda not encompassing all
the complexity of real life and are sometimes led by
people prone to self-righteousness. Good intentions are
not always a sure guide to a good life. But the fact

11
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Equity in the international arena, in the ultimate analysis,
cannot be secured merely by rules and procedures
and institutions, however necessary they may be. Unequal
power will always be a reality internationally and it
will bend rules and institutions at its will at least to
some extent. This unequal power, however, can be
circumscribed by continuing vigilance and enquiry, not
just into what might be happening but how it can
be improved in practice by changes, if necessary, in
the rules, procedures and institutions. This was the faith
which led to the founding of LSE a hundred years
ago. The focus then was on equity al the national
level. For our next century, nothing can be more
appropriate than reasserting the same faith; this time,
with an accent on equity in the emerging global society.

To illustrate my concern and to underline my plea,
| shall refer in brief to five difficult but unavoidable
problems which will become even more urgent and
insistent in the years to come:

1. The legitimacy of individual and group rights and
the role of the global society vis-a-vis these rights;

Equity in the governance of international institutions:
Equity in international economic relations;
Equity and global environmental protection; and

S L

Matching responsibilities with resources at the global
level.

EQUITY AND ECONOMICS

' Even an oligarchic form of governance can be tolerable
if it delivers results which are by and large just and
fair and in the interest of most countries. In the economic
field, it is, | think, fair to cfaim that the record of

13
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for a workable formula or model for the macro-economic
management of the global economy. There is no
necessary reason why all good things in economics
might go together. Isaac Bashevis Singer had a point
when he asked: where is it written that all good things
in life can go together? But if we have to make do
with the second best, we need to lay out a variety
of scenarios with their international as well as national
ramifications, in terms of both production and distribution.
Only then can we make a more rational and fair choice.
In working out such scenarios, it will not do to exclude,
on ideological or seemingly practical grounds, some
less fashionable ideas such as incomes policies or
selective controls and some redistribution.

Meanwhile, the high rate of unemployment in the
industrially advanced countries poses a real threat to
the prospects of the newly industrialising countries. There
has undoubtedly been a sizeable growth in prosperity
around the world in the past few decades even if
this growth is uneven. The two factors most responsible
for this are the spread of education and the consequent
increase in the absorptive capacity for capital and
technology, and an open trade environment which
provided the stimulus of demand. Education will spread
even further. But will the open trade environment that
helped Korea, Taiwan, Thailand and Malaysia be available
equally to late comers?

It is idle to pretend that competition from poor countries
is not at least one reason for a part of the unemployment
in the richer countries and for the downward pressure
on real wages for some sections of the population.
Rich countries can afford to protect a section of their
labour force at the expense of another, precisely because
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mere transfers. But we know that what enables all
people to help themselves, apart from peace, are gqod
health, good nutrition, good education and sanitary living
conditions. In the event of natural or man-made disasters,
we rush to provide help. But why are we so tardy
when it comes to making a systematic attack on world
poverty ?

Of late, there is even a retreat from international
as well as national responsibility in this area. What
is required internationally is not a revolutionary change
but just doubling of aid budgets in many developed
countries to bring them up to the target of Q.7 per
cent of national income and hopefully, a bit more. If
Norway or Sweden or the Netherlands can achieve
the aid target and even exceed it, what is it that really
ails the British or the Americans? If aid needs to be
redirected or betiter administered, what stands in the
way unless it is narrow national commercial or political
or security interests? The argument about urgent and
unmet domestic needs does not wash. Those who are
sensitive and generous at home are likely to be so
abroad also — and vice versa. If our Social Administration
department is concerned about world health problems,
it is because it is in the first place concerned about
national health in Britain.

More than 30 years ago, at a seminar in Washington
DC, a Russian participant asked me why | thought Russia
had an obligation to assist India. It is difficult to answer
sgch a question without sounding pompous. So, rather
dishonestly, | tried a facetious tack. | said that as a
gf.r-od Hindu, | believed in another life after this one.
Since neither he nor | can prove or disprove this,
there was one chance in two that it was true. And
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and that it is drawn from more than a hundred countries.
But does it represent the best available academic talent
from around the world? The answer is equally
uncomfortable if we look at the shifts in what we teach.

In a society which measures the value of higher
education in terms of the higher incomes that our students
can earn over a life time, this perversion is perhaps
unavoidable. But we can at least try and rectify it
as best as we can. In the area of whom to teach,
we know we must give the highest priority to scholarships
in our fund-raising drive. | hope this is the case. In
the area of what to teach, we can include subjects
which made our students betier members of ihe emerging
international society. | had ventured on one or two
occasions to speak of the importance of literature for
social scientists. Today, with the irresponsibility that comes
from retirement, | would go a step further and plead
for a study of world classics, not just of literature
but of religion and philosophy as well, and for some
explicit exploration of ethical issues.

The world citizen of tomorrow will have to learn
to take pride in the achievements of men and women
as such and not just the achievements of English men
or Indian women. Shakespeare is an English dramatist.
But he is also a product of world history and a part
of the inheritance of all of us. A noted poet from
my part of India once asked: what kind of a Gujarati
Is he who is only a Gujarati? Even Adam Smith saw
true self-interest in self-esteem which comes from being
esteemed well by others. He was not referring merely
to esteem that comes from wealth or from one’s immediate
neighbours or even during ones own lifetime. In saying
all this at the LSE, | know | am pushing at a door
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“People must come to acceplt private
enterprise not as a necessary evil, but as
an affirmative good"

— Eugene Black




HAVE YOU JOINED THE FORUM?

The Forum of Free Enterprise is a non-political
and non-partisan organisation, started in 1956, to
educate public opinion in India on free enterprise
and its close relationship with the democratic way
of life. The Forum seeks to stimulate public thinking
on vital economic problems of the day through booklets
and leaflets, meetings, essay competitions, and other
means as befit a democralic society. '

Membership is open to all who agree witﬁ the
Manifesto of the Forum. Annual membership fee is
Rs. 50/- (entrance fee Rs. 50/-) and Associate
Membership fee Rs. 20/- (entrance fee Rs. 10/-).
Graduale course students can get our Dookliets Dy
becoming Student Associates on payment of Rs. 10/-
only (No entrance fee).

Write for further particulars to the Secretary, Forum
of Free Enterprise, 235, Dr. Dadabhai Naoroji Road,
Post Box No. 208, Mumbai 400001.
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