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India underwent a fundamental transformation from a state controlled economy 

to a market oriented one. The year 1991 was a turning point for Indian history as 

it marked the arrival of liberalisation reforms that promised unprecedented 

development, high economic growth and maximization of human well-being. The 

Structural Adjustment Programs (SAPs) proposed the idea of reducing 

government expenditure on welfare schemes and promoted the concept of a 

“laissez-faire” economy. By creating an amicable environment for multinational 

corporations to flourish, I believe that it has however aggravated the nature of 

inequalities. These inequalities are in the forms of dispossession, displacement, 

impoverishment, social exclusion and many others. In this context, I am referring 

to that segment of  the population which have been uprooted from their native 

land, moved out of their sole source of livelihood and migrated to cities for better 

economic opportunities but are residing in makeshift shelters. They are the slum 

dwellers who reside in deplorable living conditions lacking basic amenities such 

as sanitation, portable drinking water, healthcare, education and others. 
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In times like these when State is retracting from its welfare responsibilities, what alternatives 

do exist? Are these alternatives sufficient enough to include this segment of the Indian 

population that had initially fallen out of social safety nets?  

In order to respond to the twin challenges of poverty and underdevelopment in urban slum 

clusters and rural areas in particular, the Indian Government has initiated a plethora of 

schemes that makes basic amenities affordable and accessible to this segment of the 

population. As we all know, India’s population is growing at a fast pace and the outreach and 

impact of these policies are limited due to the lack of cooperation from authorities, 

infrastructure hassles and others. One notices that business has now joined hands with the 

governments to expedite the process of providing social care and support to the 

underprivileged sections of the society. Such is the case of Mahindra & Mahindra, which has 

joined hands with Madhya Pradesh government to promote girls education. Under the 

umbrella of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR), both public and private companies have 

invested a percentage of their profits for the well-being and improvement of depressed 

sections of the society such as children, women, tribal people, migrants and others. 

Companies like Birla, Tata Consultancy Services, Infosys, Mahindra and Mahindra and 

philanthropists like Bill and Melinda Gates are prime advocates of free education, skill based 

development, healthcare and individual empowerment. They follow the logic of triple bottom 

approach:  Profits, Planet and People.  

In India, the Companies Act 2013 section 135 (B) enumerates a long list of dos’ and don’ts’ 

for the public and private enterprises while engaging in a host of charitable activities. 
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Companies must contribute with 2% of their profits for initiatives like eradicating extreme 

hunger and poverty; promotion of education, gender equality and women empowering; 

reducing child mortality and improving maternal health. The act is compulsory for companies 

with annual turnover of more than one thousand million rupees or a net profit of more than 

five million rupees. For a very long time in India, philanthropy was seen as a strictly 

voluntary activity. The notion of charity was embedded in sacred texts and religious offerings 

like “Daana” (giving) and “Dakshina” in Hinduism, “Bhiksha” in Buddhism, “Zakat” in 

Islam . Mahatma Gandhi believed that individuals should assign a part of their wealth in 1

trusts for the benefit of society.  

With changing times, the altruistic behaviour pattern dwindled and became restricted to times 

of natural or man-made calamities. One may recall the Haiti earthquake in 2010, the 

Uttrakhand Flash Floods in 2013 or the very recent Nepal earthquake in 2015. In these cases, 

state governments, corporations and international organisations played a constructive role in 

relief work and restoration activities. However, the involvement of corporations in goodwill 

gestures has become a contentious issue. It is because there is a shift in the responsibility of 

providing essential items (food, water and other) from the State to a Corporate. It is often 

followed by the release of annual report and promotion of their achievements on media- 

which catches everyone attention. It is debatable if any organisation has made difference in 

the lives of the other or not, but there is no presence of a third party to analyse the efficacy of 

CSR activities (at least in India). Furthermore, a scholar like Milton Friedman has argued 

against the doctrine of CSR by referring it as ‘unadulterated socialism’ . Amartya Sen’s has a 2

 Pushpa Sundar, Business and Community: The Story of Corporate Social Responsibility in 1

India, Sage Publications, New Delhi, 2013

 Milton Friedman, The New York Times Magazine, September 13, 1970.	2

http://www.colorado.edu/studentgroups/libertarians/issues/friedman-soc-resp-business.html  	
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different perspective. I believe his capability approach can be a useful tool to measure the 

impact of CSR projects in terms of well-being and development on communities (suffering 

from poverty, inequalities, low standard of living, social exclusion) belonging to developing 

societies.  

India has become the first country in the world to make social responsibility a mandatory 

feature. But the legislation lacks a crucial element which is the assessment of the services 

provided by the corporation to the depressed sections of the society. Without it, the legislation 

will simply remain a marketing tool for the company that often puts them in better position as 

compared to its competitors. With CSR being a fashionable tool these days, many companies 

have jumped the bandwagon by initiating campaigns like ‘adopting a village or a school’ , 3

starting mobile medical vans and others. Here, the difference will be laid out in the quality 

and quantity of services provided to the urban poor and their subsequent impact on their daily 

lifestyles. This also does not entail that CSR projects will perform better than state policies in 

terms of reach and impact. But the question is: can corporations be trustworthy stakeholders 

in the implementation of welfare policies along with the government? We do believe 

however, that for developing countries CSR can be a pertinent solution to the twin challenges 

of poverty and development. 

 Business Standard, “As MPs lose interest, government approaches corporate India to Adopt 3

a Village”, April, 2016, 
http://www.business-standard.com/article/economy-policy/as-mps-lose-interest-government-approaches-
corporate-india-to-adopt-a-village-116042700160_1.html
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