© 2025 JETIR January 2025, Volume 12, Issue 1 www.jetir.org (ISSN-2349-5162)

JETIR.ORG ISSN: 2349-5162 | ESTD Year : 2014 | Monthly Issue

JOURNAL OF EMERGING TECHNOLOGIES AND
INNOVATIVE RESEARCH (JETIR)

An International Scholarly Open Access, Peer-reviewed, Refereed Journal

Tracing the Roots of Corporate Social
Responsibility in the Ancient Indian Philosophy of
Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam.

Ashutosh Kumar Jha, Assistant Professor, Medi-Caps University, Indore
Contact No: (+91) 7677744015, E-mail: ashutoshkumarjhal002@gmail.com
Dr. Navindra Kumar Totala, Professor, Devi Ahilya Vishwavidyalaya, Indore
Contact No: (+91) 9826507017, E-mail: navindratotla@gmail.com

Abstract: Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) is a modern business concept that emphasizes ethical
practices, sustainable development, and a commitment to social well-being. This paper explores the evolution
of CSR through the lens of Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam, an ancient Indian philosophy that advocates the idea of
the world as one family. Rooted in texts like the Upanishads, the Bhagavad Gita, and Manusmriti, Vasudhaiva
Kutumbakam promotes a worldview where the interconnectedness of all living beings forms the foundation for
ethical decision-making. The philosophy calls for actions that benefit not just the individual or community, but
the global collective, fostering harmony and mutual responsibility. Drawing a parallel between this ancient
wisdom and contemporary CSR practices, this paper investigates how businesses, in their quest for
sustainability and ethical governance, can integrate these age-old principles. It discusses the evolution of CSR
from philanthropic gestures to a strategic approach that incorporates environmental sustainability, social justice,
and ethical labor practices. The paper concludes by examining how the core tenets of Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam
can provide a timeless framework for businesses seeking to balance profit motives with a genuine commitment
to global well-being, thus offering insights into more holistic, responsible corporate conduct in the modern era.
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Introduction: Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) has evolved from a philanthropic gesture to a
comprehensive business strategy that seeks to balance profit-making with ethical obligations to society, the
environment, and stakeholders (Carroll, 1999). As companies worldwide face increasing pressure to adopt
sustainable business practices, CSR has emerged as a cornerstone of modern corporate governance. CSR is no
longer viewed merely as an act of charity but as a crucial element that ensures a company’s longevity, reputation,
and relationship with its community (Bhattacharya, Korschun, & Sen, 2009). In contrast, the ancient Indian
philosophy of Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam—which translates to "the world is one family"—espouses the idea that
all living beings are interconnected, and therefore, individuals and organizations must work for the collective
good. This philosophy, rooted in Hindu scriptures such as the Upanishads, the Bhagavad Gita, and the
Manusmriti, underscores the importance of social harmony, ethical conduct, and mutual responsibility. This
paper seeks to explore the evolution of CSR by drawing connections between this ancient concept of Vasudhaiva
Kutumbakam and modern CSR practices. By examining how businesses integrate ethical responsibility,
sustainability, and social justice into their operations, we will explore how ancient wisdom can serve as a guiding
framework for today’s corporate world.

Historical Evolution of Corporate Social Responsibility Through Ancient Indian Literature: CSR
principles were also evident in Kautilya's Arthashastra, an ancient treatise on governance and statecraft.
Through the use of Hermeneutics, a qualitative research approach, scholars have uncovered ancient Indian
views on CSR. Unlike the typical Western approach, which tends to follow an outside-in perspective, Kautilya's
philosophy emphasized an inside-out approach, focusing on the development of the leader’s conscience. The
ethical role of business leaders in promoting transparency, ethical conduct, and good governance was seen as
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central to achieving CSR objectives (Muniapan and Dass, 2008). In the context of modern corporate
governance, the principles from the Bhagavad Gita have been applied to ethics and human resource
management. The Gita advocates for a balanced approach to CSR, with an emphasis on individual responsibility
and global social responsibility for corporate leaders. The concepts of Dharma (duty) and Karma (action) offer
valuable insights into ethical leadership and the role of business in societal well-being, aligning both individual
and collective goals for the betterment of society (Muniapan and Satpathy, 2013).CSR has deep roots in ancient
Indian philosophy, particularly in the Vedic tradition. The Vedas emphasized that actions driven by sincere
intentions lead to enduring positive outcomes. They promoted the idea of minimal accumulation of wealth,
encouraged collective efforts, and advocated for ecological balance. The economic principles outlined in the
Vedas were inherently pure, focusing on the notion of prosperity for all. Vedic teachings on CSR offered
profound insights, with the Karma theory highlighting that companies are accountable for their actions.
Meanwhile, the Dharma philosophy recommended that businesses should function in harmony with nature,
society, and individuals. In particular, businesses, being significant consumers of natural resources and
contributors to pollution, hold a greater responsibility to protect and restore the environment (Ashokkumar,
2014). The ethical framework for CSR in ancient Indian literature was also linked to the broader ideals of
universal peace and happiness. The Rig Veda underscored that individuals who pursue personal pleasures while
neglecting societal duties fall into sin. Key themes such as charity, sacrifice, ethical business practices, and the
principle of "live and let live" were consistently present. The pursuit of spiritual paths was considered to
reinforce the commitment to CSR and the preservation of the planet for future generations (Rao and Nair, 2016).
Hinduism, originally referred to as Sanatana Dharma, places a strong emphasis on ethical behavior through
concepts like Dharma (righteous duty) and Karma (selfless action). Vedantic philosophy was forward-thinking,
offering spiritual knowledge that anticipated social and economic challenges. Hindu teachings highlight the
importance of social responsibility, duty toward others, and assisting the vulnerable, aiming for self-realization
and liberation (Moksha). These ideas align with modern human rights principles and are reflected in both
religious teachings and contemporary corporate practices, guiding organizations toward social welfare
(Muthuswamy, 2018).

The Concept of Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam in Ancient Indian Philosophy

Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam is a Sanskrit phrase that originates in the Mahopanishad and is later mentioned in the
Mahabharata. The concept suggests a holistic view of the world, in which all living beings are part of a single,
interconnected family. In ancient Indian texts, this idea is further elaborated as the responsibility of every
individual to contribute to the well-being of all. The key principles of this philosophy include:

o Interconnectedness of all beings: Every action taken by an individual impacts the whole, which
emphasizes the interconnectedness of humanity, nature, and the universe.

o Universal responsibility: The individual’s welfare is inextricably linked to the welfare of others.
Therefore, self-interest must align with the collective good.

o Ethical living: Actions that promote peace, harmony, and justice are considered integral to the fabric of
society.

In the Bhagavad Gita, Lord Krishna imparts the principle of dharma (duty) to Arjuna, emphasizing the
importance of selfless action for the greater good. The idea is not only to fulfill one’s personal or familial duties
but to also work toward the greater harmony of society and the world. This can be viewed as an early form of
what we now understand as social responsibility. The philosophy of Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam can be seen as a
precursor to modern CSR practices, which call for businesses to not only pursue profits but to act responsibly
in relation to the environment, communities, and societies they operate in (Gandhi, 1968).

The Rise of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR)

The roots of CSR can be traced back to the early philanthropic endeavors of business tycoons and wealthy
individuals, especially during the Industrial Revolution. Industrialists invested in education, health, and
community development, setting a precedent for businesses to contribute to society beyond their immediate
commercial interests (Freeman, 1984). In the mid-20th century, CSR began evolving into a more structured and
formalized concept, driven by increasing consumer awareness, environmental concerns, and social movements.
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With the rise of multinational corporations and globalization, CSR gained prominence as a means to mitigate
the negative effects of industrialization, such as pollution, child labor, and exploitation.

The modern definition of CSR encompasses three pillars:

o Environmental sustainability: Minimizing ecological footprints, promoting green initiatives, and
addressing climate change.

e Social responsibility: Ensuring fair labor practices, promoting equity, and supporting community
development.

e Governance: Ensuring transparency, ethical business practices, and accountability to stakeholders.
Drawing Parallels Between Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam and Modern CSR

o At its core, Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam and CSR both advocate for ethical responsibility toward others,
whether it be people, nature, or future generations. Businesses that embrace CSR view their activities as
part of a larger global community, reflecting the core principle of Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam—the
interdependence of all people and the planet.

« Sustainability and Responsibility: Modern CSR places a strong emphasis on sustainability. Companies
are increasingly expected to not only seek profits but also ensure that their actions do not harm the
environment or society. This principle is in perfect alignment with Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam, which calls
for a harmonious existence with nature and all living beings.

As businesses move beyond profit-maximization to adopt CSR practices, there are clear philosophical overlaps
with the ancient Indian worldview of Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam. This interconnectedness is evident in several
core principles that guide CSR today. These principles can be distilled into values such as global responsibility,
shared prosperity, ethical decision-making, and sustainability.

Core Principles of Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam and Their CSR Counterparts

e Interdependence: Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam underscores the interdependence of all life. This principle
closely mirrors the CSR focus on corporate accountability, which acknowledges that businesses must
recognize their impact on the broader social and environmental ecosystems. CSR is not just about the direct
effects of business operations but also about understanding that every action—be it sourcing raw materials,
production processes, or labor practices—has global consequences. Unilever's Sustainable Living Plan is a
direct embodiment of this principle. The company has committed to reducing its environmental footprint,
improving the health and well-being of people worldwide, and enhancing livelihoods across its supply
chains. This model recognizes the interconnectedness of global resources and seeks solutions that benefit
all stakeholders, much in the spirit of Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam.

e Universal Responsibility: The concept of universal responsibility suggests that each individual or entity
has a duty to contribute to the well-being of all others, especially marginalized or vulnerable groups. This
concept aligns directly with CSR’s focus on social justice and community welfare, encouraging businesses
to engage in practices that improve living standards, enhance human rights, and promote diversity and
inclusivity. Companies like Patagonia have integrated universal responsibility into their business models by
promoting ethical sourcing, fair wages, and environmental protection, often going beyond legal compliance
to ensure that their supply chains align with global humanitarian and environmental standards. Through
initiatives like their Fair-Trade certification program, Patagonia exemplifies the corporate application of
Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam by prioritizing ethical treatment across the supply chain.
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e Ethical Living and Sustainability: The idea of dharma (duty) in the Bhagavad Gita calls for actions that
promote moral and ethical living. CSR shares this ethical orientation by urging businesses to adopt
sustainable practices that do not harm the environment or society. The modern CSR model has evolved from
a focus on charitable giving to a deeper, more systemic integration of sustainability into corporate
operations. Interface Inc., a global leader in modular carpet manufacturing, demonstrates CSR principles in
harmony with Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam through its commitment to becoming a "climate-positive" business
by reducing its carbon footprint and encouraging regenerative environmental practices. Its mission is based
on the idea that businesses must be responsible stewards of the planet, reflecting the interconnectedness
emphasized in ancient Indian philosophy.

CSR in Action: Companies Guided by Ethical and Holistic Principles

Several companies today have embraced CSR in a way that reflects the ethical, communal, and sustainable
values emphasized in Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam. These businesses recognize their responsibility toward not just
shareholders, but also stakeholders—including customers, employees, suppliers, local communities, and the
environment. The Tata Group stands out as a shining example of CSR in India, deeply embedding the principles
of Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam into its operations. Founded by Jamsetji Tata in the late 19th century, the Tata
Group has maintained a long-standing commitment to social welfare and ethical business practices. Tata's
philanthropic initiatives have included the establishment of key institutions in education, healthcare, and rural
development. The group's CSR initiatives are rooted in the belief that business success should be intertwined
with the success of the broader society. In particular, Tata Consultancy Services (TCS), the global IT services
firm, has integrated sustainability into its business strategy, investing heavily in community development
programs and reducing its carbon footprint. TCS’s corporate governance practices reflect the company's
understanding that business is not isolated from the world but part of a broader global family.

The Challenges of Integrating Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam with Modern Business Models

Despite the growing recognition of CSR’s importance and its potential to bring about positive change, there are
several challenges in integrating Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam into modern business practices.

e Profit vs. Responsibility: One of the primary challenges is the tension between profit maximization and
social responsibility. Companies are often under pressure from shareholders to prioritize financial returns,
which can sometimes conflict with investments in sustainability or social equity.

e Corporate Greenwashing: Another challenge is the phenomenon of "greenwashing," where companies
make superficial or misleading claims about their sustainability practices to appear socially responsible
without making substantial changes. This undermines the true spirit of CSR and Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam,
which calls for genuine, long-term commitment to the well-being of the global community.

e Globalization and Labor Exploitation: Globalization has led to companies sourcing materials and labor
from regions with less stringent regulations, often resulting in exploitative working conditions. While
companies may outwardly support CSR initiatives, their supply chains may still depend on labor
exploitation, contributing to social inequalities.

e Corporate Culture and Ethics: Creating a corporate culture that fully integrates ethical decision-making
at every level is another significant challenge. Many organizations struggle to align their day-to-day
operations with the higher ethical standards espoused by Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam due to entrenched profit-
driven models or the complexities of navigating global regulatory environments.

The Future of CSR: Reimagining Business with a Universal Responsibility

The future of CSR lies in reimagining business practices to integrate sustainability, social justice, and ethical
responsibility into the core of every operation. Companies must take more proactive roles in addressing global
challenges such as climate change, social inequality, and poverty, reflecting the interconnectedness and
universal responsibility inherent in Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam.
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Reimagining Business Practices: The next frontier for CSR will likely involve greater collaboration between
businesses, governments, and non-governmental organizations (NGOs). Businesses will need to embrace more
circular economic models, reduce waste, and ensure that their operations support the long-term health of the
planet. A truly responsible company will recognize its obligations to every member of the global family, from
workers to consumers to the environment.

Interdisciplinary Collaboration: The implementation of CSR rooted in Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam will require
interdisciplinary approaches, drawing from fields such as environmental science, human rights law, and
economics to create holistic solutions to complex global challenges.

Corporate Governance as a Driver for Change

Innovative corporate governance frameworks, built on transparency, accountability, and the principles of equity
and justice, will pave the way for CSR to become more than just a marketing tool but an integral part of business
strategy.

Conclusion

This paper has explored the evolution of CSR through the ancient Indian philosophy of Vasudhaiva
Kutumbakam, demonstrating how the interconnectedness and responsibility toward all living beings in this
ancient worldview align with modern CSR practices. By examining the core principles of universal
responsibility, sustainability, and ethical living, we have seen how businesses can embody these values to foster
global well-being. The examples of companies like Tata Group, The Body Shop, and Patagonia illustrate how
these ideals are being put into practice. However, challenges such as profit-driven motives and greenwashing
continue to hinder the full realization of CSR’s potential. Ultimately, the future of CSR lies in businesses
adopting a more inclusive, ethical approach that recognizes their role as stewards of the planet and contributors
to the common good—reflecting the timeless wisdom of Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam.
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