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Individuals face hard decisions, but not often. A government faces difficult decisions all 
the time. Covid-19 saw governments impose lockdowns the world over. There were 
debates about it. People resented their freedom of movement being curtailed. In India, 
lockdowns led to an appalling situation for migrant laborers. 

On reflection, Covid-19 was actually a not-so-hard "decision-making" case, since the 
ethical dimensions of the choices were stark. Governments had to deal at one go with the 
welfare of an entire population. But there are situations where the choices are hard to 
make. And sometimes governments do end up taking decisions that are deeply flawed. 
The Sardar Sarovar Project is such an infamous case, where a dam was constructed on 
the river Narmada in India against heavy opposition from environmental activists and 
those who were affected. Now that the dam is operational, we know what it has 
submerged, and who it is has displaced, but the benefits have remained surprisingly hazy. 

Governments are powerful agencies, but they do not do what is beneficia! 
automatically. When a "public policy" decision has to be taken, governments tend to rely 
on economic aspects and forget "humane" considerations. If a slum has to be removed to 
build a shopping mall, out goes the slum, with even worse conditions guaranteed for the 
slum dwellers. If mining has to be done on land where tribals reside, the mining is done 
and the tribals are forgotten. These are local examples. But when we come to the big 
ones, like reservations in education and public offices, then the whole population is 
involved, and sensibilities are charged. What is the right decision to take? What is the 
reasonable thing to do in such situations? 

A book written by Shashi Motilal, Keya Maitra and Prakriti Prajapati (MMP, hereafter) 
tries to engage with questions relating to public policy decision making. In their carefully 
constructed book The Ethics of Governance: The Moral Limits of Policy Decisions 
(2021), the authors argue for governments to consider an ethical toolbox which can prove 
to be effective against obviously unethical decision making. 

Two important distinctions, drawn from the literature, are made at the beginning by the 
authors. One, applied philosophy is distinct from engaged philosophy. In applied 
philosophy, one looks to ground action on sorne ethical theory, treating the ethical theory 
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