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Dharmic Manager: Meanings and Means

ABSTRACT

Many Indians frequently attempt to adopt the construct of Dharm



precedent for a number of other employees who probably only witnessed the forgiveness but
not the underlying rationale? In case an employee is not putting in her or his best effort,
should the manager try harder tactics—such as reprimand—or softer tactics—such as
persuasion—to elicit the desired performance? One has to deliberate about all this at a time
when the practice of work is evolving with new approaches like working from home and

increasing diversity of the workforce and so forth.

Recognizing these uncertainties leads to a very important and eternal question: how
does one ascertain whether one's actions are good or bad? As discussed above, just following
rules and existing norms may not be sufficient for decision-making. Many luminaries before
us have attempted to answer this eternal question. Our limited understanding of these answers

makes us gravitate toward one particular viewpoint. We contend that a large number of



RECONCEPTUALIZING DHARM

The most prominent meaning of Dharm, as per Bharat Ratna Pandurang Vaman Kane
(Kane, 1941), consisted of the privileges, duties and obligations of a person, including the
standard of conduct as an Aryan, as a member of one's caste, and a person of a particular
stage of life (Varnashrama Dharm). This definition may be accused of a rigid social division
of caste hierarchy. Nevertheless, it contextualizes the duties and responsibilities of human
beings in their position and stage of life, intending to maintain social order, stability, and the
common good of that particular time. Hence, PV Kane advocated conceptualizing Dharm
according to one’s duties as a member of a community and one’s stage of life. The modern-
day relevance of this contextualization is that people are assigned specific responsibilities,
and their Dharm must be in relation to their responsibility to the

community/society/profession in a particular period of time.

The importance of context and time is also seen in the works of moral philosophers of
the Western tradition, particularly in Maclintyre (2007), who asserts that "Morality which is
no particular society's morality is to be found nowhere™ (pp. 265-66). Maclntyre asserts that
morality always existed for a particular era. In his germinal work The Idea of Justice (Sen,
2008), Amartya Sen advocates a comparative approach that focuses on the actual behavior of
people over transcendental and/or ideal notions of right/good/just. Sen argues in favor of a
realization-focused approach to deal with manifest injustice over the arrangement-focused
notion of justice that emphasizes the transcendental identification of the ideal institutions for
delivering justice. For Sen, ideal institutions are neither necessary nor sufficient for the actual
manifestation of a just society. In contrast, the realization-focused champions of justice were
often interested primarily in the removal of manifest injustice from the world that they saw.
Similarly, a manager looking for a just and/or right decision in a particular situation exercises
practical reason that involves an actual choice and demands a (Dharmic) framework for
comparison of ‘what is more right” with “what is less right” while choosing from among the

feasible alternatives and not an identification of a possibly unavailable perfectly right.

The formulation of Chaturvedi Badrinath (Badrinath, 2007) refers to some other
meanings of Dharm as per Taittiriya Upanishad, Bhagavad Gita, Manu- Smriti, Yajnavalkya
Smriti, and Tantra Vartikka. These meanings manifest in certain specific varieties of Dharm,
such as Rastra Dharm, Kula Dharm, Yuga Dharm and so forth. Chaturvedi Badrinath seems

to contend that many of the above definitions/views of Dharm are ritualistic, narrow, and






The universe exists because it is held together by the immutable cosmic principles of
creation, usually referred to as Rta in the Vedic literature. The highest Dharm or duty of
every human being is to find out (by realization) that she is sustained by cosmic principles.
Dharm is the cosmic law that runs the mechanism of the universe —obeying natural laws of
living and existence, which are applicable to all things and beings. This is a teleological view
as it relies on there being a final goal and purpose of existence, and human flourishing is
dependent on striving towards that goal. In many respects, this view is also closer to the
views of the celebrated Greek philosopher Aristotle. Human Dharm is to realize one’s true
nature and to perform one’s natural duty selflessly and fearlessly for the welfare of all beings,

a view expressed in SBG (Yogananda, 2007).

CONSTRUCT SPECIFICATION OF DHARM



later, Kane's specification of Varnashram Dharm may have a very useful purpose. This
purpose has to be excavated, perhaps, by getting into the original meanings—etymology—of

words like Dharm and other words in its neighborhood.

Many scholars (Kane, 1941; R. M. Pirsig, 1992) believe that Rta is the germ of
Dharma. This term appears in RgVed, and scholars understand it to mean the cosmic order of
things in general. The key point to keep in mind is that Rta meant order, a kind of orderliness
that one was dutybound to realize and maintain. How else will this order manifest itself if not
in a stable and balanced understanding of one’s position in the larger scheme of things? This
is where Kane’s meaning of Varnashram Dharm makes sense. Probably it is fruitful to
stabilize certain boundaries in one’s quest and practice dwelling within them before
transcending them. For instance, a disciplined stay within the boundaries of student life most

probably enables one to enter fruitfully into marriage and family life.

At the same time, people are also ever-evolving individually and, therefore,
collectively. The station of life in which a young adult craves autonomy and agency gradually
evolves into late adulthood, wherein the same person benignly wishes to contribute and give
rather than gain for oneself (Erikson, 1950). Hence, most likely, an individual has to seek the
peace and stability of order and orderliness while also being simultaneously aware that this
stability has to eventually give way to new stability both individually as well as societally.
This gradual but certain evolution of the human condition probably renders a precise meaning
of such terms beyond any verbal formulation. What seems illuminating here is the familiarity
with the root of the word Dharm. The word Dharm itself is derived from the root word dhr,
meaning to support, to uphold, and to sustain. Hence this entire scheme of stability and
change, static and dynamic patterns of Dharm (W. K. Pirsig, 2022), need to be practiced in a

way that supports, sustains and enhances everything, all life.

Pirsig (1992; W. K. Pirsig, 2022) not only acknowledges the logically vague
specification of Dharm, but he also claims that perhaps Dharm is beyond proof or reason.
Going further, Pirsig (2022) states that Dharm should guide reason but not the other way
around. The realization of Dharm, according to Pirsig (2022), also entails the dissolution of
self or ego, which typically results from a logical division between oneself and others.
Pirsig’s formulation of Dharm distinguishes between static and dynamic aspects of it. This
classification of Dharm is seen in Kane (1941) as well as in the work of Polanyi (1966). The
static Dharma of Pirsig (1992; W. K. Pirsig, 2022) is seen in the explicit formulations or



knowledge (Polanyi, 1966) and rituals (Kane, 1941). The dynamic aspects of Dharm
described in Pirsig (1992; W. K. Pirsig, 2022) resemble the tacit knowledge (Polanyi, 1966)
and the Smarta tradition (Kane, 1941).

This multifarious and perhaps ambiguous specification of Dharm becomes more



One wonders if there is any school of thought/thinker that emphasizes values other

than efficiency and utility. Do any theory or system account for justice, sustainability and the



Aristotle was very particular about individuals' being members of a larger community
that he called the Polis. What is important in that notion of individuals being part of the Polis
is that our virtues are also defined by the larger community. Crucial to Aristotle's argument is
that there was no antagonism between the self-interest of individuals and the larger public



emotions like envy, anxiety, anger, fear, revenge and so on, if fed on a continuous basis, have
the potential to damage, dilute and deteriorate one’s relationship with oneself first and then
one’s relationship with others and society at large. These emotions are found universally, and
each of these emotions is potent to destroy the human character and the character of the
civilization and nation as portrayed in the Mahabharata. The envy of Duryodhana, the anxiety
of Karna, the revenge of Ashwatthama, and the fear of Dhritarashtra led to the situation of
war. A person who is a Dharmic person should be able to experience and outgrow these
experiences and cultivate positive attributes and attitudes. Messages of Swami Vivekanand
imply that if a person’s relation to his colleagues and workers is devoid of love and respect,
the person is shrinking (Letters of Swami Vivekananda, 2019). It is hard to see how such a
manager can contribute to and to others' wellbeing. The same positive emotions that one
needs to develop for setting one's relationship with oneself right are also required for building
one's relationship with the others around. Without these qualities, a manager would create a

lot of damage to everything and everyone.

DERIVING THE MEANS OF BEING DHARMIC

Cultivating virtuous habits and maintaining a narrative unity of life with the constancy
of character is important for being just, right, and good. One needs to cultivate virtues such as
courage, generosity, temperance, justice, honesty, truthfulness and so forth. That apart, one
needs to be practically wise, bereft of purely selfish desires and consider work as her share of
offering to the human society and universe. A good manager also should be a better listener
and be able to relate to the person and situation better.

Pirsig (2022) mentions that the way to become Dharmic is to practice Dhyan or Zen.
The word practice here seems important. Most probably, disciplined adherence to certain
codes can, over time, open the paths and vistas of Dharm for a manager. The essence of
earlier conceptions can be seen in both the adherence—static—and opening of new vistas—
dynamic—aspects of Dharm. In the section below, a potentially useful collection of such

practices is made available for readers.

Avo d ng Attr but on Error
A manager faces several situations when an employee appears to have made a
mistake. A central question in such a situation is to decide if the employee is responsible for

that mistake or what circumstances led to that mistake. Many managers may hold the



employee responsible (Ross, 2018). However, such a mental habit could be more erroneous
than accurate. Published research suggests a way out. It offers a framework to examine if the
manager is reaching the right decision in such cases. This framework consists of three
considerations termed consistency, distinctiveness, and consensus (CDC) (Kelley, 1973).
Consistency refers to the uniformity—or its absence—in the past behaviors of the employee.
For example, if a manager notices lateness on a particular day, s/he would come to a more
accurate decision by considering if the employee has shown lateness in the past. If such an
examination yields consistency in lateness, holding employees responsible becomes a more
accurate decision. The second consideration—distinctiveness—can be implemented by
asking if the behavior under examination stands out as separate from other behaviors of the
employee. For instance, if the employee coming late on a given day has also missed several
deadlines in the past or has made many errors, one can more reasonably conclude that the
lateness occurred due to the employee and not due to uncontrollable circumstances. Lastly,
considering consensus means looking at the behaviors of many other employees that day. If
many people came late that day, the behaviors of many employees would match with the
employee in question. Such a data point can safely indicate that lateness occurred due to

circumstances beyond the control of any single individual.

We posit that practicing the CDC principle—habituating oneself—can lead to better
relations of self with self and better relations of self with others. Thus, it serves the

conception of Dharm.

Ensur Jlg“l ar ous Nor, rs of Just ce

A manager needs to follow three important norms of justice. The first norm to be kept
in mind is distributive justice. This form of justice demands from a manager that rewards and
punishments be distributed to employees in proportion to their good or bad outcomes. The

next form of justice—



practicing these forms of justice ensures less pain to others and less pain to people in the
interdependent entity of the business. Hence, these practices can help the attainment of
Dharma (Badrinath, 2019).

Expand ng Leader Me, y ber Exchange

According to the theory of exchanges between a manager and an employee, the
manager should aim to display certain specific behaviors in order to establish a positive
relationship between the two. For instance, a manager should let an employee know the level
of satisfaction the manager experiences owing to the employee’s output. Besides assessing the
output of an employee—and sharing this assessment—a manager should also assess the
potential of that employee. A manager should also endeavor to experience the difficulties and
problems an employee faces while at work. A manager should try to use her/his authority to
enable the work of an employee. Quite frequently, one witnesses a passive possession of
authority by a manager, which s/he seldom uses to help the employees. Such an attitude
proves dysfunctional, according to evidence. Moreover, certain occasions require a manager
to protect an innocent employee who might have unknowingly made a mistake. A Dharmik
manager should do that, as the evidence (e.g., Dulebohn et al., 2012) suggests a positive work
atmosphere resulting from such managerial actions. Employees actively reciprocate the
combined impact of these behaviors by endorsing the manager even when in her/his absence
(Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995).

Evidence (e.g., Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995) also suggests that managers typically
engage in these behaviors for a smaller set of employees close to them. The challenge,
therefore, is to expand this circle and engage in such behaviors with an ever-increasing
number of employees. This idea is assumed further importance given that managers may not

include the output of employees while engaging in these behaviors (Martin et al., 2016).

Prov d ng Perce yed Organ zat gna Support (POY)

Employees experience positive attitudes and display several useful behaviors when
they feel supported. In particular, they reciprocate well when they perceive that managers
value the contributions they make. Furthermore, employees also expect their managers to
care for their interests, not to take advantage of employees' vulnerabilities, and to ensure their
overall wellbeing at the workplace (Eisenberger et al., 1986). Evidence also suggests that
employees personify their organizations in their managers and find the role of their managers



crucial while formulating their perceptions about these kinds of support (Eisenberger et al.,
2002; Shanock & Eisenberger, 2006).

Working to ensure POS demands the practice of valuing people’s work objectively,
shedding biases or prejudices, and relating with compassion in order to let employees grow.
Evidence suggests that these actions and their consequences have positive outcomes for
employees and organizations (Riggle et al., 2009; Rockstuhl et al., 2020). It seems that such
practices can ensure better relations between self and others and probably also between self

and self. In other words, these practices seem capable of ensuring Dharm.

Overall, it seems that avoiding attribution error through the practice of the CDC
framework, ensuring the different forms of justice, better LMX, and POS can obviously lead
to better relations between self and others. We posit that these practices can also ensure peace
within and hence ensure a better relationship of the self with self. These, therefore, can be
considered Dharmic practices as per the conceptualization of Badrinath(Badrinath, 2007,
2019).

CONCLUSION

Probably, the ultimate goal of a manager, as a human being, should be to peacefully
surrender to the Wishes of The Almighty. This could be experienced as a non-resistant and
childlike response to what the manager witnesses within and without. However, the
proponents of action, internal locus of control, and capitalism would be upset with such a
prospect. They need to see goals, and goal-directed actions, course corrections in case goals
are not met, and so forth. Perhaps it is better left to each manager to choose between peaceful
surrender—Iest it is misunderstood, we are not advocating inaction—and determined action.
In case the manager does choose the latter, the paper humbly offers some evidence-based

suggestions for better prospects of results.
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