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Introduction

leadership operates under a level of

uncertainty rarely witnessed in the past.
Geopolitical conflicts fracture long-standing
alliances, supply chains are unsettled by
sanctions and wars, financial markets
respond tensely to inflationary pressure as
well as stress of sovereign debt. Volatility of
climate, rapid technological shift, and
widening social inequality further complicate
the economic environment. Within this
turbulent climate, managers are expected to
deliver growth, stability, and social
legitimacy—often without the comfort of
predictability—and rarely with enough time
for reflection.

The leading managerial response to
this uncertainty has been speed.
Organisations increasingly rely on
dashboards, metrics, algorithms, and
periodic performance indicators to
navigate organisational complexity. While
such tools improve operational efficiency,
they leave a deeper problem unresolved.
Leadership failures, ethical lapses, and
declining stakeholder trust recur across
industries, suggesting that instability is not
caused solely by external shocks. More
often, it emerges from the inner
orientation of leadership.

This is where the teachings of Sri
Ramakrishna Paramahamsa (the Master)

In present global landscape, business

assume astonishing relevance. Speaking
not in theories but through simple stories
or parables, he addressed enduring human
tendencies—attachment, ambition, ego and
fear—that quietly shape behaviour and
judgment. His tales reveal how pride
clouds discernment, how unchecked
desire distorts priorities, and how
attachment to outcomes weakens moral
clarity. In periods of global uncertainty or
instability, such inner qualities matter
more than procedural check and control.

This article attempts, with deep humility
and reverence, to recall a few well-known
parables narrated by Sri Ramakrishna, along
with his teachings from The Gospel of Sri
Ramakrishna and Sri Sri Ramakrishna
Kathamrita,' as ethical lenses for
contemporary management.

By construing them against present
corporate challenges, it argues that
sustainable leadership depends less on speed
or acceleration and more on inner balance—
shifting focus from dominance to
responsibility, from  extraction to
stewardship, and from instant success to
enduring value grounded in human conduct
and ethical integrity for long-term result-
oriented actions. Interestingly, many leading
global companies practise some of ethical
principles of life instinctively, without ever
having read the parables. Some of such
experiences are included in this article as
case reference.
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The stories were originally told by the
Master in spiritual conversations with his
devotees and were intended for inner
awakening. In the following sections, they
have been approached from a somewhat
different angle, so that their wisdom may also
be understood as offering guidance for ethical
corporate conduct and long-term, sustainable
growth amid present uncertainties. Such a
reading may not entirely correspond with their
customary interpretation, and the kind
indulgence of learned readers is humbly sought
if any deviation is perceived in drawing
managerial insights from the narratives of
these sacred preachings of the Master.

The salt doll and the ocean

A dangerous illusion of control is often
cultivated during periods of organisational
success. As business units expand and
profits grow, leadership starts to believe that
every complexity can be measured, every
risk predicted, and every outcome mastered.
Strategy replaces reflection; confidence
slowly hardens into certainty.

Sri Ramakrishna illustrated candidly this
tendency through the parable of a salt doll that
wished to measure the depth of the ocean.
With confidence, the salt doll stepped into the
water. As it progressed, it gradually dissolved.
When it reached a point where the ocean could
truly be known, nothing of the doll remained
to return with the knowledge. The great
Master gently reminded his listeners that some
realities demand humility rather than conquest.

History of corporate management
confirms this insight. Organisations fall not
when ambition exists but when ambition
refuses limits. In contrast, Johnson &
Johnson’s response to the Tylenol crisis of
1982 revealed a leadership culture willing to
retreat from profit in obedience to moral
responsibility. By recalling products
nationwide at enormous cost, the company

preserved public trust and long-term
credibility.> The salt doll that survives is the
one that recognises when to step back from
the sea.

Listening to the mahout

Often corporate crises announce
themselves quietly. Early signs of warnings
appear as employee concerns, internal audit
notes, or uncomfortable queries raised in
meetings. Leadership failure often begins
when authority refuses to listen.

The Great Master, Sri Ramakrishna
captured this danger in a simple story. A
devotee once refused to move aside from a
charging elephant, declaring that God was
present everywhere and would protect him.
When injured, he complained to the mahout,
who replied softly, ‘God was also in the
mahout who warned you.” Wisdom, the
Master implied, speaks even through
ordinary human voices.

The famous case of Toyota’s recall
crisis of 2009-10 displayed the cost of
ignoring such voices. The company later
acknowledged structural failures that
discouraged frontline employees from
escalating safety concerns. In reforming its
governance, Toyota empowered engineers
and workers to pause production when risks
were identified, restoring trust and
accountability.® Listening became an ethical
act, not a procedural formality.

The sweet bait

Powerful attraction is generally exerted
by short-term success. Under pressure to
meet quarterly targets, organisations are
tempted by aggressive regulatory shortcuts,
accounting, or ethical compromises that
promise immediate gain.

Sri Ramakrishna likened such desire to a
fish drawn to bait, unaware of the hook
concealed within. The bait tastes sweet, but
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it carries bondage and suffering. The
tragedy lies not in desire itself, but in
regardlessness of consequence.

As an eye-opening instance, Unilever’s
long-term strategic shift provides a counter-
narrative. By publicly committing to
sustainable growth and rejecting profit at the
cost of social and environmental damage,
the company reframed success as
endurance rather than speed of doing
business.* The fish that pauses before biting
preserves its freedom—sometimes its
survival too.

Walking the straight road

Normally, trust erodes slowly and often
invisibly. Cosmetic compliance, selective
disclosure, and ambiguous communication
may avoid immediate discomfort, but they
weaken credibility at its roots.

Sri Ramakrishna described truthfulness
as the highest austerity of human being,
comparing it to a straight road—difficult,
sometimes lonely, but dependable. Mostly,
crooked paths appear easier, yet they lead to
confusion and instability at end.

For example, Novo Nordisk, a leading
Danish  multinational pharmaceutical
company exemplifies the discipline of the
straight road. By integrating transparent ESG
(Environmental, Social, and Governance)
disclosures into governance and tying
leadership incentives to ethical performance,
the company institutionalised truthfulness
beyond rhetoric. Its steady trust among
stakeholders and investors demonstrates that
transparency is not a constraint but a
stabilising force for organisations.’

Learning music

Corporate  values often appear
prominently exhibited yet remain weakly
practised. During crisis, such values
dissolve under pressure.

Sri Ramakrishna likened spiritual growth
to learning music. Knowing theory does not
produce melody; only disciplined, repeated
practice does. Ethical culture, the Master
implied, is not declared—it is rehearsed to
give the effect.

Case studies demonstrate that Lincoln
Electric (Cleveland, Ohio), global leader in
welding and cutting products, internalised
this principle through decades of
consistent labour practices, ethical
continuity and incentive fairness, even
during economic downturns. Values
survived because they were habitual, not
fashionable.® Culture, like music, emerges
from daily discipline.

Acting without fear

Fear distorts leadership. Anxiety over
outcomes encourages ethical shortcuts,
manipulation, or paralysis during instability
or uncertainty.

The great Master, Sri Ramakrishna
advised acting sincerely while surrendering
attachment to results. One must perform
duty with clarity, leaving outcomes beyond
anxious control. Detachment, he taught, is
the source of courage.

For example, Microsoft’s cultural
transformation under Satya Nadella reflected
this principle. By replacing fear-driven
competition with learning, empathy, and
openness, the organisation regained
resilience and ethical confidence.” Fear
receded when purpose returned.

Quiet leadership

Fanatical Leadership obsessed with
recognition erodes collective purpose.
Institutions or business enterprises
weaken when ambition seeks applause
rather than service.

Sri Ramakrishna praised the silent
workers who served without craving fame,
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warning that attachment to name blemishes
noble action.

A renowned privately owned outdoor
apparel and gear company of the USA,
Patagonia’s leadership philosophy mirrors
this restraint. By consistently placing
environmental responsibility above
executive self-interest, the company
embedded service into strategy which
yielded the desired result.® Quiet
leadership endures where louder ambition
often collapses.

Conclusion

The crises confronting modern
management are rooted less in systems
than in the human mind that governs them.
Recurrent failures—ethical, strategic, and
cultural—expose the fragility of leadership

environment, demands inner discipline
alongside external competence.

Sri Ramakrishna Paramahamsa’s
parables offer precisely this foundation. By

underscoring the value of humility,
truthfulness, restraint and service, they
address the psychological causes of

managerial breakdown rather than its
symptoms. Applied to corporate life, these
teachings reframe leadership as stewardship,
decision-making as moral responsibility, and
growth as a long-term social process rather
than an immediate financial outcome.

In integrating ethical clarity with
professional excellence, Sri Ramakrishna’s
wisdom dissolves the artificial divide between
business success and human welfare. It
points toward a management paradigm
capable of sustaining organisations, restoring

models driven by ego, speed, and trust, and contributing meaningfully to

short-term gain. Sustainable success, societal well-being—an enduring path for

especially in an unstable global leadership in times of uncertainty. L
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(Continued from page 30)

Sri Ramakrishna stands as a bridge
between these two—an illumined soul who
explored the depths of consciousness with
the sincerity of a true seeker independent of
any religion.

Conclusion

Sri Ramakrishna was not a scientist in
the conventional sense, yet his life reflects
a profound spirit of inquiry—an inquiry
directed toward the ultimate truth of
existence. He showed that the Divine is

*  Dr Bijay Krishna Chaudhuri (PhD, Dsc) is former Professor and Head, Indian Association

for the Cultivation of Science, Kolkata.

not a distant abstraction, but a living
presence to be realized within. In an age
guided by science, his message that (a)
beyond reasoning lies realization, (b)
beyond division lies unity and (c) beyond
the restless mind lies the infinite peace of
God remains deeply relevant.

‘The winds of grace are always
blowing, but you must raise the sail’, says
Sri Ramakrishna. May we, with sincerity
and devotion, strive to raise that sail in our
own lives. [ |
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