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AIM. PREPARE. ACHIEVE

ETHICAL TAKE

Dignity in Death: When the State Fails Its
Most Vulnerable

Source reports: August 2026

Gist of the Issue

Reports from August 2026 described Rukhsana Khan's body being taken from Bada Malhera
Civil Hospital in Chhatarpur in a municipal garbage-collection vehicle after her family had
waited for transport. The Indian Express quoted the BMO as saying the hospital lacked a
dedicated hearse and had requested one. Later reporting said the Collector had
recommended disciplinary action following an inquiry, with further examination of hospital
and municipal arrangements. These reports do not justify assuming that a working, sanctioned
vehicle was available or that every question of individual responsibility was settled. [1-2]

The ethical question: How should a public official secure dignified service immediately, while
investigating responsibility fairly and repairing the system that left a grieving family without
support?

Ethical Concepts & Keywords

Ethical Concepts & Kexjwords
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Compassion becomes effective through a verified arrangement. Dignity must not depend on wealth,
influence or a camera. Investigo.te individual conduct and structural 4aps Fairlg; do not presume
that a vehicle, fund or spending power existed.
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Value / concept Application to the issue

Treat the deceased respectfully and avoid adding humiliation to

Human dignity bereavement. Dignity should not depend on the family's ability to pay.

Understand the family's practical and emotional needs; offer clear,
respectful assistance rather than passing responsibility between
offices.

Empathy and
compassion

Establish who was responsible for arranging transport, what
Professional duty resources existed and what alternatives could reasonably have been
organised.

Record decisions, examine failures and provide remedies.
Accountability Accountability requires evidence, not merely an identifiable official
to blame.

Poor and remote households may bear disproportionate costs when
Equity public services fail. Assess affordability and access when designing a
response.

Reliable services and an honest response to failure support

Public trust confidence in public institutions.

Separate allegations, preliminary findings, disciplinary
Due process recommendations and final decisions. Give affected staff a fair
opportunity to respond.

Use the incident to improve transport arrangements, escalation,

Institutional | i
nstitutional fearning maintenance, funding and complaints handling.
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Core Ethical Dilemmas

Core Ethical Dilemmas
Dignity in Death

Urgent assistance < > Lawful process
Help promptly; verify authority for transport and expenditure

Individual res[aonsiloility 4 > Structural failure

Examine conduct, capacity, approvals and coordination separately

Cusfomary practice < Moral Judgment

Repeated use cannot justify degrading treatment; assess alternatives

Camera. pressure < Equal duty

Provide the same respectful service when nobody is Filming

Private help < > Institutional reliabi li’cj

Voluntary assistance can relieve distress; build a dependable public service

Act with compassion, give honest reasons and preserve a fair inguiry. Neither publici’fy nor
personal 3enerosity removes the institution's resPonsibili’ty to the next Family.

+ Immediate care and procedural constraints: The family cannot be left indefinitely
without assistance, but expenditure and vehicle use must still follow applicable authority.

» Individual responsibility and structural failure: An absent vehicle, a delayed approval and
an officer's response are different questions. Investigating one must not erase the others.

* Customary practice and moral judgment: "This is how we do it" cannot settle whether a
degrading practice should continue. The officer must examine the practice and the
available alternatives.

* Visibility and genuine service: A camera may trigger action, but duty should apply equally
to an unfilmed family.

* Personal compassion and institutional reliability: A private contribution may help in an
emergency, but routine public services should not depend on an officer's personal wealth
or contacts.
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Multi-Framework Analysis

Multi-Framework Analysis

DUTY % RESPECT CARE & EMPATHY
Are dignity and lawful duties What does this -Familj need now?
upheld?
Treat the deceased respectfully; One responsible contact; attend to
explain constraints truthfully and rituals, distance, cost and privacy

L preserve fair inquiry

- workable
JUSTICE & ACCESS /“5""”“\ CONSEQUENCES & WISDOM
Would this service be fair from Which feasible option best
any position? protects dignity?
Crfcj aﬁc_zal avail.ahilit% and Compare safety, time and cost;
ﬁougghjldlsl L e Bl eied obtain the right authorisation

Combine the lenses. A short, explained wait for suitable transport may be better
than an immediately available degrading arrangement.

Duty and respect

A duty-based approach begins with respectful treatment and honest, accountable
administration. The deceased should not be treated as disposable cargo, and the bereaved
should not be used as a means of avoiding inconvenience or criticism. The duty to help is
accompanied by duties to use public resources lawfully, explain constraints truthfully and
preserve a fair inquiry. An ethical response cannot rest on inventing facts about a vehicle or
fund.

Care ethics and empathy

A bereaved family's dependence creates a special demand for attentive service. The official
should listen without making the family repeat distressing details to multiple desks, explain
the next steps and designate one responsible contact. A practical solution should account for
rituals, distance, cost and privacy. Care is expressed in the arrangement made, not only in
sympathetic language.

Justice and equal access

A service may exist on paper yet remain inaccessible to poor households. Justice requires
attention to actual availability, affordability and respectful delivery. A Rawlsian question is
whether the arrangements would be acceptable without knowing whether one would be a
wealthy resident with private transport or a poor family relying on the hospital. This supports

IAS with Dr Ravi | iaswithdrravi.com 4



]II[ IAS WITH DR RAVI

AIM. PREPARE. ACHIEVE

ETHICAL TAKE

a fair service system, not an assumption that every resource gap proves intentional

discrimination.

Consequences and practical wisdom

Compare realistic alternatives by dignity, safety, time, cost and feasibility. The fastest
visible option is not necessarily the best. A short, explained delay while arranging suitable
transport may be preferable to an immediately available degrading arrangement. Practical
wisdom also recognises limits: an official must seek the right authorisation and support, not
promise resources that cannot be delivered.

Stakeholder Analysis

Stakeholder Analgsis

Service organisea[ around the Familg

BEREAVED FAMILY

Dignity, affordable access, rituals, privacy and clear information

HOSPITAL TEAM

Listen, arrange or escalate
assistance; document constraints

coordinate
et

DISTRICT ADMINISTRATION

Confirm services and competent
authority; address recurring gaps

coordinate
—_—

MUNICIPAL BoDY & PROVIDERS

Clarify roles; offer suitable

transport and a realistic arrival time

OTHER FAMILIES

MEDIA & CIVIL SOCIETY

Receive equal standards and accessible
complaint routes, without needing publicity

Serutinise accurately; protect the body and

Familg from unnecessary exposure

The Familg should not have to solve failures between offices. Keep one accountable contact;
communicate the verified arrangement and follow throuﬁh.

Stakeholder Interest or concern

Dignified transport, affordable
Bereaved family access, rituals, privacy and
clear information
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Ethical responsibility / appropriate
response

Stakeholder Interest or concern

Arrange or escalate assistance
promptly, document constraints and
cooperate with an evidence-based

Safe service, resource
constraints, professional
standards and fair treatment

Hospital leadership
and staff

review.
bistrict health and Rella.ble servnc.es, I.awful . Identify the competent authority,
.. . . funding, coordination and public = ensure a workable response and
civil administration .
confidence address repeated gaps.

Clarify responsibility and provide
suitable arrangements within their
roles.

Municipal body and  Appropriate use of vehicles and
vehicle providers coordination with the hospital

Other families using Equal treatment, including when = Apply the same service standards and
public services no camera is present complaint routes consistently.

Report accurately without exposing
Public scrutiny and assistance the body or the family's distress
unnecessarily.

Media and civil
society

Administrative / Governance Angle

Govemance,i Care, P AccounJraloi(i@

HELP THE FAMILY Now ESTABLISH RESPONSIBILITY FAIRLY

1. Profect Aigni’(g and privacy 1. Check actual vehicle capacifﬂ

2. Confirm suitable fransport and timing ||| 2. Trace requests, decisions and escalation
3. \/erifa the aPProml and fundinﬂ route ||| 3. Hear accounts; preserve relevant records

4. Keep one contact with the Familj 4. Separate individual and system failures

BUILD A RELIABLE SERVICE

Document backup providers, escalation and fundinﬂ routes

Review waiting time, cost, complaints and repeat failures

Note: NHRC's 14 May 2021 advisory supports dignity and transport safeguards; it does not establish

local spending authority. Never assume a vehicle, fund or power exists.
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The NHRC's 14 May 2021 advisory recognises the dignity of dead bodies and calls for
transport facilities and safeguards against exploitative ambulance charges. It offers a useful
rights-based reference. It does not by itself establish the particular BMO's spending
authority or the final facts of this incident. [3]

+ Establish actual capacity: Was a dedicated vehicle sanctioned, delivered, functional and
available? If not, what approved district or contracted alternative existed?

* Trace the decision chain: Who received the request, who arranged the municipal vehicle
and what escalation took place? Examine records and accounts fairly.

* Distinguish immediate relief from inquiry: Help the family now. Determine individual and
institutional responsibility through the appropriate process.

* Create dependable arrangements: Maintain a current contact list, escalation procedure,
documented funding route and backup provider, subject to the applicable local rules.

* Protect privacy: Documentation should preserve relevant evidence without unnecessarily
circulating images of the deceased or private family information.

* Measure delivery: Review waiting time, availability, out-of-pocket cost, complaints and
repeat failures. A promise to procure a vehicle is not the same as an operational service.

Thinkers & Ideas

Thinkers & Tdeas
Dignity in Death

4 (v
Paraphrases and applications, not q’uotations

Persons as ends; defensible duties
LMMANUEL KANT Am T respecting the family and explaining constraints JCruHmCul(j.?

The talisman: consider the poor or powerless
MAHATMA GANDHI Does this transport and Paﬂw\ent armngemen’c rea“j lf\elp the Faw\ilj?

JoHN RAWLS Fair armngements without knowinﬂ one's position

Would access remain digniﬂed without wealth or influence ¢

Practical wisdom turns intention into appropriate action
ARISTOTLE Which lawful, feasible alternative meets this situation?

Attend to vulnerability, relationships and concrete needs
THICS i ¥4 P
RGBT Who will (isten, explain and follow through?

Good judgment joins respect, fairness, compassion and workable public service.

These are applications and paraphrases, except where an exact quotation is expressly
identified.
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Immanuel Kant

Mahatma Gandhi

John Rawls

Aristotle

Care ethics

Idea

Paraphrase: treat persons as
ends and judge actions by
defensible duties.

Paraphrase of the talisman:
test a decision by its effect on
a poor or powerless person.

Paraphrase: choose fair
institutional arrangements
without knowing your own
position.

Paraphrase: practical wisdom
connects good intentions with
appropriate action in context.

Attend to relationships,
vulnerability and concrete
needs.

Adapted Case Study

The following is a fictional learning exercise. Its officials, vehicle condition, quoted cost
and time pressure are not asserted facts about the reported Chhatarpur incident.

ETHICAL TAKE

Application

Respect the deceased and family,
while giving a truthful account of what
the administration can do.

Ask whether the proposed transport
and payment arrangement genuinely
help the family. [4]

Design access that does not make
dignified treatment depend on wealth
or influence.

Find a workable, lawful alternative and
avoid both passive delay and
performative heroics.

Listen, explain, support and follow
through with one accountable point of
contact.

You are Dr Arvind Shukla, the newly appointed BMO at a rural civil hospital. After a post-
mortem, a bereaved family needs to take the body home for last rites. The family cannot
afford the ¥3,000 quoted by a private hearse operator. Your staff say the hospital has no
dedicated vehicle currently available. A municipal vehicle normally used for waste collection is
outside, and a junior employee suggests using it. The employee adds that similar ad hoc
arrangements have been made before.

You have not yet verified whether a district hearse, an approved contracted vehicle or an
authorised emergency-assistance route is available. The district control room and health
administration can be contacted. The family has waited several hours and is increasingly
distressed. A relative has started filming. You must arrange a respectful solution promptly
and establish why the ordinary service failed.

* (a) Identify the core values. Does an established practice settle its ethical acceptability?
* (b) Evaluate the available options and justify your choice.

* (c) What immediate and longer-term responsibilities arise from the service gap?

* (d) How should the presence of a camera affect your decision and communication?

Expanded Model Discussion

(a) Values and established practice

The central values are dignity, empathy, professional duty, equity and accountability. The
family's inability to pay cannot justify dismissing its need for respectful service. At the same
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time, fair accountability requires evidence about responsibility and available resources. I
would not assume that my predecessor ignored an existing vehicle, or that a junior employee
intended humiliation, without investigation.

Repeated practice explains how a situation may have become normalised; it does not justify
continuing it. The suggested vehicle is associated with waste and risks causing humiliation and
distress. My task is to find a dignified alternative, identify the responsible service route and
explain what will happen next. I should avoid an absolute philosophical claim about every
conceivable emergency and focus on the circumstances and alternatives actually available

here.

(b) Options and chosen course

Option

Use the waste-collection
vehicle because it is
immediately available

Seek an available district or
approved provider vehicle

Arrange a suitable private
vehicle through a verified

authorisation or assistance
route

Seek voluntary community or
charitable support if formal
routes cannot respond promptly

Merits

May appear quick and
inexpensive.

Uses a recognised
service route and can
preserve dignity
without charging an
unaffordable sum to
the family.

May resolve the
immediate need if
public transport is
unavailable.

Can provide a humane
fallback with the
family's consent.

Demerits / conditions

Risks degrading treatment,
distress and unsuitable handling.
Convenience alone is insufficient
justification; pursue a suitable
alternative.

Availability must be confirmed,
with an accountable contact and
realistic arrival time.

Do not assume an emergency fund
or spending power. Obtain the
required approval, document cost
and avoid an unauthorised promise.

Must meet dignity and safety
requirements and avoid pressure,
publicity or conditions. It cannot
replace a reliable public service
indefinitely.

I would first contact the district service and the competent health authority while a
designated staff member remains with the family. If a suitable public or approved vehicle
cannot arrive within a reasonable time, I would seek the applicable approval for an alternative
and explain the arrangement and timing to the family. I would not leave the body unattended
while making calls, invent a fund or let the family negotiate alone between offices.

Any personal contribution would be a voluntary last resort, without an expectation that the
family repay me or publicise it. It would not absolve the institution of its duties. I would
document the service failure and follow up through the proper channel even after transport

is arranged.
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(c) Responsibilities after the immediate response

* Record the facts: Preserve the request, waiting time, calls, available vehicles, approvals
and actual arrangement. Take accounts respectfully and do not prejudge misconduct.

* Escalate the gap: Send a factual report to the competent health and district authorities,
identifying urgent needs and any pending requests.

- Investigate fairly: Separate procurement or funding failures from failure to use an
available service, poor coordination or insensitive conduct. Each requires a different
remedy.

* Build a backup: Propose an authorised referral or contracting arrangement, a clear after-
hours contact and a documented affordability mechanism.

* Train and supervise: Include respectful communication and handling of the deceased in
relevant staff guidance, with appropriate clinical and legal advice.

* Enable complaints: Give families a simple route to seek help, track unresolved concerns
and audit repeated delays without waiting for publicity.

A humane response succeeds when both the immediate family and the next family benefit.
Disciplinary action, where justified, should complement improvements rather than conceal
structural weaknesses.

(d) The camera and accountability

The camera does not create the duty. I should make the same dignified, lawful arrangement
if no one is filming. Nevertheless, public documentation can expose a genuine failure and is
not automatically hostile o the administration. I would explain the immediate steps calmly
and avoid retaliation or pressure to stop a lawful complaint.

I would also protect the deceased and family from unnecessary exposure. Any official record
should use the minimum necessary personal information, and media briefings should be
factual. Internal accountability and public scrutiny can reinforce each other; neither should
be treated as a complete substitute for the other.

Conclusion: Compassion becomes effective when it is converted into a verified arrangement,
clear communication and a service system that works beyond one visible incident.

IAS with Dr Ravi | iaswithdrravi.com 10



]II[ IAS WITH DR RAVI
AIM. PREPARE. ACHIEVE ETHICAL TAKE

Responsibilities at a glance
ETHICAL TAKE

thm’cq in death
Wlno must do what ?
BMO District health authoritg

Listen, coordinate, explain Confirm services and approval

b
[ Bereaved Familg ]

Dignitg - choice - clear information

G

Transport Provioler HosPital leadership
Suitable vehicle; clear arrival time Fair inquiry; dependable backup

Help this family. Fix the service for the next.

D il asowiE & vehicle, fund or spending power.

Practice Questions

* "Public accountability should function even when no incident is filmed." Examine this
statement with reference to public-service delivery. (250 words)

* A rural hospital repeatedly fails to provide respectful transport of deceased patients. As
District Collector, identify the values that should guide your immediate response and
longer-term action. (250 words)

"Human dignity does not diminish at death." Discuss its implications for public health
services. (150 words)

* How can normalised neglect develop within public institutions? Explain how professional
habits, supervision and practical wisdom can interrupt it. (150 words)

* You inherit a serious service failure with limited resources. How would you balance present
assistance, lawful expenditure, fair investigation and institutional reform? (200 words)

Sources & Reading Notes

1. Indian Express: report on hearse shortage, 9-10 August 2026

2. Free Press Journal: disciplinary recommendation and continuing inquiry, 11 August 2026
3. NHRC advisory on dignity and rights of the dead, 14 May 2021

4. Gandhi's talisman, This Was Bapu

The real-event summary reflects the dated reports above. A later final inquiry outcome has not been
established for this study. The learning scenario and administrative options are fictional and require
application of the relevant local powers in a real case.
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https://www.mkgandhi.org/thiswasbapu/70gandhitalisman.php
https://nhrc.nic.in/media/press-release/nhrc-issues-advisory-to-the-centre-states-to-ensure-dignity-the-rights-the-dead-14-05-2021
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https://indianexpress.com/article/india/mp-chhatarpur-womans-body-transported-garbage-vehicle-hearse-shortage-10825165/
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