A public servant or
his master’s voice?

Democracy will not
survive, in spirit, when
State institutions,
particularly bureaucrats,
are actively politicised
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mmerelya civil servant,

master” — Hum,
ﬁnﬂfw,'ruibﬂn&r:y
1 was reminded of

Humphery's  caustic
cormument {madé to avoid accountabil-
Iny) while reading about the lates con-
troversy between buresucrats and poli-
tictans in livdin caused by the govern-
mient onder to depute joint secremrics,
directors and depury directors and as
“rath prabharis™ (later amended to
nadal officers) to publicise achieve-
ments along with the ministry of
defence’s efforts to create “soldier
ambassadors” to FOVCTTHTHNI
schemes. The scheme was met with
sharp criticism from various stakehold-
ers including forme r bureaucrats for its
blatamt attempt at politictsation of the
burenucracy

But public memory is short. This is
not an isolated event. Back in 2018,
micnths before the 249, election,
Prime Minister Narendra Modi
launched the Gram Swaraj Abhivaan,
Like the current campaign, officers

(Given this, itis important 1o back
from the present moment (o reflect
more broadly on the relationship
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the burcaucracy in Inclia and ask what
dlistinguishes the contemporary form of
politicisation from the past to better
understand the dangers it presents. In
commanding bureaucrals and the
Anmy to publicise government schemes
repenitedly, are we witnessing a systeri-
atic offort to cross the line by fusing
party and State? And are bureaucmts
innocent bystanders, merely acting on
gg:wﬂldﬂﬂrﬁdmlnw-
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influence on transfers and postings,
which served as a means of demoting
difficult and promating pliant officers.
This was particulardy dorminant in the
coalition era of politics whien dedared
loyalty including through willing acqui-
escence o corrupsion) and caste affilia-
tian became the key determinants of
promotions and demotions.
Through a carcfully constructed
cross-couniry ranking exercise they est-
mated that between 1995 and
2013, the extent of poditical

Political neutrality is a prin- power over civil services was
cipal doctrine of the original higher than almost all other
design of the Indian Civil Ser- :mllummlm'y systems. On
vices. Aconrding o the niles of another mesure, the extent of
conduct, civil servants cannot il interferencein policy matters
join political parties or be  Yamini 10 be decided by the civil ser-
invalved in political events. Ai\rar vice, India ranked the worst.
The architect of the modern This kind of politicisation that
civil services in India, Sardar Krishnan and Somanathan
Patel, emphasised independence,  surmise has encoursgod a culture “pas-
impartiality and the freedom o spank as sive neutrality - a total submission 1o
core values of All India Services, Toena-  whoever is in powerwithout anyatmch-
ble this. the Constitution provided ment o the part perse”. The consequin:
strong legal protection and security of — ces on divil servioe effidency. neutrality

tenuire, through Arniche 311 The logic
was o allow frank and free exercise of

cipie ol
sion with the political culfureof the day.
‘Writing in the earty 2000s and subse-
quently in 2007, on the challenges afflia-
ing India’s civil services, civil servants
KP Krishnan fnow retined) and TV Sam-
anathan pointed to the trend of
incrowsed politicisition of the bureauc
racy through the exertion of political

and impartiality have been disastrous

and continue well into the present.
India’s comtemporary poiitical cul-
ture has added a new diménsion. Poll-
tics today 15 dominated by a populist,
lendership culture that

of politics, is by definiton, centralising
and requires the burcaucracy to play a
central role (n moni and imple-
menmtion and above all, bypassing
local intermediaries to the party
leader as the face of government
schomes, Casting them as rath prabla-

Abead of the 2019 a-I'M Modi launched the Gram Swaraj .'lbll!yun. N

ris s an instance of just this! The differ-
ence between this form of politicisarion
and passive neutrality of the past ts that
political alignment is not limited o car-

dists of the government. not mere
implementers of political ngendasand
enablers of cormuption. In such clroum-
smnces, the primary role of civil ser-
vants = free and frank exercise of
authority - is simply umdable,
Ths is nik new lor Indba, Ina previ-
ous e of personalised politics. Indira
Gandhi's operandi of a “commirted
bBuresucracy”™ that actively prioritised
her political ngt:nd.und Facilitated her

rectly
But while India s familiar with this
muodel, the tools being deployed for
building a committed bureaucracy
tocay are far subtler than in the past.
Forinstance, in the age of technology
and hyper communicntion and brand-

whiat point is the line between legiti-
miate governance-related communicas-
tion and partisan propaganda crossed?

Beyond the rath pruhlurl,pmp:na
which is a clear-cut case of crossing
linves, there are several instances where
use social media to defend
and promiote government policy, Direct
references to politicians by name in
twoets and cwriting and responses
tocriticism by rescarchers and practi-
tioners in the public sphere by burcau-
crats are commeon practice tday. Are
these kegitimate actsof and
communication or are lines being
crossed? Most puasding is the silence of
the Burcaucrmcy, Whyis there no visible
puishback, just as there was against fre-
imnsﬁ'rsarﬂmﬂmm
Ihrlnolwlmm?m

bmqn:lmb ng participants?

populist, as technology provides
new tools, acts of politidsation ane more
Insidious. We need to understand and
chalknge these aots, They pose a serious
threat to democracy.
Yamini Abvar &5 prexident and dhigexeouthve
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