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Nehru and the Administration 
(Contributed) 

Few men in history were as fortunate as Nehru to enjoy undisputed authority and remain at the helm of 
his country's affairs for so long, 

Whatever may be the final assessment of Nehru's contributions in his own country as also in the world 
outside, he was a man of lofty idealism, a philosophical bent of mind and a magnificent vision of human so
ciety. His basic philosophy and political and economic thinking had been well articulated by the time Nehru 
became free India's first Prime Minister. The impact of his ideology and vision was seen in every aspect of our 
national life, in national politics and economic programmes in the field of technology and science, in foreign 
policy. His powerful and popular personality made the acceptance of his ideas by the majority of Indian people 
possible. 

And yet in the translation of his ideals into practical programmes, Nehru was much less effective, 
The explanation of this paradox has to be sought Partly in the fac that the instruments which Nehru 

could use for the achievement of his goals were very much at variance with the requirements of his ideology. 
This often led to ridiculous situations in our foreign relations as well as in the implementation of econo
mic policies, 

NEHRU'S main instrument was the 
existing administration system. To 

those who recalled Nehru's views on 
Indian administration and administra
tors in pre-Independence India, it 
came as a surprise that Nehru should 
be Eulogising the same administraion 
immediately after he took over as 
Prime Minister. At the outset, he did 
this with plenty of reservations. 
Occasionally he made public pronoun
cements to the effect that the old type 
of "sun-browned" bureaucrat was out 
of place in new India and that the 
dynamic changes that were taking 
place required a new type of adminis
trator, firm yet flexible, forward-look
ing yet responsible, aware of his dut
ies to the people yet bold enough to 
incur their wrath if he had to pursue 
correct yet unpopular policies. How
ever, as he got involved in respon
sibilities more and more, his attitude 
to the administration underwent a 
change. He slowly came to believe in 
the infallibility and incorruptibility of 
the administration and at the slightest 
provocation, he would shower pane
gyric on it . The result was that the 
administrative machinery, on which 
develoved the main task of implement
ing Nehru's policies, remained out of 
tune with the socialist aspirations of 
India with its growing public sector 
and far-reaching obligations in the 
world outside. 

Examination of the adequacy or 
otherwise of Indian administration 
during the Nehru era would be beyond 
the scope of this article as it wilt have 
to cover a vast field from administra
tion of the public enterprises to for
eign service personnel, and from civil 
servants in charge of planning at the 
Centre and State capitals to district 
collectors and officers who manage and 
plan projects in the villages or small 
towns. We wi l l focuss our attention 

only on one aspect of administration 
—the agencies and personnel charged 
with implementing economic policies. 

On Eve of Planning 

The nature and quality of the ad
ministration in the country on the eve 
of planning is well brought out by 
Professor Paul Appleby who was in
vited to suggest ways and means to 
reform and reorganise Indian civil ad
ministration so as to equip it to under
take new tasks following the inaugu
ration of the Five Year Plans. We 
can do no better than quote from his 
report: 

(1) "I should say, rather, that the 
Government is somewhat un
wisely frugal — spending too 
much energy, in penny-pinching 
and regarding too little the 
effectiveness and convenience of 
the conditions in which able 
men work." 

(2) "The administrative system is 
generally characterised by re
quirements for inter-ministerial 
clearance and an intricate shar
ing of responsibilities all the 
way down through the heirar-
chy." 

(3) "Manuals seem to be far too 
didactic and confusing, too 
detailed and unimaginative. 
They might be expected to con
tribute to the extreme insist
ence on following formal chan
nels too literally and invariably 
they seem to encourage literal 
mindedness and damp the 
spirit, imagination and judg
ment, which are important to 
good administration. These 
basic patterns undoubtedly ori
ginated in colonial administra
tion." 

(4) "The British did not feel the 

need to adjust so much to 
popular sentiment here as they 
did at home." 

(5) "Civil servants of higher rank 
are more concerned with co
ordination than with 'admini
stration' in action terms ... 
There is instead the diluted 
and incomplete co-ordination 
not involving exercise of a 
real, and continuing power of 
control, an excess of cross-re
ferences and conferences ante
cedent to action and a delaying 
of action, responsibilities nomi
nally lodged elsewhere," 

Nehru's impact on Indian admini
stration can be judged by comparing 
the administration today with what 
Appleby described over a decade ago. 
Such a comparison would show that 
the administration underwent practic
ally no change in a decade and more 
of planning and became, if anything, 
more rigid and more impervious to 
the dynamic changes envisaged in the 
Plans and to the aspirations of the 
people. Even the changes that did take 
place and the new characteristics deve
loped by the system made it a greater 
obstacle to rapid economic develop
ment. 

The basic framework of the admi
nistration, as it was on the eve of In
dependence tended to perpetuate i t 
self for a variety of reasons, some 
arising from the inexperience of Mini
sters and some traceable to vested in
terests among the services. The core 
of the higher administration was the 
Indian Civil Service, its members 
trained in Oxbridge traditions with a 
good liberal education. This no doubt 
equipped them to deal with any pro
blem of routine administration with 
aplomb and sureness of touch. There 
were, however, many items on the de-
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bit side. Their versatility was con
fined to maintaining law and order and 
revenue collection and in these limit
ed tasks, the distance they kept from 
their own people was an advantage. 
Even after the Congress assumed 
power, the members of this civil ser
vice continued to discharge their limit
ed duties with great skill and ability; 
they initiated the ministerial novices 
into the intricacies of government. 
This provided them the opportunity to 
entrench themselves in the new set
up and become the de facto rulers. 

Instead of adjusting themselves to 
the changing economic and political 
situation,' they carried on with the 
same old philosophy of administra
tion, regarding the various policies in
itiated by the Congress with cynicism 
and scepticism. It is no secret that 
most of the administrators belonging 
to this tribe paid only lip service to 
the socialistic pattern, planned econo
mic development and other policies 
which emanated from Nehru's broad 
vision. They treated every problem 
whether in management of public en
terprises or community development 
or trade promotion in foreign markets 
as if it were a routine administrative 
matter. 

The complete reliance they placed 
on the "steel frame" goes to show 
that the Congress Ministers had suc
cumbed to the myth that the admini
strators were omniscient and could 
take on any responsibilities. Convinc
ed of their own ability, the latter fan
ned out into all branches of economic 
planning and implementation, irrespec
tive of their suitability for the task. 
Whether it was the State Bank or the 
Reserve Bank or the various financial 
institutions or a steel plant, it was 
only the Civil Servant who could de
liver the goods, that was the belief. 
Though the myth was partly exploded 
by the Mundhra affair, its hold was 
not loosing. The reliance on the old 
type administration has done incal
culable harm to rapid economic de-
velopment as slow progress in almost 
every direction can be tracked down 
to lack of appropriate managerial 
ability. 

Even at the level of district or 
taluka administration, the situation 
was no different. In a democracy, 
particularly one with welfare preten
sions, the administrative unit at 
the taluka or district level needs to 
be flexible, responsive to the aspira
tions of the people in the area 
and approachable. It has to be a con
duit through which desires of the 
people are communicated to the lay

ers above so that policy formulation 
at the top remains in close touch 
with the needs of the people. The 
situation is very different. The col
lector or the sub-divisional officer or 
the mamlatdar is in his approach and 
attitudes, if not geographically, as far 
removed from the people as the high
er administration. He has been able 
to break away even less from the old 
habits of thought and the traditions 
of a law and order state. 

Obstacle to Development 

The other two arms of the civil ad
ministration, viz the Indian Audit and 
Accounts Service and the Central 
Secretariat Service are even more 
conservative, orthodox and unimagina
tive. The members of the former 
service were trained in India and 
thus did not gain even the wider per
spective which the members of the 
Indian Civil Service acquired through 
their liberal education and experience. 
The functions of the service as envis
aged by its originators were narrow, 
mainly pertaining to management of 
accounts of Government Departments. 
The rules and procedures framed for 
this purpose were wholly unsuited to 
the new demands that arose when the 
Government began to make large dis
bursements for economic development. 
Elaborate checks and balances, devised 
to prevent fraud, were no doubt 
necessary, but when the purposes of 
expenditure were such that time was 
of essence, these procedures proved 
to be road-blocks. Members of this 
service worried about how to save 
five rupees while crores were going 
down the drain wasted, being imper
vious to any suggestion of calculable 
risk. 

To give a minor example, the exist
ing procedure does not permit pre
payment of subscriptions to journals 
without an agreement being entered 
into between the President of India 
on the one hand and the publishers 
on the other, providing etc etc, At least 
one journal is known to have fought 
hard to get the procedure changed but 
to no avail. The procedure was modi
fied to the extent that the Government 
Department taking out the subscription 
could dispense with the prior agree
ment at its discretion. But no Gov
ernment Department ever chooses to 
exercise this discretion. This is only 
a small example but it illustrates the 
addiction to procedures and rules 
which have no relevance to fact of 
life. 

By their training and experience 
members of the Audit and Accounts 
Service are incapable of seeing things 

in their broad perspective. Their 
work concerns mostly other Govern
ment officials, their pay, TA and leave 
rules, etc. In a different setting or 
when called upon to undertake other 
tasks, in the public sector undertak
ings, for example, they are at sea and 
seek to cover up their inadequacies 
by dilatoriness and recourse to Com
mittees, When there is any major 
policy decision to be taken, it is 
standard procedure to call a confer-
ence which then appoints a committee 
which in turn delegates the final 
decision to a working party. While 
the search for a consensus is admir
able in principle, the process is ideally 
suited to retard action. 

There is consultation not only 
laterally among the various Ministers 
or Departments but also vertically 
within a Ministry, or among the offi
cials in New Delhi, the State capitals, 
the district headquarters and so on, 
further down. Such procedures appeal 
to the civil services because it enables 
them to delay and avoid committing 
themselves to any policy or course of 
action. It is not that these grave defi
ciencies went un-noticed by the Con
gress party or the Prime Minister but 
they were slurred over as minor 
blemishes in an otherwise competent 
administration. 

To come to the third, viz the Central 
Secretariat Service, most of its per
sonnel are drawn from the lower cadre 
of the secretarial. Some of them arc 
able and competent, but the repre-
seniative type is timid, cringy and 
conservative. He is timid because of 
his past, cringy because he knows that 
his rise depends on his capacity to 
please his superiors belonging to one 
of the higher services and conserva
tive, because he is in constant fear 
that new ideas and new men may 
disturb the existing relationship and 
his vested interests. This type has 
survived and prospered by mastering 
minor details of procedure of which 
the political bosses were often igno
rant. He has opposed overtly or 
covertly every reform of rules and 
regulations with much success. 

This is the administrative structure 
we inherited and which has continued 
and even prospered, thanks to expand
ing State activities. It has a unique 
knack of proliferating, not always in 
response to any increase in the amount 
of work. The tendency to multiply 
is built into the very structure itself-
If there is a promotion block in any 
department, the solution is to start a 
new department and thus remove the 
block at one stroke. An example is 
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the Gold Control Administration. Shri 
T T Krishnamachari has removed vir
tually all the control on gold holdings; 
yet the Gold Control Administration 
has expanded with many regional 
offices ! 

Now let us turn to the services 
which were formed to tackle the pro
blems thrown up by planned economic 
development—the Indian Economic 
Service and the Management Pool. The 
former took formal shape only a few 
months back, though it was in de 
facto existence for over a decade. 
There are, of course, some very able 
economists in that service whose con
tribution to planning has been of great 
significance. They, for the first time, 
Imparted to the Government's econo
mic policies scientific precision and 
objectivity. As a service, however, it 
does not seem to have any specific 
function to perform. There are no 
clearly demarcated spheres and jobs 
for this service personnel who being 
in the Government for some time 
cease to be economists and become 
indifferent civil servants of a lower 
category. The position in the Planning 
Commission or in the Economic Divi
sion of the Ministry of Finance is no 

better. Most of the economists are 
concerned with preparation of answers 
to the Parliamentary Questions or of 
speeches of Ministers and Deputy 
Ministers. Little technical work is 
done there, except in the Perspective 
Planning Division of the Planning 
Commission which is, however, outside 
the pale and a category by itself. 

As for the Management Pool, its 
fate is not known to all. Originally, 
the Pool was formed to draw trained 
managers from the business world and 
put them in charge of public sector 
undertakings. However the shape it 
took made it hardly distinguishable 
from the administrative services, 
lured by the prospect of quick pro
motions, many civil servants joined it; 
without, however, relinquishing their 
lien on their permanent jobs. This at 
once demoralised the permanent in
cumbents in the Management Pool 
and sealed its fate. 

The question then arises is : What 
are the implications of all this for 
planning and economic development? 
The Economic Service and the ad
ministrators clearly have not been 
equal to the challenge thrown up by 

the planned development . There may 
have been many failings in the leader-
ship of Nehru or of the ruling party 
stemming largely from the vagueness 
of ideology. But the real cause of 
failure has been the faulty implementa
tion of policies initiated by Nehru 
and his Government. It could not 
have been otherwise because the 
instrument with which those policies 
were to be implemented was blunt and 
out-moded. Nehru did try to refashion 
it here and there but the core of it 
remained immune to Nehru's magic 
touch or his inspiring political and 
social philosophy. It is mainly be
cause of the inadequacy of the ad
ministration that one has reservations 
about radical policies, such as 
nationalisation of banking and food-
grains trade. In Russia or China, a 
greater degree of success was achieved 
because the members of bureaucracy 
were imbubed with ideological fervour; 
they were dedicated workers with faith 
in what they were doing. This is also 
the lesson which may be drawn from 
the Egyptian experiment under Nasser. 
How one wishes that Nehru's impact 
on our administration was as powerful 
as that on our foreign policy and 
political and economic ideology. 


