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Substantive Forces in Indian Administration 
A Comment 
Donald B Rosenthal 

WHILE many of the points which 
CN Bhalerao makes in his article 

entitled "Substantive Forces in Indian 
Adminis t ra t ion" (The Economic Weekly, 
October 17, 1964) are unexceptionable, 
the conclusion which he reaches seem 
to be in sharp contrast to some of his 
statements a few pages earlier. Space 
limitations undoubtedly led the author 
to rely upon excessively simplistic 
generalisations, but the internal logic 
of the argument also appears to be 
wanting. 

First, while it may be true that many 
under-developed countries have to con
tend w i th what Bhalerao calls "semi-
feudal" bureaucracies (an unfortunate 
label at best) this does not really seem 
to be the problem in India. Indeed, if 
one is to rely upon a Weberian defi
n i t ion of bureaucracy, the Indian system 
of administration has for a consider
able amount of time (going back to 
the pre-British period) served effective
ly, if not always imaginatively in per
forming system-maintenance functions. 
The current problem, of course, is to 
reorient the administrative structure 
toward an activist role in Indian 
society. The answer, indeed, seems to 
be to "debureaucratize" the bureaucr 
acy which is precisely the direction in 
which the system appears to be headed 
although the author's position is more 
than a l i t t le ambiguous on this vi tal 
point. 

More Politics, Not Less 
The problem, as Bhalerao later sug

gests, is one of infusing the bureaucr
acy wi th certain organizational goals 
which lie beyond the maintenance of 
bureaucratic organization as an end in 
itself. However, one possible answer 
to this problem is to introduce more 
politics into the administrative system 
and not less. This is in no sense a 
"modern" problem as opposed to a 
traditional one and thinking about 
Indian administration in those cate
gories is not very helpful. 

This leads me to my second point. 
Bhalerao seems to have relied upon an 
old image of the nature of the relation
ship between politics and administra
t ion in developed nations. Or, rather, 
he tends to attribute a value to the 
ideal of administration set down in 
Western textbooks wi thout inspecting 
the conflicting values which are part of 

the real functioning of administrative 
systems in Western countries. This is 
understandable given the self-glorifica
tion which has been attached to politic
ally "neutral" administration in many 
countries. Bhalerao reflects this posi
tion where he remarks: 

"The substantive processes of ad
ministration in these countries (i e, 
the new nations) have a character of 
their own, not comparable to Western 
administrative processes, and often 
bypass the neatly formulated civil 
service laws and constitutional pro
visions." 

While it is probably true that each 
nation has its own characteristic way 
of arranging relationships between ad
ministrative and political activities, it is 
certainly not true in the United States 
that politicians and politics do not play 
a significant part in the administrative 
process. As people dig below the sur
face rhetortic in other countries, the 
political biases of administrative sys
tems also become apparent. Political 
control over the prefectures in France 
and Italy (or at least the conservative 
biases which are built into these sys
tems) make administration in every 
country considerably more than a pro
blem in technical expertise. There is 
nothing unique about India or other 
new nations in this respect. 

Thirdly, 1 am not quite sure what the 
logical connection is that the author 
attempts to establish between the oper
ation of democratic politics and the 
development of "dynamic adminislra 
t ion". If anything, I have suggested, 
nothing would be so likely to activate 
administration as the successful in 
fusion of democratic politics into the 
overly bureaucratized administrative 
structure. As the Marwaris have de
monstrated, nepotism is not the worst 
thing that might happen to an organiza
tion. 

As part of the same sentence (p 1682) 
refering to the need for "dynamic ad
ministration" which is hindered by 
politicians being in power, the author 
seems to suggest that left to its own 
devices the administrative system 
would be able to "tackle issues in a 
scientific and thorough manner". What 
real evidence is there for the notion 
that a self-propelling administration 
would do so or that a more congenial 

political leadership would really spur 
administrators to enterprising activity? 
In practice much depends on the 
quality of political leadership, but cer
tainly the process of selecting Cabinet 
members on the basis of political cr i 
teria is less important than the exis
tence of a relatively coherent party 
organization or its absence. The diff
erence between Madras and Mahara
shtra, on the other hand, and Uttar 
Pradesh, on ,the other, is a case in 
point. No one could prove that selec
tion for membership in the Mahara
shtra Cabinet is less politically motiv
ated than membership in the UP 
Cabinet. 

Falls into Administrator's Trap 

Fourthly, that the Congress party 
has developed an effective political 
organization in its planning mechanism 
is highly debatable. It is true that poli
tical links exist at all levels through the 
control of party nominations and that 
local conflicts may stall the work of the 
administrators and the application of 
bureaucratic standards, but frequently 
the administrator is trying to carry out 
those standards in a manner which 
Bhalerao elsewhere in the article des
cribes as " r ig id" . At the same time, 
few politicians at the local level are 
really stimulated to make an important 
contribution to the planning process. 

In general, the author falls into the 
administrator's trap, while seeming to 
deny that he is doing so. Is it clear 
from his argument that the politician 
can really come out ahead in a game 
where he is not permitted to interfere 
in day-to-day administration? 

I raise this point because of my re
cent study of Indian local government 
in Agra and Poona. Obviously, the 
role of the corporation Chief Execu
tive Officer is the model which Bhalerao 
seems to prefer, i e. the politicians are 
around to complain a l i t t le and to per
form certain ritual duties at budget 
time, but ultimate power rests wi th the 
administrative head. The politicians 
are to lay down "general" policies, but 
in practice the more general the policy, 
the greater discretion is left to the ad
ministrator. If administrators become 
politicians under the present system, 
that is no worse than their becoming 
policy-makers under the suggested 
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system. Indeed, the former situation 
is to be preferred since they w i l l be 
responding to the real demands which 
exist in the society and not to their 
own conceptions of what a public i n 
terest should be. The author seems to 
be suggesting that just such a respon
siveness is desirable when he says: 

The test of an effective democratic 
administration is the extent to which 
is represents the needs and experience 
of the different sectors of society and 
serves as an effective instrument of 
social change. 

Bui somehow he assumes that the ad
ministrator left to his own devices can 
do this better than if he is under the 
lead of a politician. 

In passing, 1 might also allude to his 
complaint about the importance of (he 
dominant castes in various states in 
selecting c iv i l service appointees. It is 
debatable whether this actually is a 
narrower pool to draw from than the 
previous sources of recruitment to the 
IAS. Few castes are so thoroughly 
dominant in any state that they do not 
require other caste allies and a frequent 
"payoff'' may have to be in the form 
of jobs and services in the administra
t ion. 

Admit tedly this tends to undermine 
the position of all-India service, as 
does the recent discussion about allow
ing applicants for I A S positions to take 
examinations in the vernacular, but it 
is no more inherently unfair than the 
personality test which has formed part 
of the c ivi l service examination pro
cess in both India and England. There 
is no need to cite here the recurrent 
complaints in the United Kingdom that 
public school types wind up in higher 
c iv i l services positions because they fit 
into the self-defined bureaucratic im
age. 

Particularism in Administration 
Fifthly, I would suggest that one of 

the roles of the politician is to bring 
particularism into the administrative 
process. In the United States, Con
gressmen and state legislators perform 
this function, which is often described 
as "casework''. Some members of the 
United States Congress build their 
legislative careers on this. The practice 
also exists in England and elsewhere. 

In a sense, as the forces for increas
ed bureaucratization are in operation in 
nations demanding significant social and 
political change, democracy is threaten
ed unless particular and individual i n 
terests can also be served Indeed, 
Bhalerao seems to be suggesting the 
needr for just such activity when he 

says: "Administrat ive decisions are 
based on too much conformity with 
established practices, rules and proced
ures which discouraige examination and 
challenge" (1683). What I am suggest
ing is that politicians are appropriate 
element for encouraging that examina
tion and challenge. 

Next, I wonder what Bhalerao really 
means by the public interest. Why 
does he seems to imply that the admi
nistrators are inherently better able to 
serve it than the politicians? Isn't it 
possible that in some circumstances by 
acting to "please the higher authorities" 
the bureaucrats are actually serving the 
public interest? 

The reasons for corruption, which is 
the next subject, brought up by the 
author for discussion are rather difficult 
to establish, but certainly the organiza
tions set up to investigate the problem 
and lead campaigns against it are not 
likely to inspire much in the way of 
change. Both politicians and adminis
trators are guilty in this area, but un
do ubltedly a considerable part of the 
corruption which occurs in India is due 
to the cumbersome nature of the ad
ministrative system. A few rupees may 
speed up the process in moving a do
cument through innumerable channels. 
To a certain extent the continuance of 
the present system encourages both the 
politician and the administrator who 
milk it to their own advantage, but one 
solution lies in the development of a 
more competitive party politics which 
might help to alleviate this situation by 
challenging the established communica
tions pattern* Of course, the bases of 
corruption in India (as in any society) 
go much deeper than the complexity 
of the administrative structure. 

Ultimately, I would suggest a prime 
solution to the present weakness in the 
Indian political structure must depend 
upon the development of an effective 
party system in India where the opposi
tion can profit from exploiting the mis
takes of the present government. Con
gress has often revealed its own mis
takes, but no one has been able to 
effectively check this and the process 
simply continues. The fall ing vote of 
Congress in elections, suggests that the 
public is not completely insensitive to 
these problems. 

Finally, the achievement of those 
worthy qualities which Bhalerao pro
jects for administration — "flexibil i ty, 
scope for init iative and an atmosphere 
which encourages scrutiny and change 
of tradit ional forms when they are 
found unsuited" — require a greater 

infusion of political purpose into the 
administration of India and not a w i t h 
drawal into a modernized version of the 
pre-Independence district officer. 

Thus while I find certain statements 
in the Bhalerao analysis with which it 
is easy to agree, I have tried to add a 
few cautionary notes arising from a 
somewhat different perspective on the 
appropriate relationship between politics 
and administration. I have said very 
l i t t le about the problem of developing 
high quality politicians who are check
ed in their actions by an interested 
public. This remains a considerable 
problem for every developing society. 

Export of Raw Goat-Skins 
TO promote and encourage the tan-

ning and finishing of raw skins 
and hides into tanned and finished 
leather, the Government of India has 
decided to reduce the raw goat-skins 
export quota from 55 per cent to 50 
per cent of the basic quota. The min i 
mum quota has been reduced from 
1,25,000 pieces to 1,10,000 pieces per 
shipper. This has been done in the ex
pectation that the tanning industry 
w i l l expand the existing leather tanning 
and finishing facilities in all the regions 
of the country and also establish new 
tanneries and finishing units so that 
processing of raw skins in the country 
can be stepped up and consequently 
the export of tanned skins and finish
ed leather can be increased in pre
ference to their export in the raw stage. 
Government have also been giving en
couragement to the manufacture of 
more leather goods which can be ex
ported. 

The State Governments have under
taken programmes for assisting, pro
moting and establishing leather tanning 
and finishing factories in their States. 
The Central Government have also re
quested the State Government con
cerned to give liberal credit assistance 
and other facilities to the existing tan
ning and finishing units and for the 
establishment of new factories. The 
Government of India have promised all 
assistance in the form of import of 
such machineries and equipment as are 
not yet indigenously made for establish
ing more such factories. 

Over the past decade, there has been 
a welcome development in the expan
sion of leather tanning and finishing 
industries and it is hoped that in the 
coming years i t w i l l be possible to re
duce further the export of raw skins and 
promote the export of tanned skins, fin
ished leather, shoes and leather goods. 
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