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Do we need generalists in government? 
 

Dr. Varghese Kurien of Amul fame, 

one of India's visionaries, is of the view that "a generalist national 

service is an anachronism, a throwback to colonial administration, that 

can no longer be sustained". Strong words. Dr. Kurien goes on to say:  

"Today, we have thousands of individuals, who by virtue of passing an  

examination in their twenties, control the destiny of 900 million people.  

Muddle-headed babus can derail the development process". Do facts on ground bear out 

the argument that all ills start with generalists? 

 

Generalists in government are not peculiar to India. Other governments 

in the world also use generalists. Whitehall is run by a blend of  

generalists and specialists. Keynes himself sat for the examination and was  

recruited to the British mandarinate. 

 

The French Civil Service is a world class institution - an example of  

what generalists, if properly trained, can do. The efficient French  

electricity generation system, railways, central bank and many industrial  

enterprises are even today managed by the cream of the generalist civil service.  

These highly-trained mandarins also provide a pool of talent for recruitment 

by some private enterprises in France. The global private sector also  

does not shun generalists. The wizard, Mr. Louis Gerstner, who has turned  

round IBM, is himself not a computer expert but a generalist - a consultant, 

who came from the McKinsey. Generalists, like L. M. Menezes, made  

Chennai's Aavin a power to reckon with and S. J. Coelho transformed GNFC and  

Ahmedabad Electricity Supply Corporation into paradigms of excellence. 

 

General management is a skill, not necessarily confined to specialists. 

One of my early mentors, T. A. Varghese, ICS, used to say that the best 

way to keep a Specialist Department, like that of Agriculture, on its  

toes was to alternate its chiefs from two streams, first the specialist and 

then generalist to challenge conventions. While I would not go so far  

as Varghese, I do believe that generalists can contribute a great deal  

even in specialised departments. 

 

Why is Dr. Kurien, a rational individual with a keen commitment to  

development, so angry with today's civil service, though he mentions there about  

honourable exceptions too? Is he right in complaining about catching people young 

or the fact that they are recruited through examinations? Examinations 

for selecting the candidates for bureaucracy are as old as the Chinese 



tests for its mandarins. 

 

True, over time, some tests do deteriorate, because they are routinely 

designed and more devoted to testing memory. That is a fault of the  

design. But well-designed tests can and do give objective criteria. Having no  

test - and going instead by kinship or other sponsorship - is a sure recipe 

for chaos. 

 

India's civil service examinations cover not only recruitment for  

generalist service, but also specialist cadres, such as engineering, railways,  

postal, revenue and power development, to mention only a few. They perform very 

useful tasks. Dr. Kurien's criticism and ire seem to be specially  

directed against bureaucrats, who belong to the generalist service, the IAS.  

Over time, many other well-meaning critics of the government have also  

blamed this group for India's failures. Is this criticism right? Let us recall 

that the Indian Administrative Service was set up as a successor to the 

Indian Civil Service. The founding fathers of independent India had  

great expectations of it. Sardar Patel himself had given thought to ensuring 

that entrants to the Administrative Service were given proper grounding 

and training in different branches of governance. The leaders of  

independent India found no reason to run down the generalists. 

 

It is the generalists on whom they depended to run the country when  

they took over the reins from the British. Generalists such as L. K. Jha, H. 

M. Patel, S. Ranganathan, Vishnu Sahay and Venkatappiah kept the  

nation's administration together. Many experts, who have dealt with India, have 

also differed from Dr. Kurien's view. In fact, they do give India's  

civil service - especially the generalists - full credit for maintaining  

India's economic viability in spite of the political chaos. 

 

Criticisms as those of Dr. Kurien should, however, be viewed as  

catalysts of reform, rather than as calls to total abolition of the civil service 

as we know it. The defects in India's generalist civil service are not 

incurable, if only we redesign the manner in which we train and use the 

cream of India's youth. Above all, we must adapt the generalist service 

to the changing needs of governance, rather than the other way round. 

 

That the civil servant in charge of complex policies should become an  

expert in them is not to be denied. But it is also necessary to ensure that  

the specialist does not dominate the system. A blend of specialists and  

generalists is what is necessary. 

 

Critics of generalists in government point out that they are arrogant, 

ill-informed and unresponsive. They argue, rightly, that it is the  

height of folly to assume that the modern-day economy can afford the luxury of 



having generalists who are shifted from running a rural development  

programme, say, in the North East one day to negotiating with WTO in New Delhi the 

next. The doctrine of "rotation" does not allow generalists to remain  

in jobs long enough to develop and use skills in the jobs assigned to  

them. This practice cuts at the root of efficiency and contributes to the  

growing impressions of incompetence of the generalists. 

 

I believe that one of the objectives of civil service reform has to be 

to allow generalists to develop special skills suited to today's  

economic governance. We can do this by forming an 'All India Central Economic  

Administrative Service', selected from among those who come out successful in the IAS 

as also other services examinations and have worked in various  

departments for a few, say, five, years. This can be on the model of the Central  

Services Pool, set up in pre-Independence days. 

 

Candidates selected to the new pool can be rotated among industry,  

commerce, finance and other ministries with economic or commercial significance. 

They can be specially trained in economics and general management and  

given special exposure to the problems of industrial and financial  

enterprise. They can have a short deputation to banks and industries in the  

private/public sector. 

 

Under this proposal, selection of the top posts in ministries  

concerning economic management must, by and large, be limited to candidates from  

this Pool without, of course, ruling out lateral entry into government  

services. Those who come in laterally should b persons willing to abide by the  

discipline of public service as well as its relatively less attractive emoluments. 

 

The obverse of this is that government should encourage placement of  

civil servants in executive positions in business, be it in the public or the 

private sector. This will help enhance the efficiency of both the  

government and business. Recent experience, however, shows the risks in allowing  

parvenus to get access to the portals of power, if they are not subjected to the 

requirements of secrecy and public accountability. This should be taken 

care of appropriately. 

 

One advantage of setting up a pool of talent, such as the one I suggest 

above, would be that we will be able to regain the "luxury" of having  

younger men at the head of our Economic Ministries. Today, some of the  

brightest and the best in India's civil services have to wait till they are in  

their late Fifties to become permanent secretaries. This contrasts with the  

situation in other countries such as France, the US, the UK and Germany where the 

ministries are headed by men and women in their Forties. This would  

trigger a lot more innovative and risk-taking approach, which India badly  

needs. 



 

I am aware that it will be pointed out that there are other ministries, 

such as home, agriculture and education, where links with the States  

are closer and that we cannot have a Central Pool for them. In manning  

these ministries, a limited deputation from the States to the Centre and vice 

versa can be introduced. Even here, specialised training will be of  

help. 

 

I am putting forward my suggestion in the hope that it will evoke  

discussion. While there can be many variants, a re- organisation of India's civil  

services on a model, such as the one I have suggested above, is essential if we 

are to maintain our competitive edge in the world. 

 

To sum up, while the generalist civil service has, indeed, contributed 

and can contribute a great deal to India's polity and economy, we  

cannot delay changes, which have to be made, in keeping with today's altered  

situation. Dr. Kurien's remarks would have done India a great service if only they 

induce our leaders (where are they?) to realise the urgent need to  

refashion our governance. 


