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Mrs Diesh, Mr Gopinath,  Members of the Postal Board,  senior officers of the Postal Department, Probationers from the Postal College. 

I feel very happy to talk to you on a topic, which is of importance to civil servants. For me it has always been a great pleasure to meet young recruits  to the Civil Services of our country and to interact with them.  Such meetings have been pleasant experiences for me to get a feel on what they think about the nature of the Service that they are about to enter, and to know what gives them confidence and what disappoints them. 

I was expecting that I would be meeting mostly young officers here, but looking around I do not see many young faces in this hall.  In fact I find that the majority of the persons in the hall today are senior officers. Probably I should learn from them rather than try to make them learn anything from me.  Anyway I am glad that I am facing a group of people with good experience both in government service and as citizens .

The subject of my talk today  “ A Value Framework for Governance” was suggested to me by Mr. Gopinath, Director of the Postal Staff College.  Even in his first letter inviting me to address this gathering he had suggested this subject though he had given me the option to choose any other subject also. But I find this subject quite interesting and therefore I will be speaking on it.

 
Before I begin my address on the subject, I should mention about my brief talk with your Secretary  Mrs. Diesh in her office just before I came to this hall. I asked her whether there has been any Committee or Commission in the past to prepare a roadmap for the Postal Service in the emerging situation regarding communications in our country. Days were, when the Postal Department had the predominant role in the nation’s communications service.  But, with the changes that are rapidly taking place today, with 24 x 7 news, easy access to radio, telephones, mobile phones, TV etc. even in remote regions, the role of government departments  like the Post & Telegraph Department has shrunk.  I asked her whether the Postal Department was considering any new role for itself and if so what ?  I was happy to know that already this matter is under consideration in your Department and some reports are under preparation on that. In western countries also there have been debates about the future of the Postal Services when the TV and new telecommunication facilities came into vogue. The general conclusion in these countries was that the scope for Postal Services was unlimited even in the fast changing situation in communications. The Postal Department is at the cutting edge of the Government in India. For the ordinary people in the rural areas the postman is the friendly face of governance. The Postman and the Postmaster are still looked upon as friends of the common people in the government.  Therefore, the Post Office can be entrusted with several new responsibilities which the government has to discharge in modern days. For example Post Offices can be entrusted with several duties connected with the election work, such as, voters registration, revision of electoral rolls , etc.  I myself had written recently in my columns in the newspapers suggesting that the work of voters registration should be left to the Post Offices. There may be similar other items of work which can be assigned to the Postal Department in the coming  years and therefore people in the Department should not get the feeling that the role of the Department will get reduced because of innovations in technology.


Now I will come to my subject and begin with some definitions. Mr. Gopinath has used the phrase “Value Framework”.  What does “Value” mean ?  What does  “Value Framework for Governance”  mean ?  The term value is used in three contexts :  individual values, social values and values in governance.  ‘Governance’ is commonly used in the context of the State, but governance has to be understood in its wider connotation of management of the state as well as other activities like business, industries, etc. 


Values in individual life are the principles which should guide an individual’s conduct such as truthfulness, compassion, love, straightforwardness, courage, etc. Social values are the principles which should guide people in their role as members of the society, such as integrity, commitment to work, team spirit, discipline, willingness to sacrifice for the common good, etc. Values of governance can be dealt with in two parts, management of business, industries, etc., and management of the state. The values of governance whether of business or of the State would include, among others, truthfulness, fairness, consideration for employees, social justice, equality, human rights, and rights and duties as citizens, etc.  It may be noted that in all the segments relevant to life, individual or social, business or political, truth and love are at the core of what is described as values. In fact we attribute truth and love as features of divinity itself because we believe that God is Truth and God is Love.  



With the evolution of the concept of a civil society certain norms relating to life and property had to be accepted by all members of the society.  When people started settling down in a particular territory which came to be described as a State, they assigned to the State the authority and duty for enforcing the code of conduct of the members in their social relations and thus arose the system of laws based on moral norms.  Every law in every society was not necessarily moral. Nor had every moral act the sanction of law. But the nexus between morals and law became closer and binding on all members of the society as civilization advanced. Thus commitment to truth, compassion, work culture, team spirit, discipline, etc. came to be recognized as social values indispensable for good governance and collective progress. 


Religion over the centuries, has played a major role in evolving the concept of morals and values in people’s life .  In the primitive period of human existence self preservation was the principal concern of men and they used physical might to preserve themselves.  If found necessary for self-preservation, human beings stole from their neighbours, and even killed them, but stealing and killing were part of self-preservation.  As civilization advanced and religion started exerting influence on human behaviour, some moral codes laying down certain norms of good behaviour came to be recognized.  Thus, we know of the Ten Commandments which laid down certain Dos and Don’ts in human behaviour for the Israeli people.  ‘Thou shall not kill’, said the Commandments; ‘thou shall not steal’; ‘thou shall not commit adultery’.  In due course, substantial additions to these codes spelling in great detail the duties and obligations of the people were made and we find in the Old Testament as many as 613 such instructions on matters of personal conduct, rites and rituals. Together they were called the Law, even though some of them did not have any great ethical or moral content.


The life and teachings of Jesus Christ, two thousand years ago, added new dimensions to the concept of ethics and values laid down in the Ten Commandments.  Instead of limiting morals to a set of commandments like, ‘thou shall do this’ or ‘thou shall not do that’, Jesus introduced the new commandments of love, forgiveness, purity in thought and action and abhorrence of hypocrisy and double standards.  Jesus’s emphasis on love goes to the extent of loving one’s enemies, doing good to those who hate you and turning your other cheek also to any one who smites you on one cheek.  The supreme merit of the teachings of Jesus was that he practised what he preached, the highest example of which was his prayer from the Cross to God to forgive his tormentors because they did not know what they were doing.


Six centuries later, the Prophet of Islam introduced the message of peace, love, compassion and fellowship to a society riven with feuds. He preached the gospel of a merciful God to a people which had till then known only hatred and revenge.


Several centuries before Moses, Jesus and Mohammad had given the basic tenets of ethics and morals, the rishis of the Vedas and the Upanishads in India had given to the people an insight into the world of righteousness or Dharma.  The concept of righteousness has been explained under different names, but the Indian word “Dharma” has no correct equivalent in English language or for that matter in any other language in the world. The main importance of the Vedas and the Upanishads was that they explained the validity and relevance of righteousness for all times and all situations. The noble characters of the epics lived the truth of the Vedas in their lives and therefore their lives were ‘Vedas in action’.  We see in the lives of some of the great heroes of the epics the highest manifestation of the values of life, whether it was Rama’s commitment to duty as a son, Laxman’s loyalty to an elder brother, Sita’s love for her husband or Hanuman’s devotion to Rama.  When Lord Krishna conveyed the Gitopadesam to Arjuna at the battle-field at Kurukshetra, he was not teaching him an entirely new lesson but was interpreting the truth of the Vedas and the Upanishads and making  them relevant to the situation Arjuna was facing then.  One can see the truths of the Vedas in practice in the lives of Lord Rama and Lord Krishna as depicted in the Ramayana and the Mahabharata.


Now I shall deal with the evolution of the concept of a value frame fork for governance.  Industrial Revolution opened up vast opportunities for nations in the West to use their newly acquired technological power for self-advancement. They then started resorting to the instruments of war and conquest, colonization and exploitation in order to promote their own material interests in utter disregard of the interests of vast population  in Asia and Africa who did not have the benefits of the Industrial Revolution. The scientific theory of  ‘survival of the fittest’  was used for ruthless exploitation of the poor and the powerless. The 18th and 19th centuries witnessed rapid expansion of trade and industry for western nations and simultaneously, colonialism and imperialism became the symbols of power for them. All religious teachings of which they boasted and their self-professed ethical principles got distorted in their pursuit of power and wealth. The obnoxious practice of slavery which condemned millions of helpless Africans to shameful inequality and misery, the segregation of blacks in public transport, hospitals, schools, parks, etc., in the southern States of America, the exploitation of minerals and oil resources of the weak nations of Asia and Africa by the more powerful Western Countries,  the abomination of apartheid practiced by the whites of South Africa, the rise of fascism in Germany, Italy, Spain and Portugal and the holocaust against the Jews were  conspicuous examples of perversion of ethics and morals for self-advancement. Corruption on a large scale by individuals and institutions in the conquered territories was accepted by most western countries as part of normal business practice.  Some of the worst examples of distorted values among the powerful nations were the practice of racial discrimination in the so called Bible belt of the United States and the flourishing opium trade which was carried on by the British in China while opium trade was prohibited in Britain itself.  Conquests, colonization and exploitation which reduced large numbers of the people to the utmost depths of misery and privation were justified by the powerful countries as inevitable in the progress of civilization, though what they called progress was limited to their own economic advancements.  


However by about the early decades of 20th Century conquests and colonization and economic exploitation that went with them started pinching the conscience of the people in these countries.  The Second World War led to the final collapse of colonialism in the middle of the 20th Century and Western Nations including people in trade and industry started experiencing the impact of ideals like honesty, transparency and accountability, etc., in governance. People engaged in business started taking initiatives on their own to follow norms of fairness and honesty in their transactions and “professional ethics” slowly came to be evolved and accepted.  Many industrial houses formulated “ethics codes” for their guidance and started appointing  “ethics officers” and introducing new systems of “ethics audit”. While these voluntary efforts were going on in the business sector in the west, the governments in these countries also began introducing legislative measures to curb corrupt practices by business men in foreign countries. A good example of this was the Foreign Exchange Corrupt Practices Act of 1977 passed by the United States Congress making payment of bribes to people in foreign countries a punishable offence. This legislation was strengthened further through amendments introduced in 1988 and proved to be an effective check on the obnoxious practice of bribing government officials and politicians in other countries in order to get contracts, etc., on favoured terms. They also started tightening up the laws regulating stock markets and imposing heavy penalties for those who indulged in malpractices like insider trading etc. 


Unfortunately business and industry in our country have not been quite enthusiastic in evolving a healthy self regulating value system in the management of business.  In the early stages of industrialization in India a few business families and establishments who had the advantage of having access to capital for investment tried to create monopolies for themselves by preventing competitors from coming up, exploiting the provisions of the strict licensing system then prevalent in the country. Thus, they gained protection not only from foreign competition through import control and high tariffs, but also from competition from other Indian firms by manipulating the system for their exclusive benefits.  As a result of this they could decide their own prices for the products they manufactured and did not have also to bother about making any efforts for marketing the products because of their monopolistic control. They exploited the sheltered market system in India with little consideration for quality and standards of their products.  In due course, government started liberalizing the policy for industrial licensing and fighting the evil of monopoly control over production by a few houses through legislative measures. Government also introduced various control mechanisms to regulate the stock markets and the banking institutions.  However, those who wished to subvert the system could get round the rules and regulations with impunity.  The big scams in the stock market and the huge amounts described by the bankers as non-performing assets running into several thousand crores of rupees are examples of the low level of ethical values in the management of business and industry in our country.


With liberalization and globalization, business and industry have started realizing that they have to depend on their own internal strength based on the quality of their products and healthy business practices, if they are to survive, but several entrepreneurs still seem to believe that making a quick buck through subverting the system is the smart thing to do.  A desirable change in the management of business and industrial establishments in our country would be to follow the example set by some successful western firms in selecting Chief Executives based not only on the criterion of their efficiency in performance but also with reference to their commitment to ethical standards.


I will now come to the last part of my talk.  And that is,  has this type of awareness about good governance really come to  our  society ? I am sorry to say, that change has not yet taken place in governance either in the political sector or in the business sector.


Here I would like to briefly refer to the lack of commitment to values in governance in the State Sector.  Let us just examine the values in our politics today. Why should values in politics be particularly important for us in India ?  We can never forget the invaluable contribution of Mahatma Gandhi when we talk about values in politics. We may hail him as the Father of our Nation. We may consider him as a great liberator of India.  Most of us believe that the fact that he made us free is his greatest contribution to India. But if you ask me as to how I assess his role in the history of our country, I will say, it is not as a liberator that I will give him the first place, not as Father of the Nation or as the creator of a new nation, or as an integrator of people, but as a man who remained steadfast in his conviction that values should govern all facets of life. There have been many other liberators in world history.  In the developing world there was Jomo Kenyata in Kenya, there was Soekarno in Indonesia, there was Nkruma in Ghana, there was Nasser in Egypt.  They were all liberators; but the great liberator of India was different from all of them because he taught his people that they should stick to the noble values of life even in the means they use to gain freedom from foreign rule. The main source of his influence over the people was that he practiced what he proclaimed and surely believed in the values he practised. 


But where are we today ?  We read in the papers that a former minister is sentenced to jail for murder and is now in the Tihar jail. Till he is acquitted of murder by the highest court of the country, in the eyes of the people, he is guilty of murder, but he has been our Honourable Minister till yesterday.  There are at least five or six other persons who have been charged with heinous crimes carrying punishments exceeding five years imprisonment and they are also Honourable Ministers.  If we are to have politics and politicians of this type we are ineligible even to hail Gandhi as the Father of our Nation.


But why should I blame only the political class ?  What about the class of civil servants to which I had the honour to belong for so long ?  Very few civil servants have served so long in high positions as I have served in the civil services and therefore I feel bitterly ashamed of the low level of reputation that the service is in today. The government gives its senior civil servants more salaries and perquisites compared with what most others in government service get because it expects them to maintain the highest standards of integrity in service. When we were young officers in the Districts we were afraid that the bench clerk may take money from the man in the dock to get bail or to get other such favours. But these days we have to be concerned not only about corruption prevalent at the lower levels of administration like clerks and head constables but at the level of the senior civil servants themselves. When people find officers occupying high places of authority in the bureaucracy indulging in corrupt practices, they lose faith in the institution of an all - India Civil Service which enjoys the privileges of high salaries and constitutional protection against arbitrary punishment.


The people in business and industry have also been given all facilities and assistance by the government to accumulate wealth through legal means and they are now being taxed at reasonably low levels.  But several people in business and industry still indulge in black marketing, tax evasion, violation of foreign exchange regulations and other such crimes as if it is part of their right to use all means to amass wealth.


How do we ensure cleanliness in governance whether by government servants or by men in business and industry ?  I shall proceed to give a few suggestions which I believe can help a lot in dealing with the problem of corruption.

I.
The first and foremost step is to reverse the trend of tolerance by our society of unethical practices and to create a climate of abhorrence and revulsion against corruption. Government legislation and control are no doubt necessary for controlling corruption; but these by themselves will prove to be ineffective unless there is a change in the attitude of society to corruption. Our society over a period of years has developed a permissive attitude about the means used for acquisition of wealth. There is nothing wrong in acquiring wealth; but what is often  wrong is the use of the means for doing it.  Unfortunately people are not overly bothered as to how a person has made his money; they seem to be only 
interested to know whether he has money.  He would have made it by smuggling, black – marketing, cheating, falsification of accounts, bribing officials or evading taxes. But once he has made enough money, society is willing to give him all the respect and importance due to a great achiever.  There is generally a permissive attitude towards what is called petty corruption. The practice of petty corruption has become so common that very often people even forget that it is corruption.  Bribes may be of petty amounts or of small gifts, but bribe is a bribe whether it is of a few rupees or of some millions of rupees.  If bribery is to be eradicated, society has to be strict about it, irrespective of the amount involved in bribes.

II. Value based governance is possible only if the people at the top themselves are strongly committed to values and ethics. Mehbubul Haq the well-known Pakistani economist has identified  some special features about corruption and unethical practices in South Asian countries.  He has said that “corruption in these countries occurs up stream and not down stream” and has pointed out that the big ones among the corrupt always manage to escape.  “The big fish rarely fry”,  says Haq in his expressive style.

III. Lack of ‘political will’ to make strict laws against corruption and to implement the laws already existing has become one of the important reasons for the decline in values and ethics in South Asian countries, points out the world renowned economist Gunnar Myrdal. It is a well known fact that in many developing countries corruption and malpractices thrive because of not weakness of the law, but the nexus between those who wield political power and those who have the economic power. 

IV. Delays in prompt and effective punishment for corrupt practices have been a very important cause for the wide prevalence of corruption in our country. The process of proving the charge of corruption is so dilatory and complicated that the guilty can escape unscathed.  Special procedures for speedy disposal of corruption cases have to be followed if corruption is to be curbed effectively.

V. Education should be used as the most important instrument for promoting ethical standards and behaviour.  If the education system is intelligently used to instill in young minds the values of life, it can facilitate the building up of a value based society in spite of all factors favouring the growth of corruption.

VI. Finally, ethics or value is not only good morals, but is good economics as well.  If a business firm is committed to ethical practices, it may some times lose in the short run, but will certainly gain not only in terms of goodwill but also in profits in the long run. Studies of manufacturing firms which have been following ethical codes in some western countries have shown that those who observe such codes generally register substantial gains.

We in India are endowed with intelligence and the capacity for hard work which can match the best in the world.  But if we have failed to reach the levels of progress to which we are entitled to reach, it is not because of lack of intelligence or any such reason, but mainly because of the fact that we had not given to value based governance the importance it deserves. 

………………….


(The Postal Staff College India is grateful to Dr P.C.Alexander for his permission to print this monograph.)
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