A famous speech
By MAH


Even after 57years, some words are echoing in government corridors
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No. Not the August 11, 1947 speech of Jinnah in the Pakistan Constituent Assembly in Karachi. That has been almost erased from our national memory. This is about another speech in another constituent assembly in another city. It was delivered by that indomitable Sardar Vallabhbhai Patel in New Delhi on October 10, 1949. Even after 57 years or so, his words are still echoing in the government corridors of the Union and States — in some corridors, at times, rather faintly.

The occasion was a proposal submitted to the House in the form of a new article to stand part of the Indian Constitution by K.M. Munshi, that the guarantees given to certain members of the Civil Service (serving under the government of India or of a state) by the Independence Act 1947 be continued.

Many members, including H.V. Kamath (a former ICS officer), Mahavir Tyagi, and M. Ananthasayanam Ayyangar participated in the debate. Most of the speakers not only vehemently opposed the proposed article but bitterly attacked the civil services. While Kamath suggested some drafting amendments, Mahavir Tyagi did not agree that any such commitments should be made by the Constituent Assembly, the liability of which went to the coming parliaments. They would be a perpetual liability, he argued, Another member said that civil servants should remember that “while the leaders of the Congress had given up their earning, had given up their vocation, had given up their position in life, and had gone into jail, the civil servants had remained quietly at their own desk, earning their own bread, and doing their ordinary work”. But he admitted, “If at that time ... the members of the Civil Service had also resigned, there might have been great difficulty for us to carry on the work in the period of transition ...”

M. Ananthasayanam Ayyangar fervently opposed the constitutional guarantees and protection for the civil servants. He said, “This particular service for whom we are making provisions ... was the heaven-born service of the previous regime, and will continue to be the heaven-born service for some time to come ... This is an extraordinary guarantee that we are giving under this article ... they were the rulers under the old regime and that they will continue to be so in this regime. This guarantee asks us to forget that these persons who are still in the service ... committed excesses thinking that this was not their country... I am not in favour of any provision in the Constitution ... they are becoming super-sovereigns of this country ... till now, they have not shown a gesture, they have not shown that they are members of the Independent Sovereign Republic ... I am sorry to say that some of them have not changed their manners. They have not reconciled themselves to the new situation. They do not feel they are part and parcel of this country ...”

One member demanded that “the civil servants should change their behaviour ... the guarantees ... will have no value ... the Congress regarded the Civil Service as the steel frame which enslaved us and criticised ... the way in which it was pampered ...” Another member hoped, “They would ... always consider themselves as servants, and never as masters. The idea of mastership must go now.”

Then rose Sardar Vallabhbhai Patel. Spiritedly, he defended the proposal. He spoke for the civil service. His speech was noteworthy of its perceptiveness. It is so germane to the genesis of civil service and issues of good governance that one should read it from alpha to omega. But except extensive excerpts, the whole speech cannot be reproduced.

Patel took up the point of Ayyangar, and said, “... I am distressed that a senior member ... a responsible member of this House who is the deputy speaker of the Assembly ... harbours the feelings that they are enemies of our country. If that is so, it was his business ... to move first a resolution to dispense with them and run the administration in vacuum — for there is no substitute of which he thought of except the Congressmen and the Congress workers. I feel very sad that the very instruments from whom we have to take work, we have been continuously quarrelling with. If that is so, we are not doing a service to the country. We are doing a great disservice.

“Now, he made a point that this guarantee should not have been given ... When Mr Henderson came here ... he said that before the transference of power, arrangements should be made to the satisfaction of the parliament, that transference of power will take place only when guarantees are given to the members ... of services, each individual member of which has a covenant with the secretary of state for permanency and for certain other guarantees ... I wish to point out that hardly anybody raised any objection to the arrangements that we were making at that time ...”

He, then, emphatically said, “... Even now, if you are not willing to keep them, find out your substitutes and many of them will go; the best of them will go. I wish to assure you that I have worked with them during this difficult period — I am speaking with a sense of heavy responsibility — and I must confess that in point of patriotism, in point of loyalty, in point of sincerity and in point of ability, you cannot have a substitute ... to speak of them in disparaging terms in this House, in public, and to criticise them in this manner, is doing disservice to yourselves and to the country. This is my considered opinion.”

Patel asked some questions — “You now say, why did the leaders give these guarantees? In order to allow you to have an opportunity to attack the leaders on this very point. What else? … You here say, ‘Why did the leaders give these assurances?’ Think of the past. Why do you forget it? Have you read your own recent history? What is the use of talking that the service people were serving while we were in jail? I myself was arrested. I have been arrested several times. But that has never made any difference in my feelings towards people in the services ... But what is the language that you are using? I wish to place it on record ... that if, during the last two or three years, most of the members of the services had not behaved patriotically and with loyalty, the union would have collapsed. Ask Dr John Mathai. He is working ... with them on the economic question ... You will find what he says bout the services. You ask the premiers of all the provinces. Is there any premier ... who is prepared to work without the services? He will immediately resign. He cannot manage ... And if a responsible man speaks in the tone about the services, he has to decide whether he has a substitute to propose, and let him take the responsibility ...”

About the police, Patel said, “... The heads of the departments of police in every province are covered under this guarantee. Are you going to change that? Are you going to put your congress volunteers as captains? ...”

Patel was grieved to find that members, senior members spoke “in this strain”. He referred them to the Independence Act, “which gave birth to this parliament.” The guarantees had been included there. Continuing he said, “... these guarantees were circulated before that to the provinces. All the provinces agreed. It was also agreed to incorporate these into the Constituent Assembly’s New Constitution... Have you read that history? Or, you do not care for the recent history after you began to make history. If you do that, then I tell you we have a dark future ... as a man of experience, I tell you, do not quarrel with the instruments with which you want to work ... Take work from them … Every man wants some sort of encouragement. Nobody wants to put in work when every day he is criticised and ridiculed in public. Nobody will give you work like that. So, once and for all decide whether you want this service or not. If you have done with it and decide not to have this service at all, even in spite of my pledged word, I will take the services with me and go ... The services will earn their living. They are capable people ...”

Thereafter, there was some kind of warning to and advice for the members. Patel was emphatic and forceful. “If you want and efficient all India Service, I advise you to allow the services to open their mouth freely. If you are a premier, it would be your duty to allow your secretary or chief secretary or other services working under you, to express their opinion with fear or favour. But I see a tendency today that in several provinces the services are set upon and told: ‘No, you are servicemen, you must carry out our orders.’ The union will go — you will not have a united India, if you have not a good all-India service which has the independence to speak out its mind, which has a sense of security that you will stand by your word and that after all there is the parliament, of which we can be proud, where their rights and privileges are secure. If you do not adopt this course, then do not follow the present Constitution. Substitute something else, put in a Congress Constitution or some other constitution or put in R.S.S. constitution — whatever you like — but not this Constitution. This Constitution is meant to be worked by a ring of service which will keep the country intact ...”

About working relationship with the services, Patel told the House, “... Today my secretary can write a note opposed to my views. I have given that freedom to all my secretaries. I have told them, ‘If you do not give your honest opinion for fear that it will displace your minister, please then you had better go. I will bring in another secretary,’ I will never be displaced over a frank expression of opinion ... Many of them with whom I have worked, I have no hesitation in saying that they are ... patriotic... loyal and sincere ... those who think that the leaders were mistaken in giving these guarantees, they do not know their mind. They do not know what would have happened. They do not even now know ... these people are the instruments. Remove them and I see nothing but a picture of chaos all over the country ...”

Patel posed a question, “Now, what is it that you want to do?” He added, “My advice to you is all members of the parliament should support the services, expect when any individual member of the service may be misbehaving or erring in his duty or committing a dereliction of his duties ... You are talking of Gandhian ideology and ... Gandhian way of administration ... But you come out of the jail and then say, ‘These men put us in jail. Let me take revenge.’ That is not the Gandhian way ...”

He appealed to the members, “Therefore for God’s sake, let us understand where we are. Today, if you want to take anything from the service, you touch their heart and do not take a lathi and say, ‘Who is to give you guarantee? We are a Supreme Parliament.’ You have supremacy for this kind of thing? To go behind your words? That supremacy will go down in a few days if you do that ...”

Finally, he reminded the members what the servicemen were, “... They are men who prefer honour, dignity, prestige and deserve the affection of the people. Very few people would like to serve only to be considered enemies of the country. So, do not speak in those terms and I appeal to you to consider my words and give your judgment.”

Patel sat down. Proposed amendments were either ‘negatived’ or not ‘pressed’. The motion was adopted. The article was added to the Indian Constitution. 

