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PORTRAIT OF A PROFESSION

about which I may be presumed to know some-
thing, by reason of my experience. But I find
myself under a strong impulse to speak, not of forms
of organization or of administrative techniques, but
of things less tangible but more compelling. I would
like to describe the inhabitants of Whitehall in terms
of the training and tradition, the outlook of mind, and
aspirations which play so big a part in determining
men’s actions.
~ WhatIseck to dois to give a picture of the higher
staffs of Whitchall, the headquarters staffs of Govern-
ment, who handle the broader questions of adminis-
tration and policy. Ihave no time to include in my
picture the large and important professional and tech-
nical staffs who pursue their own specialized duties:
nor the far larger numbers engaged in the executive
work of Government up and down the country;
although much of what I shall have to say applies to
them also. Ishall start by saying something of each of
the main movements or events which have made the
Civil Service what it is to-day, and have built up
what could be called the Civil Service Tradition.
I hope this choice of subject will not be thought to
beimmodest or parochial. Ishallnotbe vainglorious.

I sHALL be expected to speak to-day on a subject
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But I believe that there is something distinctive about
the Civil Service Tradition; and, difficult though it
may be to describe something so clusive, I'shall make
the attempt.

I

The real starting-point of any account of the British
Civil Service as it exists to-day must be the reforms
instituted by Stafford Northcote and Charles Tre-
velyan in the middle of the nineteenth century.

But one very important quality of the Civil
Service, namely its non-political character, received
its main imprint in the eighteenth century and must
be mentioned first. The action taken by Parliament in
that century to prevent the corruption of Parliament
itself by patronage resulted in the series of Acts which
limited,and clearly defined, the number of Ministerial
offices which could be held by Members of Parlia-
ment. These Acts brought into being a sharp distinc-
tion between political and non-political offices; * and
prevented the development of anything in the nature
of a spoils system in this country.

But it would be wrong to regard the fact that the
Civil Service is non-political, and free from party bias
or allegiances, as due solely to the clear statutory dis-
tinction between political and non-political offices.
It has deeper roots.

! Lowell, The Government of England (1908), ch. vm, gives,
perhaps, the clearest statement on this point.
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Patronage, in regard to first appointments to the
Civil Service, continued until towards the end of the
nineteenth century. But a characteristic convention
was established that, while Ministers could use their
patronage to appoint to official posts persons who
had some claim upon them, such appointments,
once made, were regarded as permanent and were
not disturbed by subsequent administrations. More
important still, by a process of instinctive good
sense, it came to be accepted that permanence carried
as a corollary a certain standard of conduct and
discretion—namely conduct compatible with loyal
service to whatever Government is in power.

II

I have used the term ‘Civil Service’ as though such
a body existed in the eighteenth century. This is an
anachronism. Even to-day there is no statutory
definition of the Civil Service or of a Civil Servant
save a wholly negative one of certain qualifications
for drawing pension.” Asshorta time ago as 1910 the
draftsman of an Order in Council could not trust

* The last Royal Commission on the Civil Service, under the
chairmanship of Lord Tomlin, gave as a practical working defini~
tion of the Civil Service: ‘Those servants of the Crown, other
than holders of political or judicial offices, who are employed in
a civil capacity, and whose remuneration is paid wholly and
directly out of monies voted by Parliament’—paragraph 9 of
Cmd. 3909 of 1931.
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himself to go beyond the collective phrase ‘persons
serving in His Majesty’s civil establishments’. Indeed,
though the State has had Civil Servants throughout
itshistory, itis only in the past half century, or century
at most, that it has had anything which could be
described as a ‘Civil Service’.

I distinguish three main causes which brought
about something which can be described as
a ‘service’ in the place of a series of departmental
staffs, separated off from each other, distant and
jealous.

The first in time was the introduction of a common
system of recruitment for all Departments. When
Sir Stafford Northcote and Sir Charles Trevelyan
were appointed by Gladstone to clean up Whitehall
in the middle of the nineteenth century, they saw that
little progress could be made until they had abolished
a system of appointment which was wholly depen-
dent on patronage and conducted separately by each
Department: a system which resulted in recruiting
the unambitious and the indolent, whose course was
“one of quiet and generally secluded performance of
routine duties’. They sought to substitute for this a
system of competitive examinations conducted by
a central Board. The examinations were to be of
literary character, to test the intelligence as well as the
mere attainments of a candidate; the examinations
were to be for vacancies at two levels: those of nine-
teen to twenty-five were to compete for the superior
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posts, those of seventeen to twenty-one for the junior
posts.”

The scheme was put forward as a means of re-
cruiting an efficient Service; but it was closely linked
with educational ideas and reforms. Royal Com-
missions on the Universities of Oxford and Cam-
bridge in 1852 and 1853 had stressed the advantage of
competition. Thus, the Commission on Cambridge
said that the great majority of College Fellowships
had long been open to free competition, which had
given the University a ‘high moral elevation’.* The
Indian Civil Service was thrown open to competition
by the Government of India Act of 1853, and the
famous Report of Macaulay (Trevelyan’s brother-
in-law), recommending the nature of the Indian
Civil Service examination, was written in 1854. The
Northcote-Trevelyan report owed much to the
influence of both Macaulay and Jowett; and its
authors, in commending it, said that the inducement
of making a Civil Service career open to competition
“would probably do more to quicken the progress of
our Universities, for instance, than any legislative
measures that could be adopted’.

* Report on the Organization of the Permanent Civil Service,
dated 23 November 1853. Included in Reports of Committees of
Ingquiry into Public Offices and Papers connected therewith. Published
by Longman, Green, Longman and Roberts (1860).

2 Quoted by Sir A. P. Waterfield, ‘ Competition for the British
Civil Service and its relation to the Universities’, printed in
a special number of Oxford, 1949.
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The Northcote-Trevelyan scheme, although strongly
backed in educational circles and in contemporary
thought,” came up against strong departmental oppo-
sition, mainly on the ground that a central system of
recruitment would impair departmental efficiency,
since Ministers could only accept responsibility for
the action of their officers if they themselves had the
choosing of them. Their proposals were not, there-
fore, at once accepted in their entirety. Then fol-
lowed a period of some years during which the
Civil Service Commission, first appointed in 1855,
had to be content with a sort of twilight existence of
limited competitions, or qualifying examinations,
which fell far short of the Northcote-Trevelyan
scheme. Indeed, a pretty successful guerilla resistance
was waged for some years by many public Depart-
ments and it was not until the 1870’s that the system
of open competitive examination became securely
established as the regular method of entry for most
of the large Departments. This system of recruitment
provided a great bond of unity between the staffs in
the different Departments; the bond of having en-
tered by the same gate and of being of the same
vintage, or perhaps a year more or less in bottle than
Smith of the Department across the road.

! John Stuart Mill thought that the proposal to select Civil
Servants by a competitive examination appeared to be one of
those great public improvements the adoption of which would
form an era in history.
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III

This bond of unity is closely connected with the
second unifying cause, namely transfer between
Departments. This was more easy to bring about
when those concerned had a common origin in
entry by the same examination, and when irritating
and minor differences in conditions of service had
been done away with. Such transfers began to have
real significance when they came about, not very
occasionally, and not simply by fluke or favour, but
as part of a concerted plan decided upon in the public
interest.

How early these moves became common I do
not know. The first measure of concerted transfer on
alarge scale of which I am aware was connected with
the setting up in 1912 of the National Health Insur-
ance Commission. This, in any case a heavy task, was
made heavier by strong opposition. The work was
entrusted to a picked team of young men gathered
from nearly all Departments. This ‘loan collection’
—for this was how it came to be known familiarly—
comprised many brilliant men who rose later to the
highest positions.

The second such occasion came with the First
World War. New organizations had to be set.up,
and heavily pressed Departments strengthened. This
could only be done by drafting trained men from
work which was not essential to the war.
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After the First World War transferability of
staff was strongly fostered by the then Permanent
Secretary to the Treasury, who did much in the
1920’s to break down barriers between Departments.

In 1920 it was formally laid down that the assent
of the Prime Minister was required to appointments
to the top posts in all Departments. It was thus made
clear that in filling such posts the Prime Minister and
his advisers would take as their field of selection the
whole Civil Service.

In these ways then, the isolation of Departments
was broken down and something in the nature of
a real Service came into being. In the last ten or
fifteen years the process has been carried much
further. In part this is due to the effect of total war
on the Government machine, and to the very large
scale on which transfers took place in the Second
World War. Butit is also due to the growing inter-
dependence of Departments as a result of economic
factors which affect the whole range of Government.
This—the third unifying cause—I shall deal with
later.
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What characteristics did this Civil Service show as it
developed? '

One effect of the Northcote-Trevelyan reform
was a change—subtle and not easily described—in
the relationship of higher Civil Servants to their
Ministers. Before these reforms had taken effect
many of the higher Civil Servants owed their
appointments to the patronage—often in the best
sense of that much abused term—the patronage of
a particular Minister. Many of the holders of the
higher appointments had first been brought into the
Service to serve as the private secretary of some
Minister and had graduated thence to better posts.

The impression one derives from the auto-
biographies of such men as Henry Taylor® or
Algernon West? is that many of the higher Civil
Servants, in the early or middle nineteenth century,
had a far closer allegiance or affinity to the views of
particular Ministers, and less attachment or loyalty
to a Service, than their successors to-day: and
many of those mentioned in these autobiographies
sought or found advancement not in the Civil
Service, but in a political career.

But I think that the better organization of the Civil

' Autobiography of Henry Taylor. Longman, Green etc. (1885).
* Recollections, 1832-1866, by Rt Hon. Sir Algernon West.
Smith, Elder & Co. (1899).
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Service which started a hundred years ago showed
itself most markedly in the greater capacity of the
staffs of Departments to marshal previous experience
and bring it to bear on current problems. The clerk
who at first had done nothing except copy letters,
despatch them and file them, makes himself useful in
collecting precedents and previous papers. The next
stage is that he becomes a clerk who can describe
accurately what has happened in the past, who can
collect together the information required by the
officer who is going to reach a decision on the matter
in hand; and before long you have an adviser who
presents his senior colleagues or his Minister with a
carefully documented appraisal of the position, who
tests all the statements made and sets out what seem
to him the possible courses of action and the likely
consequences of each. There remains a final step. To
sum it all up and say which course has behind it the
backing of all the knowledge and experience that the
Department can give to its Minister.

But why should I seck to describe in my own
words what was so aptly stated by Stafford North-
cote and Trevelyan? As they said in 1853 : “The great
and increasing burden of public business. . .could
not be carried on without an efficient body of
permanent officers, occupying a position duly sub-
ordinate to that of Ministers...yet possessing
sufficient independence, character, ability and ex-

perience to be able to advise, assist, and to some
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extent to influence those who are from time to time
set above them.’

This transition from the clerk to the administrator
was all the more rapid because the competitive
examinations were successful in recruiting first-
class material from the Universities: men who were
determined to escape as quickly as possible from
routine jobs by showing that they were fitted for
better things; men who brought to their work the
happy blend of scholarship and ebullience that one
finds in a University.

v

By degrees, then, as Civil Service organization got
into its stride, there has been built up in every
Department a store of knowledge and experience in
the subjects handled, something which eventually
takes shape as a practical philosophy, or may merit
the title of a departmental point of view.

This is not something which has been imposed on
a Department by any one individual, though it may
well bear the mark of the mind of some outstanding
man who has impressed his personality on the
Department. Sometimes the departmental philo-
sophy may be the result of a conflict between two
apparently divergent needs or policies: each policy
may contain something which cannot be sacrificed,
and so a way has been found of making the two go
in double-harness.
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But in most cases the departmental philosophy is
the result of nothing more startling than the slow
accretion and accumulation of experience over the
years. An original scheme has been altered to meet
acknowledged difficulties. Some features of the plan
have been found too difficult to administer and have
been quietly dropped. Some other point aroused
serious public criticism; but means have been dis-
covered of obtaining much the same result in
other ways which were more generally acceptable.
And so by trial and error something has come about
which differs greatly from the original plan; it is
something which has been fashioned by many hands.
It is quite different from anything which any single
man or woman could have produced; it is less logical
but wiser and more comprehensive: above all, it is
something which works, and which works better
than anything else so far devised. And in making and
reshaping it, things have been learnt which could only
be fully grasped by practical experience; as, for
example, that certain problems can only be treated
by certain administrative methods; and that if certain
limits or marks are overstepped, a public outcry can
be confidently expected.

These departmental philosophies are of the essence
of a Civil Servant’s work. They are the expression of
the long continuity of experience which can be one
of the strongest qualities of an institution, if well
organized. Again they are broadly based, and are the
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resultant of protests and suggestions, and counter
suggestions, from many interests, of discussion and
of debates in which many types of mind have taken
part. They represent an acceptable, middle point of
view after the extreme divergencies have been rooted
out. :

Every Civil Servant going to a different job, unless
it be an entirely new one, finds himself entrusted with
this kind of inheritance. He knows that it is his busi-
ness to contribute something of his own to this store
of experience; and that he should play his part in
moulding it and improving it to meet changing con-
ditions. Equally he knows that it is something that
he will ignore at his peril.

VI

These storehouses of departmental experience have
a bearing on one aspect of public affairs which is most
frequently misunderstood, namely the relationship
‘between day-to-day administration and policy. The
two are often spoken of as though they were wholly
distinct; as though decisions in the one field could be
taken independently of the other, and as though day-
to-day administration had no contribution to make
to the framing of policy. Itis often added that, while
decisions of policy are necessarily taken by Ministers,
questions of administration are for the most part best
left to their staffs.
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