Bureaucrat is not a dirty word

Bureaucratic ethics may slowly erode in the face of unrelenting contempt 
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by Matt Young

“I want to be a bureaucrat.”  When was the last time you heard someone say those words? Not too recently, I bet.  Do you wonder why not?  Let me tell you, because somehow, the proper name of this profession has been transformed into a dirty word, a barb to be slung about, a euphemism for waste, inefficiency, sloth, rote action, obstructionism and perhaps worst of all, the complete absence of any sartorial acumen.  Now do you see why so few people proclaim their bureaucratic aspirations?

On the cusp of graduating with a professional degree specializing in the bureaucratic arts and sciences, I have yet to enroll in Obfuscation 101, study Introduction to Time Mismanagement, or attend lectures on Advanced Fiscal Ineptitude.  No, my classmates and I are eager, experienced, highly skilled, and committed to making a difference.  Daily, we debate issues of public importance.  We promptly complete our projects and assignments, and I’m quite certain I’ve even witnessed a number of innovative thoughts and approaches during my schooling.

When we talk of bureaucracy, we use a different vocabulary altogether.  We discuss ideals such as the rule of law, justice, fairness, effectiveness and service to the public interest above all else.  We identify collective problems and strive to craft solutions for them.  We assess models of public accountability.  We measure the use of common resources to evaluate efficiency.  We confront the reconciling of competing social demands.  And we do all of this with gusto.  

So, what gives?  How can there possibly be such a gulf between this enthusiasm, and the popular derision?  It could be that bureaucrats aren’t made; they slowly erode in the face of unrelenting contempt until they become but caricatures of themselves.  Or maybe their devotion slowly melts away over years of comfort and security.  Or perhaps frustration with political logjams morphs into apathy.

I doubt all of those scenarios.  I have met and listened to enough bureaucrats, from the neophytes to the upper echelons, from the remotest outpost to the nation’s capital, and those caricatures have simply not been borne out.  I see the same intensity and commitment, the same honesty and effort, across the practicing bureaucratic ranks as I do amongst my classmates.  There must be another explanation.

The immediate post-Second World War period is sometimes described as the bureaucratic ‘heyday’.  Governments and their officials successfully had directed the entire wartime economy; they masterminded hitherto unimaginable feats of production and mobilization.  It was respectable to be a bureaucrat.

As the decades advanced and the war receded in memory, a new ideology of social and economic organization gained ascendancy.  It was one in which capitalist free-enterprise reigned supreme.  Any restraint, any tether on the private engines of progress was anathema.  Private was good.  Public was bad.  Business was good.  Government was bad.  Businessmen were good.  Bureaucrats were bad.  So, it is here I believe lie the roots of bureaucrat-bashing and “bureaucrat” became a dirty word.   

Of late, the faults of this monochromatic worldview have become apparent.  The precept of “less government is better government” is called into doubt by failed states around the world, suffering from… too little government.  Malfeasance in large private organizations has rocked our confidence in their capacity to safeguard the public interest.  

That’s where my classmates and I come in.  We are the bureaucrats of tomorrow.  We aspire not to profit nor to be recognized, but to make our communities, however large or small, better than before our arrival.  And we’re committed to doing that while upholding the rule of law, stewarding public resources, and treating everyone equally and with fairness.  That’s the credo of the bureaucrats I know.  

So, what does it matter if we poke a little fun at government officials, if we disparage them for a laugh?  It matters because it undermines the sense of public duty, the ethic of public service that drives each of us into this profession.  It belittles our commitment to an ideal and mocks our faith in our professional values.  If this banter corrodes the bureaucratic ethos to the point that civil servants only half-heartedly engage in their responsibilities, we all suffer.  The true cost will be measured by the degradation of our international development, law enforcement, environmental protection, health and social service programs.  

Nonetheless, I’m pleased to report that government institutions will be shortly infused with another eager cohort, a cohort that sees beyond the derision to the highest aspirations of our profession:  integrity, commitment to the public interest, public service, and some of the best public programs in the world.  This is our pledge, and your assurance, of the kind of Canada we want into the next generation.
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