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Confused Interpretations of Neutrality of the Civil Service and
their Implications:
On Securing Bureaucrats Fulfilling their Expected Roles in
Policy-making

Hiroko SHIMADA-Logie

Abstract

Textbooks indicate that the civil service is required to maintain political neutrality.
However, there is no formal interpretation of its meaning, especially in phases of policy-
making where politicians and the civil service work in cooperation; neutrality has been
interpreted with meanings ranging from detachment to subordination.

Until the 1960s the Japanese civil service interpreted neutrality as a ‘detachment from
political parties, representing the common good’, and regarded this as their behavioural
norm, whereas today s civil service regard neutrality as inapplicable to themselves. The civil
service believe that their role is to sincerely serve the ruling party by offering well-informed
analysis and policy alternatives covering the whole community. They also believe that they
have an obligation to oppose orders which ignore logic or historical facts but to obey final
decisions by politicians.

These current beliefs align with the traditional principle of the UK civil service where this
type of sincerity to the government is expressed as impartiality or neutrality. In the mind
of the Japanese civil service and politicians, however, neutrality is considered in almost the
opposite sense.

Such confusion in the interpretation of neutrality when used as a norm is undesirable. In
this respect, the UK has recently clarified its Civil Service Code to define Impartiality more
clearly and revised its Ministerial Code to demand that ministers give due weight to well

informed advice from the civil service. Despite these Codes, a number of senior civil servants
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have been dismissed by dissatisfied ministers. Consequently, civil servants have come to
withhold advice. A House of Commons Public Administration Select Committee reported
that a good governance code protecting civil servants from being made public scapegoats is
needed. This British experience suggests that if the expected role of the civil service is not
one of subordination but that of sincerity as an expert, certain devices to protect those who

fulfil this role are also required.
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