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Dear Friends: 
Since my teaching commitments here at Yale do not allow me to join you at 
this very special occasion to celebrate Dr. Arunachalam’s birthday, please 
forgive me for sending these words from a distance. 
 
Unlike many of you who have known him for a long period of time, I first 
met him when he joined us as a colleague at Carnegie Mellon University in 
Pittsburgh in 1992. On suggestion of a mutual friend, Dr. Balachandran of 
Northwestern University, he called me, we met to have lunch together, and 
that has led me to have a most enjoyable friendship for me and my wife 
Manjula ever since. Please allow me to share with you some aspects of this 
unique experience.  
 
My first and the deepest impression of Arun (I know he would not mind my 
referring to him in this manner) is of the nobility of public service. With the 
possible exception of scholarship, there is no profession more worthy of 
engaging the best talent of each generation of a society. Public service places 
high demands, few rewards, and generate monumental consequences—
positive for competence, disastrous for incompetence—on society. 
Unfortunately, public service has received a raw deal in India due to bad 
apples found both in bureaucracy as well as politics. The bad publicity, 
highlighted by media’s fascination with foul play, has scared away some 
fresh talent from public service. My conversations with Arun helped re-
establish in my mind not only the primacy of talented public servants for 
build a future for society, and reminded me of millions who devote their 
lives to this noble calling, receiving meager rewards, and tolerating taunts of 
their better-paid brethren who pursue other careers.  
 
My good fortune to teach and work at some of the elite universities in U.S. 
has made me aware the extent to which talented youth of each generation are 
drawn to public service as their calling. Graduates of elite law school say no 
to starting salaries of $150,000 from law firms and choose to work for a 
small fraction of that sum for government or non-for-profit organizations. 
Many scions of the richest families regard it as their duty to serve their 
country through public office. City councils, state legislatures, school boards, 
and U.S. Congress are packed with very bright people. In addition, through 



the revolving door between the public and private sector, each state governor 
and each president makes tens of thousands of appointments to senior posts 
from the private sector, again at a fraction of the income they earn in the 
private sector.  
 
Arun never said this to me. But I have learned from watching him that no 
country in the world can have a future unless its people recognize public 
service as a noble profession, and persuade the best of each generation to 
join it. 
 
The second thing I have learned from Arun is his deep respect for 
knowledge. At first, I was willing to accept the facile explanation rooted in 
his ancestry. But my belief in that explanation has weakened now, and 
replaced by the belief that this is very special to him as an individual. 
Knowledge of all kinds—technical, scientific, policy, literary or spiritual—
draws his respect, and little else does. It is this deep affinity for knowledge 
that has enabled him, I suspect, over the years to find, nurture, and lead 
battalions of young people who did what he wanted done.  
 
This afternoon, I lectured to a group of 27 CEOs of some of the top state 
owned corporations of China. The Chinese government, too, is able to attract 
some of very best talent to public service, with their hunger to learn more. I 
found it difficult to believe that the Chairman/CEO of the Bank of China has 
sat in our classes as a student for these past two weeks, reading the 
assignments, attending the lectures, and participating in the discussion as if 
he were a high school student. Many of the CEOs of major Chinese 
corporations are in their early forties, and as unpretentious as any I have 
seen. I could not believe it when the chairman of an electric power company 
from Chengdu came up to me after the class, and started asking me some 
questions. It was only at the end of that conversation that I learned that his 
company has built two power stations in India generating 3000 MW of 
power. Their thirst for knowledge, even at their current elevated positions of 
power and influence, was overwhelming. No shopping time for these folks. 
They want to learn everything they can about how Americans manage their 
organizations.  
 
In India, too, we pay lip service to the importance of knowledge. However, 
our institutions of higher learning appear to be dominated by vocational 
concerns. Little in our social structure supports knowledge as an end. Only a 
precious few of our talented people in India are attracted to do PhDs these 



days, whether in Indian universities or abroad. I have never seen a 
matrimonial in the Times of India looking for “teacher for my daughter.” My 
contact with Arun has made me aware of the significance of overcoming this 
obstacle before we can hope to become a knowledge bank of the world.  
 
The third thing I have learned from Arun is his belief in karmayoga. 
Thought is fine, but it must be accompanied by willingness to act. With 
Arun, there is no such thing as idle thought. If his thinking leads him to the 
conclusion that something needs to be done, he does not spare himself the 
inconvenience of doing what it takes.  
 
The final thing I shall mention today is his politeness. He is invariably a 
gentleman, no matter how great the provocation, disappointment, even 
failure. I do not know what goes on in his mind at such times. I can only 
guess that it must be the trait of the karmayogi. Perhaps Krishna’s words are 
engraved deep inside his heart—karmanye vadhikaaraste, ma phaleshu 
kadachana. 
 
I cannot conclude these brief comments without a word about Meena. When 
we celebrate Arun’s birthday, we are really celebrating the perspective 
Meena provides us with her quiet dignity and dedication. Manjula and I have 
had the privilege to enjoy so much with them over these past years that we 
wish they did not move back to Bangalore. But there is time for everything. 
For Arun, it is the time to take the first step towards a new career. It is called 
C-STEP. 
 
Dear Arun and Meena, Manjula joins me in sending you our best wishes and 
kindest regards.  
Shyam 
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