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Being invited to deliver the Nehru Memorial Lectuneist always be an honour. In my case, it was
also something of a surprise. | am primarily ddrian of 18th and 19th century Britain and its
empire. So the request that | address myselfisrotitasion to post-Independent India, and to the
question of why its armed forces have remainedssmicuously and remarkably under civilian
control, seemed at first perverse and excessiveillenging. My doubts, however, were quickly
overtaken by curiosity and for several reasons.

| was struck, to begin with - as everyone must bg the magnitude and peculiarity of this particula
Indian achievement, both in global and in regideains. Since the Second World War, more than
two thirds of all countries in Latin America, Asi&frica and the Middle East have experienced some
degree of military intervention in, and disruptioiitheir political processes, as have some European
states such as Greetdndia though - for all its size, acute internalisions and sporadic violence -
has managed to avoid this fate. By contrast, Iadmamediate neighbours, Pakistan and Bangladesh,
which shared the same experience of British impaule, have succumbed to periods of military rule
and martial law. | was struck, too, by the fact thhile India’s exceptionality in this regard i®lv
known, it has tended to be applauded, rather thalyzed in a comparative and historical perspective
and with a proper degree of detachment. Even Simithani’s recent, highly sophisticated work,

The ldea of India, illustrates this point neatly enough. The beefry for “military” in its index is
followed immediately by the statement: “subordinite civilian control”. Although some historians
and rather more political scientists have triedrdkie years to account for this subordination,
Khilnani’s remark in this same book remains valttlere is little worthwhile on the relationship
between the Indian military and politits.

One cause of this has undoubtedly been excesdieabsecrecy. As the historian Ayesha Jalal has
complained, in India, as in Pakistan and Bangladésémains “extraordinarily difficult” to gain
access to post-1947 government papers, and tinigeisn spades of those relating to the armed
forces? In some cases, relevant documents have beemydtas seems to have occurred with
many of the papers generated by India’s disastt®62 war with China. Many other documents
relating to the civil-military interface have remad under wraps for longer than is warranted by
considerations of national security. Thus thelogtge of the Nehru Memorial Library in New Delhi
reveals that it holds various sets of corresponeleiating from the 1940s about the creation of an
independent Indian army. Sixty years on, thesersagre still closed to readérs.

Yet it is varieties of complacency, rather tharharal constraints, that have most inhibited analysi
Indian civil -military relations. One aspect ofdlis the understandably high level of patrioticpr
among Indians about the professionalism of theirear forces which in practice can work to
discourage critical thought and deter enqglifywas made vividly aware of this when | visited|Bi

in 2003 to research this lecture. On one occasi@enior Indian army officer to whom | was
explaining my project enquired angrily why | wasestigating the health of a patient - by which he
meant India’s armed forces - who was emphaticaitysick. While two Congress politicians whom |
interviewed, one elderly, the other very youngd tmle bemusedly that the apolitical nature or
otherwise of India’s military was something theylls®mply never thought about. Although too
polite to say so, they clearly saw no reason wivgg troubling myself about the issue either. Such
reactions - which | encountered several times ewet, | think, prompted merely by the fact that |



was an unknown civilian female foreigner asking eakd questions. | have seen this kind of
steadfast incuriosity about the relationship betwie military and politics before. Indeed, | have
seen it in Britain.

In this country, too, as Hew Strachan writes, ‘f@aanentary sovereignty over the army is assumed to
be the norm”, so much so, that few people - whether outside the academy - bother to enquire
how this came to be the case, or how far it resliyays has been the césén Britain, as in India, the
relationship between civilian society and politiesthe one hand, and the military on the other, is
usually treated as a benevolent given, not as aori@nt, dynamic and perplexing issue that requires
serious and persistent monitoring and thought. chbhycern in this lecture is therefore twofold. Inva
first to identify and probe three of the key fasttinat contributed to modern India’s success in
keeping its military within bounds: the Britishperial heritage, the nature of post-1947 Indian
politics and society, and the behaviour of thedndarmed forces themselves. | want then to rdturn
the issue of excessive complacency, and touch me &6 the dangers and obfuscations that can result
from this, both in India and more generally.

But let us begin with what is known andatively uncontroversial: the prime factors that have
enabled post-1947 India to regulate the ambitiowspwer of its armed forcés.

It has become almost a cliché that one of the henevolent legacies of the Raj was that India was
exposed to the British tradition of an apoliticalitary. When | asked the current Indian Defence
Minister, George Fernandes, to account for his tgissuccess in avoiding praetorian politics, this
was the factor that he mentioned fitsThere are some sound reasons for this. For dkeir
purposes of imperial rule, and especially afterrgieellion of 1857, the British sought at once¢e d
militarise Indian society in general, and to quéirentheir Indian forces in particular away from
civilian contacts and their discontents. In therm#ney succeeded. With obvious and belated
exceptions like the emergence of the I.N.A. (thdidn National Army) during the Second World
War, and the mutinies in the Royal Indian Navy 948, Indian troops in the service of the British
Empire remained, as has been said, “reliable,iefficand relatively immune to external
disturbances”, “a society within a sociefy’. And, for all their natural disapproval of thistionalist
politicians were careful after 1947 to preserve pagpetuate many of the devices deployed by the
British to keep the Indian soldiery within properumds.

Thus India has retained the cantonment systemighia¢ 175 or so self-contained military
townships, usually placed on the outskirts of sitwhich the Raj created so as to insulate itaamdi
troops from what was styled “the contaminationastje native centres of populatioh”.Since 1947,
this system of spatial organisation so as to quemr@ithe armed forces has actually been extended.
Modern Indian air force and naval bases tend toteted well away from urban centres, and - even
more than has conventionally been the case wittonarents - are out of bounds to civilidAsThere
are other continuities with former imperial milyaorganisation. During the Raj, the British favedir
regional army commands, in part as an obstaclegio indian forces acquiring a collective political
voice or momentum. Modern India follows this sgooéicy. Before 1947, the British preferred to
recruit Indian troops from rural rather than urla@eas, and - at the level of the ranks - favouned t
very young and uneducated, who, it was believede weore tractable and impressionable. Modern
India tends to do much the same, More than Pakisia been able to do in recent decades, India has
also preserved the British regimental systém.

Unlike non-aligned India, Pakistan in the 1950840l the South East Asian Treaty Organisation and
the Central Treaty Organisation, and was consetyjuexpposed in the decades after independence to
extensive American military influence. This, tdgat with growing Islamicisation since the 1970s
has arguably led to a weakening of traditionalmesgital ties and practices. In India, however, the



regimental system, with its culture, emblems ahaal$, its pictures, mascots and silverware, and it
officers’ mess, is passionately adhered to, argliths undoubtedly assisted an apolitical ethog Th
whole point of the regimental system, whether iitédn or India, is that the loyalty of officers and
men is directed towards the lesser institution (@snthe regiment) not the greater (the army as a
whole). Among other things, this serves, in batbrdries, as an obstacle to the military acquieng
collective and potentially disruptive political ikty.

It needs recognising however that the military tsgef the Raj was ambivalent. Itis likely, for
instance, that when so-called Indianization ofithperial forces began after 1918, and a limited
number of Indians were admitted for the first titneommissioned rank, these men learnt to be
apolitical not simply by being exposed to Britistample, but also by running the gauntlet of a
measure of British snobbery and racism. As Hi#ddshal Auchinleck, then Commander in Chief in
India, admitted in 1946: “Prejudice and lack of mars by some - but by no means all- British
officers and their wives, all went to produce ayvaeep and bitter feeling of racial discrimination
the mind of the most intelligent and progressivéhefindian officers”, and one finds ample
corroboration of this in biographies and autobipgias of those Indian officers who earned their
commissions in the 1920s and ‘30sYet however aggrieved they were by the attituzfesome
Britons, and however anxious some were to see titistBleave, the vast majority of this first
generation of so of Indian officers remained stéyand conventionally loyal. They continued up
to 1947 to obey their oath to the Crown and tohdartjob. This was not bad training, when you khin
about it, in unremitting professionalism. And tiewv Indian nation which inherited these officers
may well have benefited from these men’s earlisgrimalisation of the need to put personal and
political discontents firmly to one side, and alwady serve and obey the authorities of the day

There is another caveat which needs making abeutdditional, sometimes overly-positive
interpretation of Britain’s military legacy. Po¥847 India undeniably drew on hundreds of
thousands of officers and men trained by the R, still draws profitably on some of its military
practices and culture. But independent Indiadhss departed from British military conventions in
significant respects. So-called British martiaegolicy which had led since the 1870s to recrgiti
being concentrated in mainly northerly regionsrafih was, for instance, substantially though not
entirely abandoned. Some groupings much favouyatidBritish, such as Sikhs, are still
disproportionately represented in India’s armeddsr But, in general, recruits now come from a
broader geographical, cultural, social and ethainge, as well - as was always the case - from a
variety of religions. This aids the military’s litly in India as a national emblem and cement. &lor
diverse recruitment arguably also insures agalestridian armed forces developing a uniform
identity and agenda distinct from service to tlaest (The obvious contrast here is with Pakistan,
where the army is both predominantly Muslim anduied mainly from the Punjab and the North
West Frontier Province.)

In other ways, too, keeping its armed forces i limy have been assisted by what litsear ded
from the Raj, and not just by what it retained.Iddia, as in other parts of their empire - asané -
the British preached the virtues of an apoliticdltary, but they did not always practice them.eTh
British takeover of India in the second half of t&th and early 19th centuries was, after alllfiese
military coup of sorts, staged by the private aswéthe East India Company. Right up to the
Second World War, when the number of Indian traopalled some two and a half million, the
military remained indispensable to British impeahtrol, and absorbed a disproportionate amount
of the imperial budget. And throughout the implegia, there was a succession of British males on
horseback who combined major military roles in $hb-continent, with political activity there, and
sometimes with involvement in British politics asliv Clive of India not only conquered Bengal in
the 1750s and ‘60s, but also intervened directtyiadirectly in both Houses of Britain‘s
Westminster Parliament. The leading British mijtactor in early 19th century India, Sir Arthur



Wellesley, was the brother of its equally ambiti@®vernor General, Richard Wellesley, and himself
went on to become Prime Minister of Britain in 1828&hile, in the early 20th century, the British
Commander in Chief of the Indian army, General Lditdhener, used his influence in Calcutta and
Whitehall to unseat the civilian Viceroy, Lord Carz “The sardonic and sinister figure of Lord
Kitchener now bestrides India”, complain@ake Times of India in 1905: “we dislike his brutal and
domineering methods™ In India then ( and not just in India), the Bsftimilitary possessed a
schizoid quality. Avowedly apolitical, at timeschim practice elements within it acted as anything
but.

So it was scarcely surprising - and | move on nemy second factor - that the civilian nationalists
who took charge of India in 1947 wanted to pare midve military and keep it firmly in line. Many

of the Congress party’s leading figures at thigetas is well known, had spent time in Oxbridge or
the Inns of Court or both. They were thereforeif@amwith English constitutional and legal theie
about the necessary subordination of the militarthe civilian power; but they were also familiar
with the more praetorian aspects of that Britishd&minst which they had struggled for so long, and
intent on constructing a very different kind of iad Nehru, in particular, though careful to estbl
links before Independence with various sympathatian officers, was always intellectually
ambivalent about the military. Not simply becabseassociated it with the departing British and
their empire, but also because of his socialissichmmitment to Gandhian ideals, and his belief in
internationalism and non-alignment. After 1947 shreve for a ceiling on the Indian army of
175,000 men. Until the last few years of his lifee defence budget was kept tight, as resources we
shifted to industrial development; and various tituisonal and symbolic devices were adopted to
underline military subordination to the civil pow&r

Thus Nehru pointedly selected as his prime mingtegsidence in New Delhi, Teen Murti House,
which before 1947 had been the mansion of thedBriilommander in Chief in India. This particular
military office was abolished, and each of the ¢éhservices was given its own chief of staff (thgreb
of course carefully encouraging inter-service mygal These service chiefs, and other senior Indian
officers, were expected to communicate with thatig@ns only through the Defence Ministry, which
was headed by a civilian and staffed solely byl servants. There were also changes in the warrant
of precedence in 1951 and 1963 - and again, atriks death, in 1971 - so that even the most
senior army, navy and air force officers found teelwes ranking below civilian grandees from the
Supreme Court, the cabinet secretariat, and theusastate bureaucracies.

This distancing from and diminution of things naly had its downside. Nehru’s choice of civilian
defence ministers was repeatedly unwise, and kisctive suspicion of those wearing uniform
sometimes compromised Indian foreign policy. Wheh951 the Chief of the Army Staff, General
Cariappa, delivered a lengthy warning to Nehru &l@hinese military pretensions, he was bluntly
told it was not his job “to tell the Prime Ministetho is going to attack us wher&”.Until the crisis

of 1962, defence never absorbed more than 14 peo€eentral government expenditure, and the
armed forces were left seriously under fundedliaim troops dispatched that year to fight the
Chinese had no emergency rations; some of the Ioamis even lacked bodfs.Nonetheless, any
assessment of why civilian rule was able to takad®us root in India has to make ample space for
Nehru. His intellectual stature, prestige, paditicommitment, and even his patrician aura and
confidence proved invaluable. So did his longevityis sometimes forgotten that Mohammed Ali
Jinnah was just as ambivalent about the militarfelsru, and just as desirous in Pakistan to keep it
in line. “You do not make national policy”, he didhis soldiers: “it is we, the civilians, who deeid
these issues”. But Jinna died in 1948, only teimtenonths after winning of independence. Nehru, by
contrast, survived until 1964, functioning, as lbofg@ Congress politician famously remarked, as the
“banyan tree under whose shade millions take sti¢fteDemocracy and electioneering were allowed
time to become habits.



There were other respects, too, in which Indidnewake of Partition found itself more
advantageously positioned than Pakistan: and #issto account for - though it did not determine
the two nations’ differing military experiences1 1947, India inherited Delhi and its bureaucralog,
core of the old colonial state; but no such coritynof centralised political infrastructure was nead
available to Pakistan. In Indivar Kamtekar's wortlsis an oversimplification with some truth to
say that while in India independence involved regtiring a state, in Pakistan it involved buildang
state. Delhi existed; Islamabad had to be HlilRight from the start, civilian administrations in
Pakistan were less secure and faced greater pesssmd therefore almost bound to give much
greater prominence to strengthening the fabritefstate, than to fostering a broadly-based pslitic

There were also from the outset marked socio-ecandiffierences between the two countries.
Pakistan had - and still has - a powerful, faistglasive landed class intimately linked to the uppe
echelons of its military and bureaucracy. Indmugh - while struggling like Pakistan with extreme
poverty and inequality - possessed even in 194@r& oheveloped industrial sector and a bigger
commercial population. Together with subsequerdsuees of land reform, this has assisted its
comparative political stability. As Amos Perimuttdserves: “the middle classes in most praetorian
states are small, weak, [and] ineffectiv&”By contrast, states with more diverse sociakstmes and
economies are generally less likely to succumbitbamy takeover, because their ambitious,
upwardly mobile elements have access to a widatspr of careers and pathways to influence.
One of the most vivid demonstrations both of Insli@ccupational diversity, and of the limits of the
its military, are the advertisements for marriagetpers that appear in its newspaper press every
week. As these reveal, a minority of Indian paseramain anxious for their daughters to marry army,
navy and air force officers. But many more Indiamilies now seek alliances with computer
scientists, doctors, civil servants, industrial@xeses etc. Here is richly human proof that,ndié,
adopting military uniform is not the main (or eve@major) pathway to status, influence and power.

There is also the matter of geography, which islsoous and consequently so easy to ignore. One
reason why Great Britain has been able for mogsdiistory to have a smaller army than other,
comparably aggressive European powers, is thasiiirounded by sea. Greater immunity from
foreign invasion has assisted regulation of the arzd political intrusiveness of its military atnhe.

By the same token, while India is obviously notsand, it is a huge triangular peninsula. Itis
defended on two of its three sides by the seabé€Tsure, its history as an independent nation has
been punctuated by wars and bitter border dispatespy periods of acute anxiety about security.
Nonetheless, in terms of frontiers, it possessamaiderable inbuilt advantage over Pakistan wlsch
landlocked on three sides, and almost circled bgimtarger and more powerful states, Russia
looming down on a volatile Afghanistan to its nei@hina to its east, India to its south. Pakigan’
frontier geography makes it liable to perpetuakmsity, not to say paranoia, and this was always
likely to have military repercussions.

So, let me summarise the argument thus far. | baea outlining - while also problematising - some
of the main factors behind India’s success in kaggs military within bounds. | have stressed the
considerable degree to which the Raj's militaryamrigation, discipline and ethos proved valuable in
this respect and was retained after 1947, while élawing attention to the more praetorian aspects
of British imperium in India, and the extent to whinationalists after 1947 reacted against this. |
have underlined the role of modern India’s foundiaers, and crucially Nehru, in implanting
civilian rule and democracy, while insisting as Mgl more impersonal and fortuitous influences. To
establish how it came about that “a common Britistonial legacy led to apparently contrasting
patterns of political development - democracy ididanand military authoritarianism in Pakistan”isit
manifestly not enough to resort to the great maorthof history?* Still less is it appropriate to
resort, as some have done, to explanations coustietms of “national character” or religion. We



have to look, among other things, at how the spedee divided at Partition, at social and economic
conditions in these two countries and at theiredliffg geographies and frontier systems.

But what of the contribution of the Indian militaitgelf? The scale of its success and reinvention
since 1947 has been remarkable. With the excepfittimose who defected to the I.N.A., The Indian
military did not fight for national independencika contrast with parts of the Americas, Africa and
the Middle East, there was no armed struggle mevehich very large numbers of local troops turned
against their colonial rulers.. This is arguahig anore reason, indeed, why India’s armed forces
have remained within bounds, while those of otlest{zolonial nations have not. In India, there
could be no convincing, large-scale mystificatidrth@ man in uniform as pre-eminent freedom
fighter. On the contrary: the fact that the vasjority of India’s military had fought alongsideeth
British, not against them, meant that - at indepecd - the former were initially on the defensive.
“Up till now”, wrote Gandhi famously, the armed ées “have only been employed in indiscriminate
firing on us. Today they must plough the land, w@als, clean latrines, and do every constructive
work that they can, and thus turn the people’seluadf them into love® Yet, within a short space of
time, India’s military was able to shift from beitgsome degree suspect - imperial lackeys in the
eyes of their critics - to being a prime focus afional pride. How was thiglte face engineered?
And how was it controlled?

One of the crucial figures involved was K M Cariappommonly known as the Father of the modern
Indian army. Talking to Indian officers now, itakear that opinions differ about Cariappa’s aieiit

as a military commander; but there can be littigpdte about his importance, instincts and adrastnes
in the wake of Independence. In some respedts nlany Indian officers of that generation - he
could seem more British than the British themseluds was born in Coorg in 1899 in a house that
his father named “Lime Cottage”. He himself regaldn the nickname “Kipper”, and one of his first
acts on being appointed army chief in 1949 wastaldish an Indian regiment of Guards on the
British model to carry out ceremonial duties. ¥ating forged links with nationalist politiciansign
very belatedly, Cariappa rapidly adjusted to the neder. He recognised that India’s military
needed to reassure Congress by being at oncemglyzirofessional and sturdily apolitical. He
understood, too, that the armed forces neededafteshion to reinvent themselVds.

So, at one level, Cariappa persuaded Nehru netamit to the armed services all the officers and
men who had defected to the I.N.A. , which was whany nationalists wanted. Politics, even
nationalist politics, could not be allowed to commise military discipline. As army chief, Cariappa
also regularly addressed and circularised the ammiyre paramount importance of remaining aloof
from any kind of partisanship. “Understand pogitibut do not get involved in its processes”, he to
his officers in 1949. “ | want to make it cleahg informed the ranks, “that you are not politisian
You are Indians first and Indians 1adt”.At another level, and as is suggested by thisrlapeech,
Cariappa and his circle worked at Indianising tirayain fact and in the politicians’ and public’s
estimation. Whereas high ranking British officegmained in important positions in Pakistan’s
armed forces way into the 1950s, the majority ofdBis seeking to hang on in the Indian army were
shunted out within a year of Independence. “Tlam army in independent India”, Cariappa
declared in his first speech to the press as ArmgiGn 1949: “was a people’s army and the gulf
that previously existed between the army and tispleevas now a thing of the past”.

Since post-1947 Indian armed forces retained so/ragpects of former British military organisation,
one might have expected that this would have obstdutheir acceptance as a national, people’s
army. Yet over time this proved not to be the ca&e represented and re-imagined by Cariappa and
his kind, the Raj became a minor interlude in aesagld story of Indian armed valour that had now
re-emerged from the shadow of empire to take wpgr place in the light. One can see this adroit
process of re-invention already at work in the peatings of the Armed Forces Nationalization



Committee, set up by Congress late in 1945, anchioh Cariappa played a leading part. “The
Indian Army is not a new force”, declared the cortea’s chairman in February 1947: “It has a
history and high traditions”. While the committe@raft report began by stating that: “The history
of India is rich in martial tradition. The militaachievements of her armies from the earliestgime
up to the present day are second to none in thielwdr

It is in the light of this skilful work of nationet re-imagining that some aspects of Indian nmita
visual culture may be understood even now. Ehkeofficers’ mess of one of the more traditional
Indian regiments, and you are still likely to sespthyed on its walls paintings by British military
artists of Indian troops fighting for Queen Victs empire. Visit a prime New Delhi hotel, and you
may well be struck by the number of antique prorisshow of fearsome Indian soldiers in the ornate
uniforms of the Raj. Such displays do not conmsatgple Anglophilia or imperial nostalgia. To an
extraordinary degree, these onetime imperial images been reclaimed and nationalised, converted
into wholesome, cheering representations of amatedistinctively Indian valour.

As we have seen, there are all kinds of reasonstidindian military’s success is reinventing and
nationalising itself in the wake of independence hat been accompanied by its evolving as well an
intrusive political role, but there is one moretéadn this regard which needs mentioning. Virtyal

all nations define themselves by reference to bareianagined other and, while the roots of its
nationalism are many, India is no exception in thEpect. Its most prominent “other” since 1947 -
the polity against which it has chosen most torgefiself - has of course been Pakistan. This has
surely had an impact on the self-image of Indiagners. The fact that Pakistan’s armed forceehav
both intervened in its politics, and been defeatesiiccessive wars with India’s armed forces, has,
suspect, helped confirm the latter in the view #ragpolitical military is also the best military.
Proclaiming the apolitical nature of their armedcs functions for Indians, among many other
things, as a way of proclaiming difference from iB&q; it also functions as a way of asserting
superiority.

We come back then, to issues of complacency. & ksaught to convey how remarkable is India’s
relationship with its armed forces, and why this happened as it has. But celebration of what has
been achieved in this regard - while legitimate insufficient. “The armed forces of India havando
the nation proud”, declared a writer in a leadindi&n military publication in 2000: “one need not
look far to appreciate what a priceless asset @ineyadmired the world over for their commitment to
professional values and to the Constitution ofaid? Well, yes. But, India’s military - like the
military in other states - needs thinking about eneearchingly and more broadly than this. So et m
conclude by touching on some of the reasons wisyishdesirable.

As far as scholarly analysis is concerned, it ipanant to get away from the notion that, because
military coups have not occurred in independenid@oshd seem unlikely in the future, therefore its
armed forces are to be viewed as unambiguouslyti@adl This kind of bogus dichotomy (military
takeovers on the one hand, professional becausauidy apolitical armed forces on the other) has
hobbled several, otherwise excellent studies af-niilitary relations in India. What is neededais
more nuanced and - if it ever becomes possiblehivally-based analysis of the relations and
tensions over time between India’s post-1947 gavemnts and its military. Such largely anecdotal
sources as are available make clear that thereldiemreperiods when this relationship has been
characterized by suspicion and anxiety. S L Mesegeords, for instance, that at the time of Nehru’
funeral in 1964, General J N Chaudhuri:

made elaborate arrangements for security, by mggpops into Delhi, recalling the confusion
that prevailed at Mahatma Gandhi’s funeral, wheruMbatten had feared for Nehru's life.



Chaudhuri was later to recount that his telephautkethen been tapped as the fear had circulated
that a military takeover was imminefit.

Then there is Field Marshal Sam Manekshaw’s natisriaim in his memoirs that Prime Minister
Indira Gandhi asked him point-blank during the Beation of Emergency in the mid-1970s whether
or not he was plotting a military coup. This hagib dismissed as a “gross and inherently
implausible” story, but a onetime senior membelnadfa’s Foreign Service assured me in a private
interview that it contained some substance. Adogrtb him Manekshaw's reply to Mrs Gandhi’s
question was along the lines of: “You are too pratcoup against®® True or no, it would be nice if
we could progress beyond anecdotes such as thadegs personalized and better-documented
evaluation of the changing tenor of civil-militamglations during India’s first half-century as an
independent nation.

India’s rulers, though, have far more immediate predsing reasons to think closely and rigorously
about its armed forces. In all modern statesliaivipoliticians are at risk of succumbing to twery
different though connected mistakes about the anylit They can become over-dazzled by the
military’s obvious glamour, brute power, and stigiand apparently simple virtues. Conversely, they
can take their country’s armed forces too muctgfanted, and fail to keep themselves sufficiently
informed about their morale, internal difficultiemd limitations. As was demonstrated in “Operatio
Blue Star” in 1984, Indian politicians have sometsbeen guilty of the second of these errors. In
retrospect, those in charge during this crisismdiisufficiently consider that Bhindranwale and his
dissidents were assisted by some former Indian affiroers, and therefore likely to put up more than
usually stiff resistance. Nor do the politiciaees sufficiently to have considered that Indiaop®
take an oath according to their particular religggnwell as a political oath. Consequently, ordgrin
the army into the Golden Temple complex, the céiteh shrine in Amritsar, was always likely to
Impose acute strains on the loyalties of the Sikilcers and men involved. For these errors and
omissions, Mrs Gandhi paid with her life.

More generally, and as was made abundantly cleaetcsome senior Indian officers, and some
civilian experts feel strongly that the bureaucrdistance between the military and the politicians
created after 1947 to keep the former in its ptarestill obstruct and blunt proper communication
and planning in defence matters. It will be instirey to see what if any long-term changes are
implemented in this connection in the wake of tlaed{ affair in 1999.

But what of the Indian people at large? Most peaplindia, as elsewhere, know and care little &bou
the complexities of defence and military organmati Yet anyone who is concerned about India’s
democracy, internal stability, and role in the wisshould give thought to its military, not least
because India is now a nuclear power. This doesean speculating in alarmist fashion about the
potential here for an armed coup, but rather ackedging that there are some real causes for
concern. The rise of Hindu nationalism and the BJ& the past few decades has been accompanied
by attempts to infiltrate and propagandise amoegdnks of the armed forces. Such activities run
counter to the Indian military’s invaluable apaél reputation and to its success in bridging all
religious groupings, and are - as one former nenigtit it to me - a “disruptive trend which onelwil
have to monitor®® Troubling, too, is the growing resort to the adnierces to suppress internal and
communal violence. Since the 1970s, the Indiaitanyl has been used to maintain internal order far
more frequently than it was under the British Rajl there has also been a rise in para-military
organizations. But by far the biggest challengshsat is happening to India’s political system in
general. Highly resilient and still hugely populbrdian democracy is nonetheless threatened by
growing corruption, by the decline of the Congreagy, by religious sectarianism and communal
violence, and by the Indian parliament’s apparecapacity to bridge these internal dividésin this



volatile, troubled context, it is more than usualital that serious thought and effort be devoted t
keeping India’s military sound and at a distanoafipolitical divisions and discontents.

And what, finally, about the rest of us? All modenilitaries - however they behave and whatever
they profess - are quintessentially political ingions in that they embody their respective states
determination to monopolise violence. Yet in deraows civilians generally devote very little
critical thought and enquiry to the armed forcethigir midst. This is unwise and short-sighted.
Armed forces which are no longer recruited by caption can become unduly separated from the
mainstream of society. And, as recent events detrair, what modern armed forces can now do
against even fairly large and sophisticated saseatan be rapid and terrifying indeed.
Acknowledging this is not in any way an invitatitmfantasising about military coups, which have
declined in frequency in most parts of the worldinig the past two decades. It is a plea rather for
wider, more informed discussion and awarenesssetton of the state that in peacetime we often
taken for granted or ignore. A political scientisis recently observed that: “The relationshighef t
soldier to the state in Asia is not a settled i&Stid would agree with this remark, but I would also
expand it. The relationship of the soldier to $stegte in every continent is not a settled issue a
need to think much harder about it than we do.
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