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Summary
The appointment of the Naresh Chandra Committee is an opportunity for India’s strategic
community to engage in a long-overdue debate on our approach to national security. In
this brief, the authors dwell on the Chief of Defence Staff (CDS) controversy by discussing
a little-known letter written by India’s first Governor-General Mountbatten. In this letter,
which is published along with this brief, Mountbatten claimed that Prime Minister Nehru
was “no longer opposed to the idea of the CDS.” After discussing the historical relevance
of this letter the authors discuss the current debate on the issue. Among other
recommendations they urge current stakeholders, mainly the three Service Chiefs, to
clearly articulate their views on this issue. The authors further, argue that the Naresh
Chandra Committee must also ascertain the views of major political parties on the issue
of the CDS. Ultimately, this is an opportunity to usher in the next generation of defence
reforms.
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The recent decision to appoint a committee under Mr. Naresh Chandra to review defence
reforms in India is a step in the right direction. While it will be premature to comment
about the functioning of the committee, the announcement has been welcomed by almost
the entire strategic community in India and has already triggered an intellectual and
useful debate. Air Chief Marshal P.V. Naik’s recent comments on the Chief of Defence
Staff have also re-ignited the controversy. However, the debate so far has been so much
along parochial lines that leading journalist Inder Malhotra has exasperatedly argued
ethat either the CDS should be appointed or the post “should be firmly ruled out for ever
with whatever consequences this would have.”1 While the continued silence of the other
service chiefs might reflect their desire to avoid a media controversy, however, sooner
rather than later, they will have to come up with a well-argued, considered view.
This then might be the best time to discuss a less-widely disseminated letter by Louis
Mountbatten, independent India’s first Governor-General.2 The significance of the letter
lies in Mountbatten’s assertion that Nehru, in the years before the 1962 China war, “was
no longer opposed to the idea of the CDS.” This brief discusses different interpretations
of this letter before suggesting issues that need to be debated by India’s strategic
community.
The letter in question written on September 27 1977 to Lt. Gen. M.L. Chibber, who was
then Director Military Operations, mainly dealt with the subject of the CDS (the letter is
reproduced in full at the end of this brief). There are two major themes that emerge from
the letter. First, that the appointment of the CDS in the early years after independence
was not feasible as the Air Force and the Navy had officers with relatively junior years in
service. More importantly, while Prime Minister Nehru agreed to the principle of this
post, he thought that it would be difficult to implement due to possible opposition from
Indian politicians. Nehru argued that a CDS would perpetuate the tradition of the post of
the British Commander-in-Chief, an idea disliked by generations of freedom fighters. It is
not clear from the letter, however, whether Nehru was afraid that it might lead to praetorian
tendencies within the military or even authoritarianism within the political class. While
expressing his opposition, Nehru also agreed to reconsider this issue over time. The second
theme that emerges is Mountbatten’s recollection of Nehru’s views just before the outbreak
of the 1962 China war. According to Mountbatten, this time Nehru was “no longer opposed
to the idea of the CDS.” But he expressed his inability to appoint General Thimayya as the
CDS, which was suggested by Mountbatten, due to opposition from then Defence Minister
Krishna Menon. The mutual dislike between Thimayya and Krishna Menon was no secret.
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But Nehru’s apparent inability to overrule his Defence Minister comes as a surprise. Of
course, another interpretation of this could be that Nehru was not really convinced about
the CDS post and used Krishna Menon’s alleged opposition as an excuse. The rest of the
letter touches on familiar themes—Krishna Menon’s contempt for “intelligent independent
senior officers,” and preference for political appointments, Nehru’s apparent anathema
towards war and unwillingness to accept that possibility.
Before accepting the contents of this letter as gospel, it is important to note that there
might be an element of post-facto justification to it. In other words, Mountbatten may
have deliberately or inadvertently played up his exchanges with Nehru and his own,
almost prophetic role, in anticipating events. The only way we can know more about this
period is if the government allows access to the complete Nehru papers and follows a
more rational, and mature, declassification policy.
Be that as it may, this letter can and should inform the current debate about the need for
a CDS position. Expressing his views, and according to him the views of the Indian Air
Force on this matter, Air Chief Marshal Naik makes three points.3 First, that the Air Force
is not opposed to the appointment of the CDS but “does not want a CDS in its present
form.” In that case, the Air Chief needs to clarify as to what form of a CDS does he visualise?
It is not enough to oppose without offering an alternative. His second point was a
somewhat rhetorical question: “what role model of CDS do we want?” Again, this is a
question on which the Air Chief must take a first cut at answering. It is inconceivable that
over the last 10 years the Indian Air Force has not studied, evaluated and ultimately
thought of a model of the CDS that is acceptable to it. The final substantive point was his
assertion that we “don’t need a CDS for the next 5-10 years” without any clarity about
this duration. In other words, what would have to change during this time that would
warrant the appointment of a CDS? These observations are definitely not meant as a
criticism of the Air Chief or the Indian Air Force, but it is important to engage in a
substantive and rational debate on an issue of great importance. To his credit, in the
seminar on national security reforms, the Air Chief had urged for more debate among the
intelligentsia for the higher defence organisation that is now required in India. We should
live up to his vision.
It is fairly well-known that the Indian Air Force has, like most other Air Forces, historically
opposed the appointment of a CDS.4 Moreover, statements from some Army officers have
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done little to assuage their legitimate fears that appointing a CDS might lead to an Armydominated arrangement. The Army, as the largest service, must go out of its way to deal
with such insecurities. Hence, for instance, if some form of the CDS is implemented the
first Chairman could be from any of the other two services. After two or three CDS have
completed their tenure, another committee can re-examine the system to suggest whether
it should be continued with and in which form. In fact, the process of defence reforms
should be institutionalised by periodic and constant self-analysis. That is what professional
eorganisations do. It is to be noted that some form of defence reforms and organisational
study are currently on in the UK, France and Germany. We must study and learn from
their experiences and debates.
Rarely, if ever, have efforts at integrating the three services in any country been
uncontroversial, a fact that our political class must keep in mind. While consensus based
change is the preferred approach in a democratic society, however in matters of
organisational restructuring, there will be disagreements as service bureaucracies will
fear and resist loss of turf and power. Their disagreements, however, should be examined
strictly on rational and factual grounds and not on emotive or opinion based data.
Ultimately, for the current attempt at defence reforms to succeed, the government has to
overrule opposition from entrenched bureaucracies both civilian and military, which is
inevitable, and implement in full the recommendations made by the committee.
In the months ahead, it should be the endeavour of all members of India’s strategic
community to rise to the debate and do so respectfully. Among the models that must be
debated upon, is whether we need a CDS concept or a Joint Chiefs of Staff (or one can call
it Permanent Chairman, Chiefs of Staff Committee) with integrated theatre commands.
Most modern militaries have some form of theatre commands and India’s current
arrangement of geographically separated command locations has led to sub-optimal
outcomes.5 Moreover, in the absence of a CDS, the functioning of the Integrated Defence
Staff has been undermined, there are problems in inter-services prioritisation (strangely
which is currently done by the Office of Defence Finance), defence planning and overall
force structures and preparation for national security challenges.6 As India continues to
face considerable internal and external security threats and challenges, continued
inattention to this issue can result in a major disaster—one that we can ill afford.
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Problems in our current arrangement need to be dealt with at three separate levels. At the
strategic level by re-engineering the Ministry of Defence, National Security Council and
reviving the Defence Ministers Committee. At the functional level by re-examining the
functioning of Service Headquarters and introducing either a CDS or a Joint Chiefs of
Staff model. Finally, at the operational level by establishing task oriented theatre commands
which must necessarily have the capability to adopt a holistic approach to national security
problems. Hence, such theatre commands must have advisors from intelligence agencies,
Home Ministry, state governments and the diplomatic corps. Only then will it be able to
effectively function.
The Naresh Chandra committee must also ascertain the views, in writing, of major political
parties on defence reforms in general and, more crucially, on creating the post of the CDS.
This is especially pertinent as the official position of the Ministry of Defence on the reason
for not appointing a CDS is that political parties have not been able to come up with a
consensus on this matter.7 Incredibly such a consensus has not been built up over the last
nine years. This begs a larger question—if absence of consensus among political parties is
the reason for the non-appointment of the CDS then how can we ensure that this experience
will not be repeated with the Naresh Chandra committee? Political parties are themselves
at fault for neglecting such an important issue. The Congress party has ideologically been
ambivalent on creating this post.8 However, if the contents of Mountbatten’s letter are
true, then it is a clear indication that towards the end of his life Nehru was coming around
to appointing a CDS. The Congress party and other major political parties must now
clearly state their position.
In one of his last in-depth interviews K. Subrahmanyam, the chairman of the Kargil Review
Committee, made a devastating indictment of India’s political class when he argued that
they are “still not in a position to tackle the national security issues with the seriousness
they deserve—a fact that has to be acknowledged with a lot of regret.”9 Indian political
leaders must rise to the occasion and prove him wrong. That, in turn, would also be a
befitting tribute to Jawaharlal Nehru who, as a true intellectual, was known to change his
mind when faced with a compelling counter-argument. In our dreams for a safe and
prosperous future we must now make our arguments and counter-arguments.
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(A shorter version of this Issue Brief was published in the Indian Express.)
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