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🎤
INTERVIEW ANGLE

"Subramaniam argues an "anti-intellectual culture inherited from the colonial era" limits India's
civil-military strategic dialogue. If this culture has colonial roots, why has it persisted through
eight decades of an independent, democratically elected civilian leadership that could have
demanded a different officer culture?"

Every fact web-verified against primary sources

THE LIFT LINE

An army that can win a battle but cannot argue for a doctrine has only solved half of what modern military

transformation actually requires.

WHY THIS EDITORIAL MATTERS FOR YOUR EXAM

This is a signed op-ed by a military historian and retired Air Vice Marshal, giving it direct authority on India’s

higher defence management and civil-military relations, a recurring GS3 theme UPSC tests through the lens of

institutional reform rather than tactical or operational military detail. Its central claim, that intellectual

engagement is itself a structural precondition for successful military transformation, is a useful, transferable

framework for any question on defence reform.

GS Paper 3: Security challenges and their management in border areas; various security forces and agencies

and their mandate; higher defence management, civil-military relations.

Military Transformation and IntellectualMilitary Transformation and Intellectual
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CONCEPT MEANING WHY IT IS TESTABLE

Civil-military relations The institutional relationship between

political leadership and the armed forces

Core GS3 higher-defence-

management theme

Anti-intellectual culture,

colonial legacy

Subramaniam’s diagnosis for stalled

strategic dialogue

The op-ed’s central causal

argument

Professional military

education

Training and career-development systems

shaping officer culture

The specific institutional lever the

op-ed proposes reforming

Jointness Coordinated planning and operations across

the Army, Navy and Air Force

A recurring, related defence-

transformation theme

BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT

India’s higher defence management architecture has undergone several reform attempts over the past two

decades, including the creation of the Chief of Defence Staff (CDS) position in 2019 and continued efforts

toward theaterisation and greater jointness among the three services. Subramaniam’s argument situates

the pace of this transformation within a longer-standing question about officer culture inherited from India’s

colonial military institutions, which emphasised operational command and battlefield discipline within a

structure designed to serve colonial administrative and security priorities rather than independent national

strategic decision-making.

THE ANALYSIS

1. The argument treats intellectual culture as a structural precondition for transformation, not

a soft add-on. Subramaniam’s claim is not that officers should simply be more well-read; it is that specific

transformation goals, jointness, indigenous capability development, doctrine modernisation, mechanically

require sustained strategic and doctrinal thinking that an operationally-focused culture does not naturally

produce.

2. Tracing the culture to a colonial inheritance gives the argument historical specificity, but

also raises an unaddressed question. If the anti-intellectual culture has colonial roots, its persistence

through eight decades of independent, civilian-led governance suggests either that civilian leadership has not

prioritised changing it, or that the culture is self-reinforcing through promotion and training systems

independent of civilian intent, a distinction worth exploring in a complete answer.

3. The civil-military dialogue argument has a specific institutional mechanism, not just a

general claim. Subramaniam’s point is that political decision-makers cannot draw on substantive military-

strategic thinking if the officer corps producing that thinking is itself under-developed intellectually, directly

linking officer culture to the quality of national-level strategic decisions.
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4. The operational-versus-intellectual trade-off is the argument’s most contestable element. A

reform that overcorrects toward intellectual engagement risks producing officers less prepared for command,

a genuine tension the piece’s prescription (revised professional military education, incentive alignment)

attempts to manage rather than resolve outright.

5. This connects directly to broader defence-reform themes UPSC tests regularly. Jointness, the

CDS office, and theaterisation all depend on senior officers being able to think and argue across service lines

and strategic domains, making Subramaniam’s cultural diagnosis relevant to assessing why these institutional

reforms have proceeded slowly.

DATA AND INSTITUTIONS VAULT

PRELIMS-GRADE FACTS:

WATCH THE TRAP: DO NOT TREAT THIS OP-ED AS CALLING FOR REDUCED OPERATIONAL RIGOUR

IN MILITARY TRAINING. ITS ARGUMENT IS THAT INTELLECTUAL ENGAGEMENT SHOULD BE

CULTIVATED ALONGSIDE, NOT INSTEAD OF, OPERATIONAL COMPETENCE.

THE DEBATE

Argument FOR prioritising intellectual leadership cultivation. Modern military transformation

genuinely requires sustained strategic and doctrinal thinking that pure operational competence does not

produce; without it, civil-military dialogue on defence policy remains structurally shallow.

Argument AGAINST overcorrecting. Operational excellence and battlefield competence remain military

leadership’s irreducible core function; a reform that shifts incentives too far toward intellectual engagement

risks producing officers less prepared for actual command responsibilities.

Balanced verdict. The two goals are complementary rather than competing if institutional design

(professional military education, promotion criteria) rewards both simultaneously rather than trading one for

the other; the op-ed’s own prescription, revised professional military education alongside existing command

training, reflects this balanced approach rather than a wholesale cultural replacement.

Chief of Defence Staff (CDS): created 2019, as India’s senior-most uniformed military advisor

Jointness: coordinated planning/operations across Army, Navy, Air Force, a recurring defence-
transformation goal

Theaterisation: reorganising forces into unified geographic commands, an ongoing reform process
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HOW TO THINK ABOUT THIS

The transferable pattern: when assessing why an institutional transformation has stalled, check

whether the institution’s existing culture and incentive structures are themselves compatible

with what the transformation requires. A reform can be well-designed on paper and still stall if the

people implementing it are trained and incentivised for a different set of priorities than the reform assumes.

DIAGRAM-IN-WORDS

Colonial-era operational culture
command execution over strategy

Weak civil-military dialogue
less substantive strategic input

Slower military transformation
jointness, doctrine modernisation

A colonial-era operational culture, if unaddressed, weakens civil-military strategic dialogue and slows the

intellectual engagement India’s military transformation goals require.

TAKEAWAY BOX

An army that can win a battle but cannot argue for a doctrine has only solved half of what modern military

transformation actually requires.

Author Arjun Subramaniam, Air Vice Marshal (Retd.), military historian; Chief of Defence Staff,

created 2019; jointness, theaterisation as ongoing reform goals.

should military promotion systems be redesigned to explicitly reward strategic and doctrinal contribution

alongside operational command record, and what risks might that redesign introduce?

UPSC has repeatedly tested higher defence management and civil-military relations (GS3); this op-ed’s

cultural-institutional diagnosis is a distinctive angle beyond standard jointness/CDS factual recall.

“India’s military transformation is constrained as much by institutional culture as by resources or

technology.” Examine this claim with reference to civil-military strategic dialogue.
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K E Y  A R G U M E N T S  A T  A  G L A N C E

✓ SUPPORTING

⚠ COUNTER

Operational excellence and battlefield competence remain the core function of military
leadership, and an overcorrection toward intellectualism risks producing officers more
comfortable in seminar rooms than in command, a genuine trade-off any reform proposal
must address rather than assume away.

→ WAY FORWARD

Subramaniam calls for deliberately cultivating intellectual leadership within the officer corps,
through revised professional military education, greater exposure to strategic studies, and
institutional incentives that reward substantive strategic thinking alongside operational
command competence.

Air Vice Marshal (Retd.) Arjun Subramaniam argues India’s military
transformation has partly stalled because of an anti-intellectual

culture inherited from the colonial era among senior military
leadership, which limits substantive strategic dialogue between

the armed forces and political decision-makers, and calls for
deliberately cultivating intellectual leadership within the officer

corps.

Colonial-era military culture prioritised operational discipline and command-execution over
strategic and doctrinal intellectual engagement, a legacy Subramaniam argues has persisted
in India’s post-independence officer training and promotion culture.

Without officers capable of engaging in substantive strategic dialogue, civil-military
coordination on doctrine, force structure and long-term defence planning suffers, since
political decision-makers cannot draw on genuinely developed military-strategic thinking
from within the services.

India’s military transformation, modernisation, jointness, indigenous capability development,
requires sustained intellectual engagement with doctrine and strategy at senior levels, not
merely operational competence, making the cultural deficit a structural constraint on reform
itself.
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✍️ MAINS ANSWER FRAMEWORK

QUESTION

Examine the argument that a culture of anti-intellectualism within India's senior military leadership

limits substantive civil-military strategic dialogue. What institutional reforms could help cultivate
greater intellectual engagement within the officer corps? (250 words)

INTRODUCTION

Writing in The Hindu, Air Vice Marshal (Retd.) Arjun Subramaniam, a military historian, argues India’s
military transformation has partly stalled because of an anti-intellectual culture inherited from the colonial

era within senior military leadership, which constrains substantive strategic dialogue between the armed
forces and India’s political decision-makers.

BODY

Subramaniam’s argument traces India’s officer culture to its colonial military inheritance, which prioritised

operational discipline, command execution and battlefield competence over strategic and doctrinal
intellectual engagement. He argues this legacy has persisted through India’s post-independence military

institutions, shaping training, promotion incentives and professional culture in ways that produce
operationally excellent but intellectually under-engaged senior leadership.

The consequence, he argues, is a civil-military dialogue in which political decision-makers cannot draw on
genuinely developed, substantive military-strategic thinking from within the services, weakening the

quality of strategic and doctrinal decisions at the highest levels. This matters specifically for India’s ongoing
military transformation, jointness among the three services, indigenous capability development, and
modernised doctrine, each of which requires sustained intellectual engagement with strategy and doctrine

at senior levels, not operational competence alone.
His prescription is deliberate cultivation of intellectual leadership: revised professional military education,

greater strategic-studies exposure, and institutional incentives rewarding substantive strategic thinking
alongside command competence.

CONCLUSION

The argument raises a genuine trade-off a complete answer should address: operational excellence
remains military leadership’s core function, and cultivating intellectual engagement must not come at its
expense. The strongest reading treats the two as complementary rather than competing goals, since

modern military transformation, jointness, doctrine, indigenous capability, itself requires exactly the kind of
sustained strategic thinking Subramaniam argues the current culture under-produces.
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