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Introduction

The war in West Asia has triggered an interesting set of debates in the Indian military. Veterans
from each service have been highlighting the irrelevance of the other services on social media, in
TV debates, and in print media. Some have argued that the surface navy is irrelevant, especially
the aircraft carriers. Others have opined that manned aircraft are irrelevant and suggested moving
to an independent drone and rocket force. Some have questioned the utility of massive ground
forces in modern battles, especially tanks and armoured formations. The civilian audience is amused
by why the services are fighting amongst themselves in the media when they should ideally be
fighting the enemy. While it may appear to be something new and unique to India, it is absolutely
common behaviour worldwide. In fact, some past debates have been much fiercer. This article
revisits one such debate from the 1920s to show how little things have changed over a century and

what lessons can be drawn from these inter-service rivalries.

Origin of Twentieth Century Inter-Service Rivalries: Birth of the RAF

The German air raids on London in 1917 were a turning point in inter-service relations. While millions
had died on the Front since 1914, it didn’t matter as much to the politicians as the air strikes on the
capital of the mighty British Empire. This was beyond the policymakers’ imagination. Immediately,
the British Prime Minister George Lloyd constituted the Committee on Air Organisation and Home
Defence Against Air Raids with General Jan Smuts as its head. Its mandate was to examine how to
defend Britain from air raids and how air operations and their supporting structures should be

organised.

This Committee recommended the creation of an Air Ministry and an Independent Air Service
at par with the Army and the Navy. The committee concluded by stating that, “Air supremacy in the
long run will become as important a factor in the defence of the empire as sea supremacy.” This laid
the foundation for the Royal Air Force (RAF) in 1918. A key argument that justified the creation of

an independent air force is reproduced here:
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Smuts Committee Arguments as to Why the Air Force Should be an Independent Force

5. The tine is howsver rapidly approachinz when that subordina-
tion of the Air Board and the Alr Scrouice couléd no longer be
Justified. Essentially the position of an Air Service is
quite ‘iffercnt from that of the Artillety arm, to pursue
our comparison: Artillery could nevcr be dsed in war except
a8 a weapon in military or naval or air operations. It is

a

s weapon, e imstrument amcillery te¢ a Berviee, bdut ceuld wot
be an independent Borvice itsolf. Air Service on the comtrary -
ean bo used as an indepondent means of wer operstions.  Ho-
body thet witneesed the ettack on London on 1llth July could
have any doubt on thet point. Unlike Artillery, an sir fleet
can conduct extensive operztions far from, and independently
of, both army &nd nevy. As far as can at present be foreseen,
there is ezbsolutely no limit to tho secale of its future in-
dependent war use. And the day mey not be far off when serial
operations with their devastation of enemy lands and destruce
tion of inAustrial and populous centres on a vast scale may |/
become the principal operations of war, to which the older: i
forms of military and naval operations may become secondary.

Source: Cabinet Papers, CAB 24/22/58, The National Archives, UK.

The Royal Air Force was created as the world’s first independent air force, on April 01, 1918,
introducing the youngest and most energetic player in inter-service rivalries. The RAF was created
by merging the assets and personnel from the air arms and was granted equal status with the Army
and the Navy. This naturally caused resentment, as the services essentially viewed it as an elevation
of their own support arms to equal combatant status. However, they had no choice but to comply

since it was a political decision by the Cabinet.
Every Man for Himself: Survival in the Decade of Fiscal Austerity - 1920s

The timing of the creation of the RAF couldn’t have been worse. The First World War ended within
a few months of the creation of the RAF, and the defence budget immediately dried up. As part of
post-war demobilisation, there were massive cuts in manpower and material. All institutions created
during the war were put under review, and several were threatened with closure. To avoid the axe,
each ministry/service often questioned the rationale for the existence of the other while justifying its

own relevance.
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The Cabinet, on its part, suspended all new warship building until the effectiveness of
submarines and aircraft could be assessed through a detailed study. The Army vehemently argued
for retaining its manpower in the infantry despite new forms of warfare such as aircraft and tanks,

but was overruled by the political authority.

The RAF got a lease of hope when Air Marshal Hugh Trenchard conceived the idea of ‘Air
Substitution’- a policy of using aircraft to police colonies without deploying the British Army regulars
on the ground. This was both economical and politically preferred, but it challenged the Army’s role

in colonial control, leading to a reduction in manpower.

Cabinet Note on The Separate Existence of the Royal Air Force and the Air Ministry Scheme

of Expansion for Home Defence, July 1923

In this connection they instanced the reduction of Middle East
estimates by some £14,000,000 as a result of the substitution of air for
military control in Iralf, The Genersl Staff, it should be remembered,
opposed the Air Staff's scheme throughout, and were only finally overruled
by the Cabinet.]

* This independent Air Command has to date proved completely successful. despite the fact that peace
with Turkey has not even yet been concluded ; it has, morecver, saved the country meny millions, Furtber
economies are in prospect, and the Air Officer Commanding is anxious to reduce the Infantry garrison forth-
with to six battalions: The only obstacle to this reduction is the opposition of the General Stafl in India,

T Bee this Commitiee’s 156 report.

1 See in this comnection (. P. 3197 and C.P. 3240,

Source: CAB 24/161, The National Archives, UK.

Meanwhile, both the Army and the Navy took the extreme step when they moved the case to
abolish the independent RAF.

Cabinet Note on The Separate Existence of the Royal Air Force and the Air Ministry

3. The General Staff arqguments for the abolition of the Air Foree.

In C.P. 206/23 the General Staff develop their arguments for the abolition of the
Royal Air Force under three main heads which may be summarised, in order of
importance, as follows :(— |

(a.) That there is no justification for the present British organisation, inasmuch

as the Air Force 1s essentially a supplementary Force ;
b.) That this organisation is extravagant, and leads to unnecessary duplication ;
c.

{
(¢.) That no other Power has adopted it.

Source: Cabinet Papers, CAB 24/161, The National Archives, UK.
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Role of Political Leadership in Inter-Service Rivalries

Had the military been allowed to decide for themselves, there is a very strong possibility that the
independent RAF would have been abolished there and then based on consensus. Here, politicians
like Winston Churchill played a major role. One must remember that it was on their initiative that the
independent air force was created, not through the military’s efforts. Therefore, while all this intense
rivalry amongst the services was on, the Cabinet set up a committee on the Amalgamation of
Services Common to the Navy, Army and Air Force on February 17, 1922. This was to identify areas
of duplication and bring in economy by amalgamating wherever feasible. All branches except
Defence Estates were supposed to be examined. It had already been decided to manage the
defence land centrally. This committee had a diverse set of members drawn from the civilian and

the military, with the following mandate:

Terms of Reference for the Committee on Amalgamation of Services

should be set up at once to make definite proposals for
amalgamating as far as possible the common Services of the
Navy, Army and Air Force, such as Intelligence, Supply,
Transport, Education, Medical, Chaplains, and any other over-
lapping Departments, in order to reduce the cost of the present
triplication. The., Gommittee , should consider each branch
separately and subthifinterim Repart:s to the Cabinet as soon as

possible. © e .e et epeeen o o °°

Se 4. .° "o .I L AR a8 a 2

Source: Report of the Committee on the Amalgamation of Services Common to the Navy, Army and Air Force, 1926,
Published by His Majesty’s Office.

It is very interesting to compare what the committee instinctively thought and what the actual
data finally revealed. The initial thoughts, based on the arguments put forth by each service, gave
the impression of enormous duplication/triplication, and a huge scope for rationalisation. However,
the results at the end of the study by experts revealed quite the opposite. Contrary to popular belief,

not much duplication/triplication actually existed.

SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS.

(1) We are of opinion that in existing circumstances the
complete or partial amalgamation of the common Services of
the three Fighting Departments is not advisable, and we do
not believe that any substantial economies would thereby be
effected.
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The committee finally recommended only amalgamating Work Services and setting a
committee to further examine the medical services. Today, there is a common MES (Military
Engineering Services) and a commonly administered medical arm for all three services- an outcome

that could be traced to this committee a hundred years ago.

So, Why Discuss This 100-Year-Old Case Now?

History has plenty of lessons to offer those who seek to benefit from it. The terms of reference of
the Amalgamation Committee in 1926 and the Department of Military Affairs’ mandate towards
optimisation are very similar. Both these initiatives tried to achieve economic benefit by aggregating
the service demands or organisations. This 1926 committee laid the initial foundations of the joint
services that the Indian Armed Forces subsequently inherited post-independence. A hundred years
later, in 2026, it remains the same time-tested structure, with common Defence Estates, MES, and
medical services across the Indian Armed Forces. Yet, this committee has not been referred to in

any debate/talk so far. This is possibly due to a lack of academic rigour and enquiry into the history.

A reading of this 1926 report would also have revealed how operationally ineffective several
peacetime jointness ideas are. Take the case of joint logistics. Ships need to be loaded at ports
before they sail, air forces need frequent replenishment from fixed bases due to the tempo of air
operations, and the Army needed prior positioning in places as the war progressed. During wartime,
these places weren’'t usually co-located. The report cited the practical difficulties in achieving
common technical equipment, as each service had a unique role and therefore unique equipment.
This difficulty was in an era when equipment wasn'’t so technically complex. Today, the problem is
much more severe. An anonymous user on social media platform X compiled images from the official
social media handles of the Indian Army and concluded that the Infantry alone operates 29 small
arms across 10 calibers from 16 countries. Thus, even single-arm logistics is a nightmare during

operations. Why have lessons from history not been considered?



https://cabsec.gov.in/writereaddata/allocationbusinessrule/completeaobrules/english/1_Upload_4067.pdf
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Handguns, SMGs & PDW (9x19mm)

Pistol auto 1A, SAF Carbine 2A1 Brugger & Thomet MPS
a
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Assault rifles (5.56x45 / 7.62.39)

Machine guns (5.56x45 / 7.62x51 / 12.7x108 / 12.7x99)

s e

'ﬁ s LMG Negev LMG MAG-2A1General Purpose  NSVT heavy machine gun Bren L4 gun aka 18 LMG Mzsownm;macn e gun
5.56x45 =z 7.62x51 Machine Gun = 7.62x51 22 w12 76108mm, = 88 7.62x51mm

Sniper Rifle (7.62x51 / .338LM / 7.62x54R)
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Draganov SVD ms  SSG 69 bolt-action sniper rifle Sako TRG 42 Beretta Scorpio TGT Beretta M95 Denel NTW-20
7.62x54mmR == 7.62x51mm +~ .338LM 11.338M 55 12.7x99mm #512.7x108mm

Screenshot of Post by an Anonymous User on X

Similarly, instead of looking to theatre commands in the United States, China, or Russia for
inspiration, it would be better to refer to India’s own history. The Second World War was fought with
China-Burma-India as a single theatre under a single commander, Admiral Louis Mountbatten. If the
communication capabilities of that era could facilitate command and control over this expanse of
geography and millions of personnel, there is no reason why, in 2026, command and control cannot

be exercised by a single India Theatre Command for the whole of India.
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1943-44 Map of China-Burma-India Theatre Source: The National Archives, US
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These are just two instances in which the past can guide present reforms. There are many
more. Churchill once said, “The further backward you can look the further forward you are likely to
see.” In the ongoing reforms in India, whether it is a deliberate action to ignore the lessons of the
past, since the outcomes do not support the current course of action, or plain ignorance, remains
unknown. In the author’s opinion, thorough research of own history and analysis are essential before

any policy change. This is as a matter of national interest and needs attention.
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