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ecurity, as commonly understood, means freedom from risk or danger
S and power is force that can be exerted or is capable of being exerted. Ar-
ticulating a view on ‘National Security and Air Power’ one is not sure as to
what approach could confer a rational balance to the subject. Given my
Service persuation and affiliation there was a strong temptation to talk of air
power as being first among equals in the framework of the military. Given
its attributes, a case as good as any could be made in this regard. In the
context of ends and means, military wherewithal is really a consequence of
national security and to my mind it is a fuller understanding of the contours
of the latter that is of greater importance and it is on this that I am going
to dwell at some length. I am also assuming that while debating the subject,
we are essentially talking of external presages of harm.

At the outset I would like to draw attention to certain stereotypes which
in the minds of many are inviolate as far as national security is concerned.
A generally carried belief is that in the pursuit of real-politik a nation cannot
feel safe or free unless there is brinkmanship, arrogance and a position where
you speak from strength, in assertions.You better or else is the refrain vis-
a-vis some who are not amenable. The question that I wish to pose is, does
national security really represent not having to say please or sorry to anyone
and not caring whether anybody likes what a nation does or feels like doing?
There are many who maintain that we live in an imperfect world and in
international power play the only way to be free from pressures of coercive
diplomacy is to have an adequate military clout. But then how much in this
context can be considered enough and sufficient beyond doubt. Experience
does suggest that power does not automatically translate itself into counter-
vailing force or influence. Nations also often declaim that they are living in

coercive environment because there is a domestic pay off in such declama-
tions.

There is also the commonly cited cliche that nations have only perma-
nent interests and no permanent friend. Then can national security perspec-
tives be built on perceptions of adversarial relations being frozen in perpe-
tuity? I raise this issue specifically because there are any number of historical
precedents where there have been reversal of antagonisms not just leading
to reconciliation but even en-tente. The Anglo-French, the Franco-Prussian
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and inter-Scandinavian rapprochment, and even Sino-Japanese cooperation
could be cited as cases in point. The scepties of course, could advert and say
that these are pious banalities far removed from the hard realities of geo-
politics where nothing has changed.

Another question that comes to mind is why is there intransigence and
belligerence between nations when the central assumption amongst civilised
societies is that peace is the natural condition of mankind. It would appear
that aggressiveness is intrinsic to human beings and that human behaviour

can be as tenous as that of animals. For an assessment we could perhaps look
at the past. ’

In a historical continuum, the earliest needs of national security arose
to keep the marauding trans-frontier barbarians at bay. Ancient states of
Greece, Macedonia, Rome as well as China educated a race of soldiers and
converted metals into effective weapons to ward off the onslaughts of hardy
named tribes. This was also the period of great empires and what Toynbee
calls the Universal state. The problem with the Universal State, as with
modern-day nation states, was that it needed a professional administrative
and military force for sustenance and by an inbuilt law these institutions
tended to expand and their costs tended to burgeon. Several civilizations,
according to Toynbee, got crushed under the weight of this state apparatus.
One is not too sure whether present day events are also not conspiring
towards a similar collapse for mankind’s penchant to repeat past mistakes is
legion. Gibbon talks of history “as a cautionary tale of human follies."

In Medieval times one saw the prosecution of national security through
the Machiavellian design of vanquishing of weaker contemporaries for exten-
sion of influence and the destruction of stronger rivals through “Balance of
Power’. The doctrine of Balance of Power essentially signified that power
should be so evenly distributed among the leading nations, that no one state
or group of allied states became significantly stronger than the opposing
group. Present day alliances are an expression of the same precept. The
concept of Non-alignment has, in a manner of form, successfully challenged
the wisdom and the need for such groupings, but as an alternative whether
it will endure only time will tell.

The scourage in the context of national security has been the ‘Nation
State’ because it is generally taken for granted that the nation and the state
are synonymous. While a nation is indeed an accumulation of human beings
who think they are one people with shared beliefs and convictions, several
states are artificial constructs not necessarily co-extensive with the nation.
The-de-colonisation process after world war II further acerbated matters as
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it led to the emergence of successor states with somewhat loosely defined
boundaries and not altogether cohesive populace. Seeds of inter and intra
state conflict were inherent in such events. It is, therefore, not surprising that
a world of ever increasing independent sovereign states also became a world

of perpetual injuries stemming from intense chauvinism and the dictum “My
country Right or Wrong”.

Todays problems in the context of security have got compounded by the
fact that, while earlier conflicts were contests between professional armies in-
volving combatants and left other people, by and large, unaffected, modern
wars have become total, all pervasive and willy nilly suck every segment of
society into it. With the emergence of super- power nuclear bi-polarity, the
stakes have become so high as far as the developed world is concerned, that
an all out war is unthinkable. Ironic as it may appear, this balance of terror
has proved to be a more enduring cure against war than any earlier devel-
opment.

The tragedy of course is that while the centre of public opinion in First
and Second World countries no longer regards deliberate resort to conflict
as an acceptable instrument of policy, it still remains a favourite pass-time
of several Third World ruling elites. While ene hears of conventional force
cuts between NATO and Warsaw Pact countries, the refrain of defence and
national security analysts of several developing countries is conventional
deterrence. Only by speaking from a position of strength, we are told, can the
peace be kept. It is forgotten that what is perceived as essential to security
interests by one side is often viewed as a hegemonistic design by some others.

It is a well established fact that arms spending gathers its own momen-
tum because military general staffs are more comfortable building worst case
scenarios and needs thereof, rather than reckon on mutual accommodation.
Any step towards dismantling of military ap, aratuses is seen as an ominous
portent. That scenarios are merely an outline of hypothetical events and that
best deductions are on events that never take place, is an argument that just
cannot be accepted. We are spending less as a percentage of the GNP vis-
a-vis some others is the stock justification as if there is some sort of magical
correlation between defence expenditure and the degree of national security
you possess. In any case how can percentage of GNP be a meaningful barometer
“When there are such wide variations between nations in regard to this base
of reference. Experience clearly suggests that you do not necessarily buy
more security or influence by higher defence spending. In fact at excessive
levels, the law of diminishing returns begins to operate.

There are today, especially in the third world, any number of media
experts on defence for whom technology is the new religion and computer
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print-outs the new testament. For them wish listing science fiction weapon
systems posited by the arms manufacturers of the developed world through
their glossy magazines, are the gospel. They prophesise doom if the dazzling
range of these new technology weapons are not put on a nation’s arms
inventory. Why must these be had is often not explicit. There is therefore, a
sort of Gresham’s law in operation where information is tending to drive out
knowlege. The point that I am making is that war has a great gift for sur-
prises. History reveals that there have been instances where very well equipped
forces have suffered defeat. In Vietnam, the United States fielded the best
equipped and the best trained forces and yet it failed to prevail because, as
one commentator has said, it was pitched against a dedicated adversary. In
a manner of form, according to him, it was a state of art war on both sides.
What Vietnam proved was that war is something more than fire power, tech-
nology and computer printouts and that military power is as important as the
ability of a nation to resist it. There have to be causes to defend. Hence I
suggest caution on too frequent a use of the hyphenated three word wonder
term, ‘staté-of-art’, in the context of technology.

It is true that revanchism, irredentism and military glory are today no
longer major motivations of war. In the interplay between developed and
developing nations, and as manifest from the North South dialogue, one is
inclined to agree with the Marxian axiom that “Wars essentially are a symptom
of an underlying intolerable misallocation of economic resources within and
between states and are waged either to advance this alleged state of affairs
or to relieve the strain on it”. It is perhaps for this reason that major powers
have not altogether abjured the use of force to protect what is perceived as
the national interest.The developing world can hardly view with equanimity
the present distribution where the developed world with 25% of the worlds’
population has command over 70% of the world’s resources, 80% of all
trade, 9% of shipping and 100% institutions of higher learning. Galbraith
says that “a privileged segment of society would much rather accept its de-
struction than surrender even the smallest of its privileges”. Against this sort
of backdrop one wonders whether the developing world can look to the
future with composure.

Interestingly, a study titled “Military Implications of a Possible World
Order Crisis in the 80s” conducted by the RAND Corporation on behalf of
the United States Administration predicted that the challenge to the United
States in the 80’s would be to protect its economic interests rather than
counter any inimical foe. To contend with these developments, the questions
raised were whether in the North South dialogue the US should give primacy
to the promotion of a new international economic order or should it defend
some narrowly defined national interests for whose protection there would be
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very strong internal pressures. The study concluded that rationally the former
should be the preferred option. Yet, the latter was the elected course where
huge military expenditures became Reagan Administrations motive force.
Questioning the wisdom of this policy a leading US Military commentator in
1986 had this to say “the meaning of national security has changed. While
super powers were so busy building weapons, they did not notice that geo-
political realities were being reshaped in a way that security has to be viewed
more in economic than in traditional military terms” He presciently added
that “if the US and the Soviet Union don’t stop the arms race they will simply
sink below the ‘Land of the Rising Sun’ from the burden of their arsenals."

We do hear of defence cutbacks in the US and Perestrioka in the USSR
today.

A significant 20th century development in the context of national secu-
rity has been the very strong preference of political as well as military leaders
to enlist the support of science and technology towards its cause. Thus national
security got spread beyond the traditional area of military expertise and
today, in addition to men in uniform, a whole host of other disciplines are
involved in its exercise. The impact of this interaction has been two fold. One
is the realisation that development of new weapon systems is a time consum-
ing process and hence security cannot be planned on an assumption that a
nation could catch up with weaponry after the out break of conflict. There- .
fore, such forces, as could be maximised in war, have to be kept in being. The
other effect is that with the advent of age of technological virtuosity, huge
expenditures on research and development have been forced on nations wanting
to remain contemporary. It is against this setting that air power has to be
seen as a constituent of national security.

There is no definitional preciseness that can be given to air power but
broadly speaking it could be said to be the sum total of a nation’s capability
to use air and aerospace systems for securing and preserving the national
interest. Components of air power, apart from a nation’s economic, scientific
and industrial strengths are:-

(a) aircraft, air weapons and delivery systems and operational bases;
(b) radar and communication network;

(c) training facilities;

(d) Intelligence set up.

In application this power enables use of air for own purposes whilst si-
multaneously denying its use to the enemy.

The earliest votaries of air power asserted that direct bombing of enemy
cities and production centres would be the principle means of waging and
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winning a war. The theory was one of “destruction at the centre rather than
an erosion at the periphery”, and the belief was that the psychological effects
of raining death and destruction from the air would itself bring about capitu-
lation. The surrender of Japan, without a single Allied Forces soldier setting
foot on its soil, did to an extent validate the prophecy made but it was with
instruments not quite conventional. Though the central tenet of air doctrine
is strategic, one can with reasonable assurance today say that it is extremely
unlikely that nuclear weapons will ever be used again, notwithstanding the
concerns of major powers on nuclear proliferation.

The unique characteristic of air power is that it does not have to rely
on ground or sea for strategic and tactical access. In the event of sudden and
unexpected aggression, with its very short reaction time, it provides a nation
with immediate retaliatory capability. Its attribute of flexibility not only enables
a very quick inter and intra-theatre switch over of forces but also concentra-
tion, both in time and space, on aspects and targets that are most pressing
and time relevant. The strategic mobility that air power confers was perhaps
the only means by which a situation like the one in Maldives could have been
addressed.

. In specific military terms, today’s theories on future land, sea and ajr
operations are far too generalised and do not inform satisfactorily on the
impact air power will have on outcomes. There are some who suggest that
future wars, even the limited ones, would not have continuous fronts but
widely scattered combat zones and here mobility rather than concentration
would be the key to operations since tanks and mechanized infantry would
become fleeting targets of opportunity. Notwithstanding the hypotheses on
future wars, one thing is certain that air power would be devastating in open
country and against surface forces at sea and would be decisive over a whole
range of possibilities. A US study revealed that if the big naval battles of
world War II were to be re-enacted with the present array of air power
weapons, then most of the aircraft carriers involved would certainly have had
a hard time surviving,

The size and qualitative composition of air power elements, would
obviously depend on the environment that a nation perceives it would have
to contend with. In a predictive sense it could be said that if an air force has
to be kept in being, then for it to' remain contemporary, there are certain
imperatives that cannot be ignored, of course, what one has to say in this
regard has been repeated so often that it is almost a stereotype. I am not sure

whether it deserves another hearing but considering the vital importance of
issues I do wish to remind.
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The first area of import relates to low level air defence, surface to air
missiles (SAMs) and much talked of airborne early warning and control
systems (AWACS). Increasing effectiveness of SAMs has for all practical
purposes disposed off the conventional high and medium level air threat. The
task of countering the low level threat, despite the denseness and lethality of
the low level air defence environment, does remain formidable. Present day
appraisal suggests that the low level threat could perhaps best be negated
through airborne platforms with adequate look down capability and these
could include even balloons. There has undoubtedly been a quantum jump
in low level air defence capability with the emergence of “Beyond Visual
Range” (BVR) look down shoot down and look up shoot up air defence
fighters. The acquisition and engagement of targets by BVR air defence
aircraft would be from exceptionally long ranges and therefore, one could say
that air to air duels may well become a thing of the past. An adequate
number of such systems have indeed become a must in the airpower inven-
tory.

AWACS are being perceived by many as the ultimate in air defence
management as these systems would enable tracking of numerous targets si-
multaneously and by providing real time complete picture of the air situation
could assist in directing air defence elements against threats that are most
pressing, However, integration of AWACS with the ground air defence network,
especially in the area of distinguishing friend from foe, is not likely to be an
easy task and would pose some technological challenges.

The second area I wish to draw attention to is Electronic Warfare
(EW). The entire spectrum of military activity, whether it concerns move-
ment, communications, concealment, deception or fire power is today wholly
and completely dependent on electro magnetic emissions. Hence availability
of active and passive airborne and ground systems which could deceive, jam
or blind an enemy’s command and control and lethal systems would certainly
assure success in operations. Electronic Warfare is on the acceleration path
of the sigmoid or ‘S’ curve and successive overlaps of development in this
realm will indeed lead to momentous changes which could run well into the
next century. And airpower, more than any other element, is likely to be most
influenced by these changes.

The third area I wish to mention relates to reconnaissance. Air power
has been, and will continue to remain, the single most important source of
information and intelligence in war. Recce systems of the future would have
to perform under the most stringent conditions. Not only will they have to
contend with an increasingly hostile environment, but will also have to relay
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back real time information expeditiously and reliabily. While systems like
side looking air borne radars (SLAR), forward looking infra red (FLIR) and
remotely piloted vehicles (RPVs) could all have their place it is now becom-
ing increasingly clear that it is only satellites, equipped with suitable sensors,

that will be able to fill the bill.In this domain telemetry would perhaps be the
most critical constituent.

Finally a look at weapons per se. Here, for accuracy and lethality reliance
would be on Precision Guided Munitions (PGM). The demand would be for
guided bombs and cluster weapons with fire and forget capability. While the
stand off weapons could be interlinked with mid course guidance and lock on
by the pilot, the cluster-PGM combinations would have to detect, recognise
and lock on to the target autonomously. Such systems obviously would need
some terminally guided sub-munitions. To remain out of harms way attacking
aircraft would also need on board ECM systems and anti-radiation missiles.
All this may appear to be a tall order, but given the trend of research and
development, such items are very much within the realm of reality and no
longer just flights of fantasy.

So, much of the futuristic needs of air power in sensitive areas. These
systems will have to be designed, developed and produced indigenously be-
cause they are indeed prized possessions with which developed countries
would not readily part. And even if they were to it is more than likely that
the systems would have stood compromised, because these may have also
been offered to possible adversaries. Defence R&D in India has a special
responsibility in fulfilling these vital air power needs. We have been talking
of self reliance and non dependence for a long time. What better opportunity
in confidence building than the hi-tech challenge posed by the above men-
tioned special areas.

In conclusion all I wish to say is that National Security cannot be
viewed, as it is often wont to, in the Napoleonic refrain of ‘How many
divisions does the Pope have’. Demonstrative and discrete use of military
strength for political objectives should normally not be an option because
experience does suggest that, when exercised, it more often than not creates
the very problems that may have been sought to be resolved. Conventional
wisdom also suggests that, use of military force as a viable substitute for the
more fundamental art of diplomacy should be a course only under the most
exceptional circumstances. Containment and control of conflicts is a very dif-
ficult and delicate political task because of the rigid stance adversaries often
take on questions of power and prestige. The sad duty of politics, it is often
said, “is to establish justice in a sinful world."
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Fortunately there is less conflict in the world today than at any other
time since World War II. So now is the time to find a way of coming down
the hill towards de-escalation and de-fusing of situations. As one commen-
tator has very aptly said “let us not have more arms for security, but more
security so that we need less arms”. The road to safety does not necessarily
have to be through the road of danger. For if war became a central institution
in human civilisations a long time ago, its legitimacy is certainly being ques-
tioned today.
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