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If we can bring lateral talent into the IAS, why not into the organisations that defend the 

nation? 

 

In June 2025, the United States Army administered the Oath of Office to four senior 

technology executives, one each from Palantir, Meta, OpenAI, and Thinking Machines Lab, 

commissioning them directly as Lieutenant Colonels in the Army Reserve. None had prior 

military service. They were inducted because the US Army recognised an uncomfortable truth: 

the wars of the future will be won not just by soldiers with weapons, but by minds that 

understand artificial intelligence, autonomous systems, cyber warfare, and the architecture of 

modern data platforms. 

The programme, Detachment 201, lets these executives serve part-time as senior advisors on 

targeted modernisation projects. They do not command troops or undergo basic training. But 

they wear the uniform, hold rank, and operate within the military’s institutional framework with 

credibility and accountability. The Pentagon’s Chief Talent Officer described the ambition as 

India’s Armed Forces Need a 
Tech Talent Infusion: Lessons 

from America’s Detachment 201 

Author: Lt Gen Anil Bhalla, 

PVSM, AVSM, VSM (Retd) 
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creating an “Oppenheimer-like situation”, the best technical minds serving national defence 

without abandoning their civilian careers. The option adopted also addresses multiple issues 

of confidential communications which otherwise becomes a restrictive factor. 

India should be Paying close Attention. More than that, India should be Acting. 

The Modernisation Gap 

The Ministry of Defence declared 2025 as the “Year of Reforms,” with an agenda spanning 

Integrated Theatre Commands, AI, hypersonic systems, cyber warfare, and autonomous 

platforms. The fifteen-year Technology Vision and Capability Roadmap envisions a force 

operating across land, sea, air, cyber, and space domains. Initiatives like iDEX are fostering 

collaboration between the military, start-ups, and academia. Yet for all its hardware ambitions, 

India’s defence establishment suffers from a chronic deficit in cutting-edge technology talent. 

An AI-guided weapons platform is only as good as the institutional understanding behind it; a 

cyber defence architecture is only as resilient as the minds that designed it. You cannot procure 

modernity; you must build the human infrastructure to sustain it. 

While DRDO has achieved significant milestones, the pace of change in machine learning, 

quantum computing, and electronic warfare far exceeds what any single government body can 

track. The frontier of innovation lives in the private sector engines in Bengaluru, Hyderabad, 

Pune, and Chennai, not in South Block. 

The Lateral Entry Precedent 

India has already engaged with this idea in the civilian bureaucracy. Since 2018, the 

government has recruited domain specialists laterally into the IAS at the Joint Secretary and 

Director levels. The logic: a generalist civil service cannot possess the specialised expertise 

demanded by digital infrastructure, energy policy, or financial regulation. The programme has 

faced resistance, but the principle stands: bringing outside expertise into the machinery of the 

state is a strategic necessity. If that principle holds for the IAS, it holds good for the armed 

forces as well with even greater force. As then Army Chief General Upendra Dwivedi had noted 

at the Delhi Defence Dialogue, the future battlefield will involve AI, robotics, and cyber tools 

operating in the grey zones between peace and war. 
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The Territorial Army: A Framework Already in Place 

India does not need to invent part-time military service from scratch. The Territorial Army, 

inaugurated in 1949 under the TA Act of 1948, allows employed citizens to serve in the armed 

forces part-time, supplementing the regular Army without burdening the economy. TA 

personnel hold ranks identical to regular Army officers, maintain civilian occupations, and are 

embodied for a minimum of two months annually. Over the decades, the TA’s ranks have 

included cabinet ministers, corporate leaders, and prominent personalities including cricketer 

MS Dhoni, who serves as honorary Lieutenant Colonel in the Parachute Regiment, to Union 

Minister Anurag Thakur, commissioned as a regular TA officer in the 124 Infantry Battalion 

(Sikh). 

Yet the TA is currently organised around infantry battalions and departmental units from 

organisations like ONGC and the Railways, oriented toward static defence and logistics. What 

India needs is a conceptual evolution: a dedicated technology vertical within the TA that brings 

in senior professionals not as infantry soldiers but as domain experts on AI, cybersecurity, 

electronic warfare, and data architecture. The institutional scaffolding for part-time military 

service by civilians already exists. The task is to repurpose it for twenty-first-century warfare. 

A Defence Technology Advisory Corps 

It may be a worthwhile idea to consider a programme such as a Defence Technology 

Advisory Corps, under which senior professionals from India’s IT, cybersecurity, AI, 

semiconductor, and aerospace sectors are inducted into the TA at ranks equivalent to 

Lt Colonel or Colonel, serving part-time within the Department of Military Affairs or 

under the Integrated Defence Staff. They would not command formations but work on 

high-priority challenges: designing a joint cyber command’s architecture, advising on 

AI integration into battlefield management, evaluating communications resilience, or 

guiding indigenous electronic warfare development. 

The objections deserve serious engagement. On operational security: India already operates 

a robust clearance apparatus through DRDO, the Atomic Energy Commission, and the 

Intelligence Bureau. A tiered clearance system for lateral entrants, granting access on a need-

to-know basis with strict protocols, is eminently designable, the US built precisely such 

safeguards into Detachment 201. On institutional culture: the concern that rank must be earned 

through decades of service is real, but the TA has navigated this tension for over seven 
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decades. These entrants would be advisors, not commanders, their authority deriving from 

expertise, not the chain of command. 

An Imperative, Not a Luxury 

China is integrating civil-military fusion at an unprecedented scale. Pakistan has significantly 

enhanced its cyber warfare capabilities. Ukraine’s battlefields have shown that commercial 

drones, AI-driven targeting, and electronic warfare can be as decisive as armoured divisions. 

India cannot fight tomorrow’s wars with yesterday’s institutional structures. 

India has a talent pool, and it has a strategic need. It has the bureaucratic precedent in lateral 

entry. And in the Territorial Army, it has a seventy-seven-year-old proof of concept that civilian 

professionals can serve the nation in uniform without abandoning their careers. What it now 

needs is the political will and institutional imagination to extend these precedents to the 

technological frontier. The time for a Defence Technology Advisory Corps has arrived. 

The effort is going to be more useful by adopting these recommendations but with focussed 

effort by absorbing the technology as recommended in the book titled ‘Emerging Frontiers: 

Technology Absorption in the Indian Army’ published by Pentagon Press LLP. 
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