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Abstract

Pakistan and India's rela�onship is primarily based on a 
percep�on of mutual vulnerability. Furthermore, the US-
India nuclear deal and the growing Indian conven�onal 
capabili�es have also enhanced Pakistan's insecurity. 
Pakistan relies on its strategic assets to offset India's 
conven�onal advantage. Because of stability-instability 
paradox, the strategic stability is expected to remain 
elusive. South Asian nuclear security tangle could only be 
stabilized if the nuclear rivals formulate their strategies on 
balanced percep�ons by realis�cally fathoming the perils 
inherent in the concep�on of a limited conflict posture 
under the nuclear overhang.
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Introduc�on: Security for Survival

In essence, the danger of widening gulf of conven�onal military and 
strategic asymmetry between India and Pakistan is naturally 
enhancing Pakistan's sensi�vi�es regarding its na�onal security.  In 
fact, the concept of security was shaped during the heydays of the 
Cold War, and its referent point was 'both geopoli�cal and to a large 

1 extent, values and principles. ' In the realm of security, three 
theore�cal perspec�ves came into vogue a�er the end of the Cold 
War: interna�onal security structure was premised on 'neorealist, 

2
globalist, and regionalist' principles.  However, the South Asian 
security complex, which had direct 'insecuri�es' that were linked to 
India's and Pakistan's domes�c and external threat percep�ons that 
consequen�ally 'not only maintained, but considerably escalated' due 
to their hos�lity toward each other. Mutual 'securi�sa�ons' between 
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India and Pakistan were later on 'bolstered by the nucleariza�on of the 
3

military rivalry.'  Obviously, the nature of their rela�ons exacerbated 
tensions, which gradually led to intensifica�on of their rivalry that 
influenced both countries' nuclear policies. The parameter of 
Pakistan's nuclear security is intensely security-centric. Its nuclear 
capability and security are ostensibly directly linked to its survivability 
as a viable sovereign state. As security is correlated to its existence, 
therefore, it con�nues to influence its policies in a highly security 
conscious culture. Hence, Pakistan perceives security from mul�ple 
lenses – state, internal and external security, and securing of its 
strategic assets and infrastructure. In fact, the la�er is a potent 
instrument in the hands of a state to ensure its existence in view of 
threats from it's conven�onally, economically and strategically much 
stronger rival – India. Therefore, nuclear security is a core pivot of 
Pakistan's strategic capability that is so essen�al in ensuring its 
sovereignty and independence.

 The geopoli�cal environment and the growing spate of violence 
engineered by Al-Qaeda and its Taliban affiliates make the issue of 
security of its nuclear arsenal much more cri�cal for the country. In 
the context of South Asia, the existence of nuclear weapons has made 
a total war less probable between India and Pakistan. But, both 
countries s�ll devise divergent strategies to gain maximum 
advantages over each other. In addi�on, their regional strategy of 
deterrence has also created a situa�on of stability-instability on the 

4subcon�nent,  which has made bilateral security rela�ons of both 
states hostage to their bi�er history. Because of stability-instability 
paradox, the strategic stability is expected to remain elusive. 

5Secondly, nuclear security,  which is directly linked to existence of a 
viable deterrence, does not operate only in crises like situa�on; in 
fact, it reinforces prudence and modera�on in peace �me as well. 
Thirdly, in the context of 'absence of security,' and living in 'fear, with 
dangers arising from one or more threats is further complica�ng the 

6
situa�on.  While in the realm of nuclear security, Pakistan already has 
export control system that was evolved 'over the last decade through 
indigenous efforts that have been informed by interna�onal best 
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prac�ces and coopera�on' of US Na�onal Nuclear Security 
7

Administra�on (NNSA).

Post-9/11 World

In the post 9/11 world, Pakistan's threat percep�ons and the general 
situa�on of the region had encouraged it not only to consistently, 
systema�cally, and physically combat the menace of terrorism, but 
also through a host of measures overhauled its safety and security 
architecture. Pakistan plugged the weaknesses in its exis�ng non-
prolifera�on and safety and security regimes. The principles of 
Pakistan's nuclear non-prolifera�on policy are based on adherence to 
the ideals and norms of the Treaty on the Non-Prolifera�on of Nuclear 
Weapons (NPT) despite its refusal to sign the Treaty due to Indian 
rejec�on of the NPT. However, Pakistan is signatory to a number of 
regimes, including the Conven�on on Nuclear Safety since 1994. 
Pakistan, on January 22, 2001, established Nuclear Regulatory 
Authority (PNRA), under the obliga�ons of the Interna�onal Atomic 
Energy Agency's (IAEA) programme of Interna�onal Nuclear Safety. 
The PNRA func�ons on the pa�ern of IAEA's Advisory Group on 
Nuclear Security (AdSec), and it consistently re-evaluates and 

8
endeavours to improve its nuclear safety and security architecture.  In 
fact, the  Taliban ac�vi�es in Pakistan  generated nega�ve 
percep�ons and concerns over the security aspects of Pakistan's 
strategic arsenal. But, different US policymakers, including President 
Obama stated that, 'We have confidence that Pakistan's nuclear 
arsenal is safe; that the Pakistani military is equipped to prevent 

9extremists from taking over those arsenal.'  Moreover, scores of US 
and Western leaderships, including US Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of 
Staff and the Head of the US Central Command too have reposed 
confidence in the Nuclear security system of Pakistan. Pakistan takes 
its nuclear security seriously: as reported in the news, all nuclear 
na�ons take the security of their weapons very seriously,' writes 

10
Stephen Younger of Los Alamos Na�onal Laboratory.  
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 Most significantly, in case of Pakistan, the impera�ve of robust 
security plan and cordon around its cri�cal strategic assets is much 
more vital in view of its security concerns vis-à-vis it's adversary. As far 
as the security culture of Pakistan is concerned, its nuclear devices are 
unassembled and maintained under a stringent monitoring system, 

11which includes its weapons-grade material as well.  Therefore, to 
believe that a few thousand Taliban could possibly 'terminally disrupt 

12 – or even manage to take over and control' of its nuclear assets, 
despite a highly professional army, and robust safety and security 

13
architecture,  is out of step with the ground reali�es. Now, Al-Qaeda 
and its affiliates are in a state of disarray, if not in oblitera�on, in the 
wake of massive onslaught by Pakistani and US-led coali�on forces in 

14
Afghanistan,  and opera�on Zarb-e-Azab.  In addi�on, overwhelming 
majority of Muslims do not subscribe to the medieval ideology of Al-
Qaeda and its Taliban associates, which  consider themselves in a 
state of war with Pakistan, and other conserva�ve Middle Eastern 

15Muslim states as well.

Mutual Vulnerability

Pakistan's and India's rela�onship is primarily based on a percep�on 
of mutual vulnerability. Apparently, the aggressive posture of India 
and the absence of arms control agreement mechanism between the 
two have created a security dilemma in the region. Furthermore, the 
US-India nuclear deal and the growing Indian conven�onal 
capabili�es have also enhanced Pakistan's insecurity thereby 
strengthening its resolve to sustain a credible deterrence posture 
against India. However, the country will also have to upgrade its 
deterrence and safety and security capabili�es regularly with the 

16
changing global and regional situa�on.  Actually, Pakistan relies on its 

17
strategic assets to offset India's conven�onal advantage.  Some of 
the recent geopoli�cal developments, which have destabilised 
uneasy rela�onship, include: 
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1. The Indo-US nuclear deal and scores of other science and 
technology transfer agreements, which are expected to 
qualita�vely and quan�ta�vely increase India's nuclear and 
scien�fic research and development poten�als.

2. Nuclear Suppliers Group's (NSG) special exemp�on to India 
to acquire nuclear technology and materials despite India 
being a non-signatory to the Nuclear Non-Prolifera�on 
Treaty (NPT).

3. Interna�onal Atomic Energy Agency's grant of India-specific 
safeguards. 

4. India's acquisi�on of ballis�c missile defence (BMD) system 
is considered a hedge against Pakistan's deterrence posture 
against economically and military much stronger adversary. 

5. Non-resolu�on of Kashmir dispute and the uneasy concept 
of regional stability are impac�ng the whole gamut of 
issues, including security of nuclear arsenal.

6. Last, but not the least, India's signing of nuclear coopera�on 
agreements with number of NPT/other states, is 
furthermore enhancing Pakistan's anxiety and sense of 
vulnerability.

 In the strategic realm, the Indian restructuring of its doctrines and 
ins�tu�on of offensive blitzkrieg-type strategies, unfortunately, 
threaten the occurrence of conflicts and wars on one hand; and on 
other, it would tantamount to deliberately destabilizing the exis�ng 

18
fabric of nuclear deterrence between the two countries.  
Furthermore, it can lower Pakistan's conven�onal threshold level, in 
view of already widening gulf of asymmetry in the conven�onal force 
levels of two countries. This clearly negates the very concept of 

19ra�onal deterrence theory,  which emphasizes the need for 
ra�onality in doctrine and policymaking spheres to sustain the 
strategic balance between nuclear adversaries. This cra�ing of 
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20
offensive doctrines has enhanced mutual vulnerability,  but, at the 
same �me, has increased the prospects of destabilizing the 
semblance of strategic posture between India and Pakistan.  
Secondly, it appears that, both countries are following the US-Soviet 
Union pa�ern of devising offensive 'doctrines of “strategic stability” 
through mutual vulnerability.' A contemporary strategist, Vipin 
Narang posits that presently the objec�ve of nuclear weapons, 
especially in South Asian context, has three dis�nct aspects: 'a 

21
cataly�c posture,  an assured retalia�on posture, and an asymmetric 
escala�on posture.' First two aspects – cataly�c and assured 
retalia�on postures, were quite predominant during the Cold War, 
while the asymmetric escala�on posture was not in the toolkit of 
Western policymakers during the Cold War. But unfortunately, the 
asymmetric escala�on doctrine is embedded in the strategic 
percep�ons and doctrinal moorings of contemporary India vis-à-vis 
Pakistan. Therefore, present day South Asian nuclear security tangle 
could only be stabilized if the nuclear rivals formulate their strategies 
on balanced percep�ons by realis�cally fathoming the perils inherent 
in the concep�on of a limited conflict posture under the nuclear 
overhang. Opera�onalisa�on of coercive power poten�als by a 
stronger country would spontaneously trigger a quantum response 
from Pakistan, to neutralize former's escala�on dominance and 
compellence as instruments of policy. Nuclear deterrence, writes 
Samir Paul Kapur, is being pursued by Pakistan as a bargaining chip 
against India. Therefore, stability-instability paradox that sustained 
peace during the Cold War in Europe cannot be automa�cally applied 

22to South Asian environment.  

 It is observed that the prospects of stability-instability paradox 
can too be made relevant to South Asian security situa�on, if, the 
predominant power demonstrates a cau�ous policy, especially with 
regards to employing strategies of escala�on dominance and 
compellence, while pursuing bilateral diplomacy and confidence and 
security building measures. This would go a long way in stabilizing 
their deterrent postures and eventually could lead to resolu�on of 
bilateral disputes. Moreover, if the nuclear weapons could play a 
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23
'stabilizing role in East-West rela�ons' during the Cold War,  then, 
why it cannot perform the same role in contemporary South Asia. 
Furthermore, essen�ally both countries failure to transcend from 
their crises ridden past history, including non-resolu�on of disputes, 
and India's formula�on of highly destabilizing strategies like the 'Cold 

24Start Doctrine,'  is persistently impac�ng their rela�ons and the 
regional peace. 

Nuclear Non-Prolifera�on

In the context of nuclear non-prolifera�on, following developments 
are also affec�ng Pakistan:

1. Since the signing of the NPT, Pakistan has demonstrated a 
commitment to nuclear disarmament and non-prolifera�on 
vision, which India had always claimed for itself and 
a�ached to interna�onal nuclear disarmament issues.

2. Pakistan had ini�ally supported the dra� NPT and 
Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty, but, could not join these 
ini�a�ves due to peculiar regional security impera�ves and 
India's non-adherence on the pretext of discriminatory 
nature of these regimes.

3. During the 1970s and 1980s, Pakistan had proposed 
regional level nuclear non-prolifera�on ini�a�ves, and none 

25
were accepted by India.

4. There is an ongoing debate and pressure on the nuclear 
weapon states (NWS) and the non-NPT NWS, to fulfil the 
promise of nuclear disarmament (as enshrined in the Ar�cle 
6 of the NPT), and to move toward “global zero” ideal, as 

26
envisaged by President Obama.
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5. In the present security environment, it would be unrealis�c 
to expect Pakistan to adhere to the NPT as non-nuclear 
weapon state (NNWS), to join the CTBT, or to accept the 
proposed Fissile Material Cut-off Treaty in its present shape, 
in view of its prevalent threat percep�ons and growing 
asymmetry between India and Pakistan.

Divergent Approaches: Regional-cum-Interna�onal-Centric

In the South Asian context, Pakistan has always insisted for a regional-
centric approach (ascending - bo�om to top - from sub-regional to 
regional and then to interna�onal) in order to resolve the bilateral 
disputes and to stabilize the asymmetrical security architecture. On 
the contrary, India, due to its inherent desire to equate itself with the 
interna�onal arms control and disarmament and nuclear non-
prolifera�on diplomacy, has persistently urged for a top to bo�om 
(descending - from interna�onal to regional & sub-regional level) 
approach. Their divergent approaches to different regional issues 
have kept both countries apart and in a perpetual state of mistrust. 
This state of a mistrust prevented them to 'transcend past 

27experience'  for a more pragma�c and realis�c lens to tackle their 
bilateral issues. India and Pakistan's non-transcending of fearful and 
mistrus�ul past would con�nue to place both countries' rela�ons on 
non-pragma�c edge. In fact, the security of a na�on-state is quite a 
diverse subject, which encompasses poli�cal, socioeconomic, and 
societal to military security aspects. Therefore, it is impera�ve to view 
the subject in a comprehensive perspec�ve, instead of viewing it from 
a single lens. However, transcending of mistrus�ul past could go long 
way in finding a construc�ve approach to resolve all their outstanding 
disputes.

 In the a�ermath of the Cold War, apparently, the dimensions of 
interna�onal security and violence/conflict roots have shi�ed toward 
the regional and sub-regional dynamics. Therefore, evolu�on of 
region-specific principles for the architecture of framework for arms 
control and non-prolifera�on would obviously stabilize the security 
situa�on of South Asia and impel India and Pakistan to head toward 
bilateral conflict resolu�on mechanisms. However, India, since 
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independence had consistently insisted for a uniform approach to all 
interna�onal issues, and it refused to sign different non-prolifera�on 
regimes on the ra�onale of being discriminatory and 'apartheid,' 

28including the NPT,   the approach it has abandoned while seeking a 
nuclear deal with the US and waiver to the NSG. 

 The zenith of regional-centric security and deterrence approach 
would be to ins�tute a series of measures to streamline the whole 
gamut of both countries' foreign and security policy calculus. 
Addi�onally, whether tac�cal nuclear weapons or strategic weapons 
are integrated in their military doctrines, even then, there is a space to 
calibrate strategies that do not undermine each other's na�onal 
security. As both countries' conven�onal war-figh�ng capabili�es and 
other non-military elements of security are asymmetrical, therefore, 
tes�ng of Pakistan's threshold level would be highly destabilizing and 
dangerous for peace and security. Ins�tu�on of confidence and 
security building measures along with resolu�on of bilateral issues 
may minimize, if not remove altogether, the possibili�es of India 
cra�ing a so-called limited war figh�ng-type plans under the nuclear 
overhang. Furthermore, it is argued that both countries should find a 
deterrence stabiliza�on plan to balance the regional security 
equa�on.

Conclusion

It can be deduced that nuclear security, especially between NWS and 
Non-NPT NWS, in the rapidly fluctua�ng current interna�onal 
situa�on, is a resilient instrument in the hands of states to cope with 
the emerging challenges to their security. It's especially so in the wake 
of changing nature of world poli�cs from the tradi�ons and norms of 
Westphalia to post-9/11 hegemonic-driven poli�cal structure. 
Therefore, the impera�ve of nuclear security of Pakistan requires 
astute handling by its policymakers. Nowadays, complexity of world 

29
poli�cs  is premised on mul�-dimensional facets, where salience of 
nuclear weapons persists inspite of call for 'global zero' and ins�tu�on 
of variety of regimes, trea�es and measures, and commencement of 
Nuclear Security Summit ini�a�ve.  Other elements of strategic 
compe��on between the states based on mul�dimensional aspects 
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would also con�nue to be a force to be reckoned with in the coming 
decades. However, the significance of states' internal security and 
governance system would con�nue to persistently determine the 
states' capabili�es, rela�ve posi�on in the hierarchical world, and its 
future direc�on in the foggy interna�onal poli�cal structure. In the 
realm of societal security, strengthening of socioeconomic fibre, 
system of governance, jus�ce, and law and order, domes�c stability, 
and other elements of non-military security, would enable Pakistan to 
sail through the morass and burden le� behind by the previous 
regimes. Essen�ally, it requires mul�lateral, internal as well as 
external, approaches to security to robustly face the emerging 

st
security challenges of the 21  century. 
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