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Editor’s Note 

A compendium of thought-provoking academic analyses is presented 
to the worthy readership of the Journal of Security and Strategic 
Analyses (JSSA). Five research articles and three book reviews have 
been carefully selected after a rigorous three-tier double-blind peer 
review process. Keeping in line with the scope of JSSA, its volume 7, 
number 2 highlights regional and global issues of security and strategic 
importance with a special focus on Pakistan. Each research article 
furnishes a logical policy-oriented conclusion and a way forward by 
employing theoretical concepts and clearly defined methodological 
tools, hence, making it a compelling volume for academics, students, 
and policymakers. 
The first research article on Pakistan’s National Interest and 
Recognition of Afghanistan’s Taliban Regime analyzes and suggests the 
most pragmatic options for Pakistan regarding the issue of recognizing 
Taliban regime in Afghanistan. The author implies that it is an 
opportune time for Pakistan to align itself with the liberal democratic 
bloc of nations as that would best serve its national interest. Not only 
will Pakistan receive the much-required international support from the 
likeminded liberal democracies, but this will also help mitigate the US 
concerns regarding growing Chinese influence over Islamabad’s foreign 
policies. Furthermore, a democratically oriented Pakistan may also aid 
in installing a liberal setup in Afghanistan by convincing Taliban to 
move away from religious illiberalism and to respect human rights, 
including opportunities for women. This research article offers an 
interesting set of arguments and highlights how Pakistan’s policy 
choice could be instrumental in maintaining the rules-based, 
international order in place.  
Second research paper titled Military over Diplomacy: Motivations, 
Impacts and Responses for the Aggressive Posture of India convincingly 
elaborates on India’s growing propensity to resort to military options 
as a policy choice, hence continuously exposing not just Indo-Pakistan 
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relations but the regional stability to a set of security challenges. 
Several incidents have been highlighted to support the claim. The 
authors have specifically focused on the military escalations of 
February 2019 between the two states that according to them have 
significantly changed the security dynamics of South Asian region. It 
was the first time since 1971 that air components were utilized by India 
and Pakistan to cross each other’s respective international air spaces. 
The article tries to assess whether a war is possible between India and 
Pakistan. While evaluating the motivations and impact of India’s 
growing military adventurism, the authors identify a strong 
amalgamation of Boomerang Effect in the military affairs of India and 
Hindutva driven populist policies of Modi government. As a way 
forward, this article suggests that Pakistan has no choice but to devise 
effective counterstrategies as India’s aggressive force posture is only 
going to be further intensified. 
The third research article evaluates the onslaught of Covid-19 
pandemic that has engulfed the whole world and yet failed to evoke a 
collective response. The article titled COVID-19 Pandemic: A Lost 
Opportunity for International Cooperation?, contends that while the 
highly mutated variants of coronavirus are playing havoc with the 
world economy, burdening the world health system, creating unease, 
uncertainty, and disruption, the states’ behavior especially, the high 
income countries are making thing worse. Instead of seizing the 
opportunity to join hands against a ‘common enemy,’ the world seems 
more disintegrated than ever before, each state seeking its own self-
interest. The authors attempt to explore an unsolved riddle of 
interstate cooperation. The paper digs into the questions that why the 
neoliberalism fails to seize the opportunity and what factors led to the 
dominance of state behaviour dictated by neoclassical realist 
assumptions. It also investigates that how the future can be foreseen in 
the context of this scenario.  
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Another insightful research paper titled Conceptual Assessment of NFU 
– Case Study of India, offers an intellectually stimulating debate on the 
No-First-Use declaratory commitment of the states. It strives to find an 
answer to why there is a general skepticism regarding its credibility as a 
restraint measure on the use of nuclear weapons. The author presents 
a conceptual appraisal by comprehensively scrutinizing the theoretical 
aspects of the NFU policy and identifies the essential elements of 
nuclear posture that a claimant state is required to ensure. India’s 
evolving nuclear force posture is analyzed in the light of identified 
criteria for a credible NFU policy. The research article reaches a 
persuasive conclusion that India’s shift towards counterforce targeting 
strategy inherently contradicts its NFU policy.   
The fifth research article titled Deterrence; Theory and Practice in 
Changing South Asian Strategic Stability provides a unique perspective 
on deterrence stability in South Asia and how it could be reinforced 
between India and Pakistan. The analysis and findings are specific to 
the February 2019, post Pulwama incident. The paper highlights Indian 
actions and policies which raise concerns over the decline of 
deterrence stability and Pakistan’s response to such overtures. Kashmir 
issue and the US role in the context of great power competition has 
also been discussed as one of the key factors that have and continue to 
shape South Asian regional stability. Authors argue that despite 
Pakistan’s restrained and responsible disposition, India’s upward 
defence spending, reinforcing its conventional and strategic forces is 
worrisome. As a way forward, the article suggests that Strategic 
Restraint Regime could offer a potential pathway to reducing tensions 
between the two states as well as dependence over the external 
powers.    
The JSSA conforms to the standard HEC guidelines/rules of publication 
and seeks to maintain the general quality of the contributions as pert 
he international standards. It is an HEC-HJRS recognized journal in the 
Y-category and aspires to become a top ranking HEC recognized 
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journal. The quality aspect remains and will always be the prime 
concern of the SVI, supplemented by careful selection of the 
manuscripts, wherein the readers will be able to find a collection of 
well written academically sound research papers that have attempted 
to methodically examine various strategic and security issues in detail. 
It is being hoped that the readers will be able to benefit from the 
analyses presented in this issue. SVI plans to bring out subsequent 
volumes of JSSA on a regular basis and is looking forward to receiving 
high quality manuscripts exclusively written for the JSSA. 



RESEARCH PAPERS 





 Pakistan’s National Interest and Recognition of Afghanistan’s Taliban Regime 

7 

Pakistan’s National Interest and Recognition of 

Afghanistan’s Taliban Regime 

Dr. Kenneth M. Holland1 

Abstract 

The victory of the Taliban insurgency over the Islamic 

Republic of Afghanistan in August 2021 presents Pakistan 

with a prime opportunity to align itself with the liberal 

democratic bloc of nations and demonstrate its 

unwillingness to join the opposing authoritarian grouping. 

By working with like-minded democratic states, especially 

the United States, Canada, members of the European 

Union and United Kingdom, on the conditions for 

international recognition of the Taliban regime, Pakistan 

can help assuage concerns in the West of growing Chinese 

influence over Islamabad’s foreign policies. Pakistan has 

interests in South and Central Asia that are distinct from 

those of Russia and China, the two most powerful 

autocratic regimes. Islamabad is in a unique position to 

pressure the Taliban to move away from religious 

illiberalism and to respect human rights, including 

opportunities for women. An unreconstructed Taliban 

presents a threat to Pakistan’s security by inspiring 

extreme religious armed groups within Pakistan to follow 

their example by overthrowing a democratically elected 

government. Pakistan can firmly establish that it is not the 

same government that was only one of three nations to 

grant formal recognition to the Taliban in 1996 and that it 

1
 Dr. Kenneth Holland is President Emeritus, American University of Afghanistan and 

Professor of Law, O. P. Jindal Global University, Sonipat, India. 
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has evolved in a more liberal and democratic direction. The 

benefits of aligning with the democratic bloc in dealing 

with the second Taliban regime are independent of the 

question whether America is in decline as a hegemonic 

power.  As a Middle Power, Pakistan has an interest in 

pushing back against a revisionist China and Russia and 

helping maintain the rules-based, liberal international 

order, in place since the end of the Second World War, 

from which Pakistan benefits. 

 

Keywords: Afghanistan Taliban, National Interest, China, US, Russia, 

Democratic Bloc, International Relations Theory. 

 

Introduction 

The appeal of the Taliban to the nations of the world to grant them 

international recognition as the legitimate government of Afghanistan 

presents Islamabad with several choices. (1) Repeat its behavior during 

the first Taliban victory in 1996and be one of the first countries to 

grant recognition; (2) Wait until other majority-Muslim nations have 

decided to recognize the Taliban before following suit; (3) Cooperate 

with Russia and China, the most powerful nations in the region 

following the US withdrawal, in timing recognition; or (4) Work with 

the United States, European Union and United Kingdom in imposing 

conditions upon the Taliban, including respecting human rights, 

especially the rights of women, and forming a government inclusive of 

the country’s ethnic minorities, before granting recognition.  This paper 

argues that the fourth choice best serves Pakistan’s national interests 

for the following reasons. (1) Early recognition of the Taliban regime 

rewards an armed insurgent group for overthrowing by force a 

democratically elected government established by a liberal 

constitution. (2) The Taliban, in their present form, present a threat to 
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Pakistan’s security, since their victory has inspired terrorist groups 

dedicated to the overthrow of the Pakistani state, including Al Qaeda in 

the Indian Subcontinent (AQIS), Islamic State-Khorasan Province (IS-K), 

Tehrik-i-Taliban Pakistan (TTP), Lashkar-e-Jhangvi (LeJ) and several 

Baloch separatists groups. There are especially close links between the 

Afghan Taliban and the TTP.2 (3) Instability and poverty in Afghanistan 

will lead to a flood of impoverished people to a country that already 

hosts more than 1.5 million registered Afghan refugees. Pakistan needs 

developed countries, including those in the European Union, to accept 

some of these desperate people, who generally do not seek asylum in 

China or Russia. (4) The G7 countries are in a better position to provide 

humanitarian assistance and, thus stability, to Afghanistan than the 

autocracies, especially Russia, China, and Iran. (5) Aligning with the 

Western democracies in negotiating with the Taliban to set conditions 

for recognition will strengthen the consolidation of liberal democracy 

in Pakistan, help earn a place for Islamabad in the D-10 Plus group of 

democratic nations and carve out a foreign policy independent from 

that of China. In the current great power competition between 

Washington and Beijing, the United States will reward those countries 

that align with the liberal bloc.3 

Pakistan’s Choices and International Relations Theory 

International relations theory can help frame Pakistan’s foreign policy 

options regarding Afghanistan. The two dominant theories of 

international relations are realism and liberalism. Realism suggests that 

Pakistan identify the dominant powers and either bandwagon with the 

most powerful or join a coalition to balance against it.  In the current 

                                                           
2
Amira Jadoon, “The Evolution and Potential Resurgence of the Tehrik-i-Taliban 

Pakistan,” Report No. 494 (Washington, DC:  United States Institute of Peace, May 
2021), 14. 
3
Madiha Afzal, “The U.S. Needs a Reset With Pakistan,” The New York Times, 

December 25, 2021.   
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global configuration, there are two great powers, the United States and 

China.  America has enjoyed hegemony both regionally in the Asia-

Pacific and globally since the end of the Second World War. It is 

arguably still the world’s only superpower and is globally dominant not 

only militarily but also economically, diplomatically, and culturally.  

Since the ascension of Xi Jinping to the position of paramount leader in 

2012, however, China has risen militarily and economically to challenge 

America’s status as the world’s sole superpower.  If per capita gross 

domestic product (GDP) is measured in purchasing power parity (PPP), 

China is now wealthier than the United States.4 If nominal gross 

domestic product (GDP) is used as the measure of economic might, 

China is expected to surpass America by 2028.5 Beijing is expected to 

achieve air superiority over US forces in the Western Pacific by 2035.6 

China’s modernization and expansion of its military threaten 

Washington’s hegemony in the Western Pacific.7 According to power 

transition theory, China’s rise is likely to trigger a war with the United 

States, the long-time hegemon, and the replacement of the latter by 

the former as the world’s dominant power.8  Realism, then, suggests 

that Pakistan should consider allying with China as the future regional 

hegemon.  Islamabad, however, must be cautious in assuming Chinese 

victory in its military and naval competition with the United States, 

since Washington has a strong alliance structure in the Pacific and an 

                                                           
4
 Graham Allison, “The U.S.-China Strategic Competition:  Clues from History,” in The 

Struggle for Power: U.S.-China Relations in the 21
st

 Century, eds. Leah Bitounis and 
Jonathan Price (Washington D.C.: Aspen Institute, February 2020), 81. 
5
“Chinese Economy to Overtake US 'by 2028' Due to Covid,” BBC News, December 26, 

2020, Available at: https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-china-55454146 (accessed 
on 12 September 2021). 
6
 John Xie, “Will China Surpass the US in Military Air Superiority?” Voice of America 

News, October 13, 2021, Available at:  https://www.voanews.com/a/when-will-china-
surpass-the-us-in-military-air-superiority-/6270069.html (accessed on 18, October 
2021). 
7
Eric Heginbotham, “Chinese Views of the Military Balance in the Western Pacific,” 

Report No. 14 (Newport: CMSI China Maritime Reports, June 2021). 
8
 A. F. K. Organski, World Politics (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1980), 23. 

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-china-55454146
https://www.voanews.com/a/when-will-china-surpass-the-us-in-military-air-superiority-/6270069.html
https://www.voanews.com/a/when-will-china-surpass-the-us-in-military-air-superiority-/6270069.html
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edge in technology and maritime and naval power that will be difficult 

for Beijing to overcome.9 Realism, in any case, asks Islamabad to 

calculate the relative might of the world’s two great powers and 

bandwagon or balance accordingly. Liberal theorists, on the other 

hand, urge Pakistan to examine its identity and determine whether the 

goal of its foreign policy is primarily to obtain security against external 

threats or to promote, in cooperation with like-minded states, the 

principles of liberalism, viz., freedom, equality, human rights, 

prosperity and democracy.10 

 

Middle power theory also points to a liberalizing role for 

Pakistan in managing its relationship with the Taliban. According to the 

theory of structural realism, the main determinant of the behavior of 

states is the number of great powers and only great powers can 

determine the structure of the international system.11  Middle power 

theories, however, acknowledge that intermediate powers can 

influence the behavior of both great and small powers and, through 

cooperation, the international system.  A middle power can influence 

specific aspects of the international system as well as have an impact 

on its region.12 Traditional middle powers, such as Australia and 

Canada, conceive of middle power status in normative terms.  Classic 

second-tier powers have an obligation to preserve the liberal 

international order (LIO) and the status quo.  They are opposed to 

revisionism, any effort to change that order.  Liberal middle powers 

work through cooperation with other like-minded states to defend and 

                                                           
9
Mykola Fesenko, “The Danger of Confrontation between the United States and China 

in the New Cold War,” Problems of World History, no. 11(2020), 118. 
10

 Michael Doyle and Stefano Recchia, “Liberalism in International Relations,”  in 
International Encyclopedia of Political Science, eds. Bertrand Badie, Dirk Berg-
Schlosser and Leonardo Morlino (Los Angeles:  Sage, 2011), 1434. 
11

 Kenneth Waltz, Theory of International Politics (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1979), 34. 
12

Tanguy Struye de Swielande, “Middle Powers:  A Comprehensive Definition and 
Typology,” in Rethinking Middle Powers in the Asian Century:  New theories, New 
Cases, eds. Tanguy Struye de Swielande, et al., (Oxon:  Routledge, 2019), 22. 
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promote democracy, respect for human rights, market economies, 

environmental protection, international law, arms reduction, and 

global institutions.  They push up on the great powers and push down 

on the small powers to defend the status quo.  The regime change in 

Afghanistan, therefore, offers Islamabad the opportunity to play a 

leadership role in mediating the conflict between the Taliban and the 

West, thereby mitigating threats to the ILO posed by the defeat of a 

democratic regime by an illiberal, theocratic armed group. During the 

Cold War Pakistan was one of the most important Middle Powers in 

the world.  Islamabad allied with the anti-Communist bloc and helped 

defend the free world against the autocracy of the Soviet Union, while 

New Delhi developed close ties with Moscow. In the Post-Cold War, the 

growing geo-strategic rivalry between India and China provides an 

opportunity for both Pakistan and India to look to the United States as 

an ally in maintaining the status quo.13 

Pakistan as a Liberal Democracy 

There is lack of agreement on the nature of Pakistan’s political system.  

On the one hand, it is the only state established in the name of Islam. 

The constitution, adopted in 1973, describes Pakistan as an Islamic 

Republic and declares Islam to be the state religion.  Pakistan shares 

with the Taliban the view that Sharia law is the supreme law of the 

land, a view supported by a majority of the Pakistani people.14 Scholars 

of Islamic law, the ulama, play an important role in Pakistani politics.15 

It is not surprising; therefore, that Pakistan was one of only three 

countries to recognize the Taliban regime that came to power in 

                                                           
13

 TV Paul, “When Balance of Power Meets Globalization:  China, India and the Small 
States of South Asia,” Politics, Vol. 39, Issue 1(2019), 55. 
14

 James Bell et.al., “Beliefs About Sharia,” The World’s Muslims: Religion, Politics and 
Society (Pew Research Center,  2013), 41.   
15

 Mohamed Nawab bin Mohamed Osman, “The Ulama in Pakistani Politics,” South 
Asia:  Journal of South Asian Studies, Vol. 32, no. 2 (2009), 235. 
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Afghanistan in 1996, in spite of the fact that it faced widespread 

international disdain. Pakistan regards the Pashtuns, from which the 

Taliban are largely drawn, as a more reliable proxy than the Tajiks and 

other tribal groups that make up Afghanistan, although the Pashtuns 

are the most prone to religious extremism, a threat to Pakistan’s 

security.16 The UN Security Council passed two resolutions in 1998 

urging the Taliban to respect the rights of women. In 1999 the UN 

condemned the government’s hosting of al-Qaeda. Islamabad 

apparently saw the Taliban as capable of bringing unity and stability to 

Afghanistan and of being strong enough to withstand pressure from 

Russia, India, and Iran.17 Pakistani politics, however, have evolved since 

the fall of the Taliban in 2001 at the hands of the United States.  

President Pervez Musharraf decided to support Washington’s global 

war on terror and established a strategic alliance with the United 

States.  Over the past twenty years, democracy and liberalism have 

grown stronger, as the size of the middle class has increased.18 General 

elections were held in both 2013 and 2018.  The last military coup was 

in 1999. The military, however, continue to exercise powerful influence 

on security and budgetary issues, making Pakistan a hybrid civil-military 

regime. The 1973 constitution guarantees the liberal individual rights 

of freedom of speech, freedom of the press, freedom of religion, 

freedom of association and freedom of assembly.  Pakistan’s position 

in the Fragile States Index, published annually by the Fund for Peace, 

rose from number nine in 2008 to number 29 in 2021, indicating 

                                                           
16

Anchita Borthakur, “Pashtun Factor in Afghanistan-Pakistan Relations,”  in Bilateral 
and Multilateral Cooperation in South Asia, ed. Adluri Subramanyam Raju (London:  
Routledge, 2021), 102. 
17

 Zachary Laub, The Taliban in Afghanistan(Washington, DC:  Council on Foreign 
Relations, 2014), 5. 
18

Fauzia Ghani, “Democracy of Pakistan and Dilemma of Liberalism under Constant 
Struggle with Religious Nationalism and Politicized Institutions,” Journal of Political 
Studies, Vol. 27, no. 2 (2020), 215.  
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substantial progress in building a democratic state.19 Pakistan’s score in 

providing people’s access to political rights and civil liberties rose from 

6.5 in 2000, when Freedom House classified the country as Not Free, to 

37.0 in 2021, with a ranking of Partly Free.20  Pakistan is clearly moving 

away from authoritarianism toward liberal democracy, although 

progress is fitful and many challenges to representative government 

and fundamental freedoms, including the freedom of journalists and 

rights of women, remain. 

Regional Authoritarian Regimes 

As Pakistan moves closer to realizing the liberal democratic principles 

enshrined in its constitution, many of its neighbors are moving in the 

opposite direction. Two of the world’s most powerful autocratic 

regimes, China and Russia, seek to dominate Eurasia.  They are 

revisionist great powers, seeking to change the international status 

quo.21 The former Soviet republics in Central Asia bordering 

Afghanistan and Iran have eschewed democratic reform.22  The re-

emergence of the Taliban in Afghanistan gives Pakistan an opportunity 

to show the world how much it has changed since the first Taliban 

victory and how committed Islamabad is to being a member of the 

group of democratic nations and eventually to being included in an 

expanded D10 club of democracies, established in 2014 to maintain a 
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"rules-based democratic order" under the leadership of ten "leading 

democracies.”23 

Pakistan’s Contribution to the Current Negotiations 

Of all the countries currently talking with the Taliban about possible 

recognition, Pakistan has the most leverage.  The Taliban, 

understandably distrustful of the United States and the US-led coalition 

that established and helped maintain the Afghan government, by 

contrast view Islamabad as a benefactor.24  Russia, China and the 

United States, therefore, are courting Pakistan to serve as an 

intermediary with the Taliban leadership.  Russia took the lead among 

the UN Security Council Permanent Members by forming the Troika 

Plus, consisting of Russia, the United States, China and Pakistan.  The 

group has set conditions for the recognition of the Taliban.  On 

November 11, 2021, three months after the Taliban takeover, 

Islamabad hosted a meeting of the extended Troika, which met on the 

sidelines with senior Taliban leaders.  The joint statement issued by the 

four participating states called upon the Taliban to adhere to several 

liberal principles.  The signatories: 

 

4. Called on the Taliban to work with fellow Afghans to take steps 

to form an inclusive and representative government that respects 

the rights of all Afghans and provides for the equal rights of 

women and girls to participate in all aspects of Afghan society. . . . 

 

6. Emphasized that access to education for women and girls at all 

levels is an international obligation and encouraged the Taliban to 
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accelerate efforts to provide for full and equal access to 

education countrywide. . . . 

 

13. Called on the Taliban to take a friendly approach towards 

neighboring countries and to uphold Afghanistan’s international 

legal obligations, including universally accepted principles of 

international law and fundamental human rights and to protect 

the safety and legitimate rights of foreign nationals and 

institutions in Afghanistan.25 

 

Also included were demands that the Taliban take steps to ensure 

regional stability and the security of the four states by keeping 

Afghanistan “free of terrorism and drug related crime” and “cut ties 

with all international terrorist groups, dismantle and eliminate them in 

a decisive manner, . . . deny space to any terrorist organization 

operating inside the country [and] fulfill their commitment to prevent 

use of Afghan territory by terrorists against its neighbors, other 

countries in the region and the rest of the world.”Pakistan also initiated 

formation of a platform of the six countries bordering Afghanistan plus 

Russia to reach a regional consensus on how to stabilize Afghanistan.26  

An unstable Afghanistan is not in Pakistan’s strategic interests, since 

instability invites interference from outside powers. 

 

Pakistan can benefit, however, by distancing itself from Russia’s 

initiative and seeking closer collaboration on the Afghanistan question 

                                                           
25

U. S. Department of State “Joint Statement on Troika Plus Meeting, 11 November 
2021, Islamabad,” Media Note ,  November 11, 2021, Available at: 
https://www.state.gov/joint-statement-on-troika-plus-meeting-11-november-2021-
islamabad/ (accessed on 15 November 2021). 
26

United Nations, “Abandoning Afghanistan Now, Amid Humanitarian Crisis, Would 
Be ‘Historic Mistake,’ Special Representative Tells Security Council,” Press Release, 
November 17, 2021, Available at: 
https://www.un.org/press/en/2021/sc14706.doc.htm (accessed on 20 November 
2021). 

https://www.state.gov/joint-statement-on-troika-plus-meeting-11-november-2021-islamabad/
https://www.state.gov/joint-statement-on-troika-plus-meeting-11-november-2021-islamabad/
https://www.un.org/press/en/2021/sc14706.doc.htm


 Pakistan’s National Interest and Recognition of Afghanistan’s Taliban Regime 

17 
 

with the D10 members, especially the European Union, United 

Kingdom, and Canada.  Although the United States did not invite Russia 

and Turkey, a NATO ally, to the Summit for Democracy held virtually in 

December 2021, Washington did invite Islamabad to participate, 

acknowledging Pakistan’s democratic progress.  Due to Chinese 

influence, however, Prime Minister Imran Khan at the last moment 

decided not to attend.27  Pakistan may also have felt uncomfortable 

participating with India, a member of the D10, in the summit.  

Islamabad seeks to deny New Delhi a major role in stabilizing 

Afghanistan. The Western democracies have conditioned humanitarian 

assistance to Afghanistan on the Taliban’s respecting human rights, 

including the rights of women and girls, and treating minorities well. 

The EU refuses even to discuss international recognition with the 

Taliban leadership. That two blocs are forming regarding relations with 

the Taliban was evident at an October 12, 2021, virtual meeting of the 

G20 to discuss ways of preventing a humanitarian disaster in 

Afghanistan.  US President Joe Biden participated but President 

Vladimir Putin of Russia and President Xi Jinping of China did not.28  In 

simultaneous meetings with Taliban representatives in Doha, Qatar, 

the United States said decisions to grant diplomatic recognition to the 

Taliban or to unfreeze billions of dollars in aid earmarked for 

Afghanistan were not imminent.  Also in Doha, British Foreign 

Secretary Dominic Raab announced that the United Kingdom would not 

recognize the Taliban but saw “scope for dialogue.”  Because the 

Taliban defeated the West in Afghanistan, it will be difficult for the 

United States and its allies to recognize the Taliban government.  Raab 
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described Pakistan as a “linchpin” in dealing with the crisis in 

Afghanistan and hoped that Islamabad would join a grouping the UK 

would help put together “that can exert the maximum moderating 

influence on what the Taliban does next.”29  Prime Minister Justin 

Trudeau, likewise, announced in August 2021 that Canada has no plans 

to recognize the Taliban as the government of Afghanistan.30 Pakistan 

is likely to be welcomed to join any coordinated strategy by Western 

countries to negotiate the terms of diplomatic recognition. 

 

Chinese and Russian Recognition of the Taliban 

 

As is evident from the statements released by the extended Troika, 

China and Russia are concerned about the Taliban’s behavior.  Their 

qualms are not that different from those of the United States.  They 

fear that the Taliban may continue to engage in the opium trade to 

fund their government and support terrorist groups that launch attacks 

outside Afghanistan.  Beijing is especially concerned about Taliban 

encouragement of the Eastern Turkistan Islamic Movement which it 

regards as a separatist and Islamic extremist force in Xinjiang Province.  

Russia fears that the Taliban will embolden Chechen separatists and 

jihadists and enable terrorists to cross the border into the Central Asian 

republics.  China, however, is eager to extend the Belt and Road 

Initiative (BRI) to Afghanistan, blessed by abundant mineral resources 

and a gateway to energy-rich Central Asia and Russia.  On July 10, 2021, 

the Taliban proclaimed, “China is a friendly country, and we welcome it 

for reconstruction and developing Afghanistan.”China did not extend 

diplomatic recognition to the Taliban when they were in power from 

1996 to 2001, Beijing, however, is now likely to recognize the Taliban 
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not only to gain access to its natural resources, including precious rare-

earth metals, but also to gain an advantage in its geopolitical rivalry 

with the United States.31  China is counting on Pakistan to facilitate 

infrastructure development in Afghanistan and to pressure the Taliban 

to keep their promises.  A delay in Chinese legitimation of Taliban rule 

threatens to anger their future partners and weaken Chinese security 

and development opportunities. Eschewing liberal internationalism, 

China’s customary practice is to work with any government, regardless 

of its composition, principles or how it came to power.32 China, 

however, is not likely to take the lead in extending diplomatic 

recognition to the Taliban regime in Afghanistan but may do so in a 

coordinated effort with Pakistan, Russia and Iran.33 

 

Pakistan risks becoming a tool of Beijing in its efforts to replace 

the United States as the hegemon in Asia.  The China of 2021 is very 

different from that of 1996.  An increasingly authoritarian China that 

has suppressed human and democratic rights in Tibet, Xinjiang and 

Hong Kong is not likely to criticize the Taliban for brutal treatment of 

the Afghan people, including extrajudicial killings of former 

government officials and political opponents. Beijing has global 

ambitions and seeks not only to supplant the United States as the Asia-

Pacific hegemon but also to change the US-led rules-based liberal 

international order.  China warned Taiwan that the abandonment of 

Afghanistan was evidence that the United States could not be counted 

on to defend the island against a Chinese takeover.34 Some of the 

major revisions it seeks are the removal of references to human rights 

and democracy in the mission of international organizations, such as 
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the United Nations and its specialized agencies and international 

financial institutions. America’s hasty and chaotic withdrawal from 

Afghanistan is being used by China as proof of Xi Jinping’s thesis that 

America is in decline and China is on the rise.35 China’s competition 

with the United States is pushing developing countries, many of whom 

depend on the United States for their security and China for their 

economic growth, to choose sides.36  Pakistan, however, is not ready to 

turn its back on the United States and embrace its rival China.  

 

Russia has been courting good relations with the Taliban for 

years.  Although the Russian government placed the Taliban on its list 

of banned terrorist organizations in 2003, Taliban representatives 

began coming to Moscow for talks in 2018. The US government 

accused Russia of supporting the Taliban insurgency and supplying 

arms to the Taliban.  The departure of the Americans and their 

Western allies from Afghanistan was seen as a win in Moscow’s 

geopolitical struggle against Washington.37  Unlike the United States 

and its allies, Russia and China did not close their embassies in Kabul 

after the Taliban takeover of Kabul on August 15, 2021.  Russia’s major 

condition for granting diplomatic recognition is that the Taliban form 

an inclusive government that contains ethnic groups other than the 

Pashtuns, especially Tajiks, Uzbeks, and Turkmens, who, if excluded, 

might draw their relatives and sympathizers in the neighboring former 

Soviet Central Asian republics into a civil war, thereby destabilizing the 

region.38 
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Conclusion 

Russia, China, and Pakistan are different countries than they were in 

the 1990s when the Taliban emerged victorious in the Afghan civil war 

and established a brutal dictatorship.  While Russia and China have 

become more authoritarian and illiberal, Pakistan’s young democracy 

has grown freer and more democratic. The 2013 and 2018 elections 

were marked by the civilian transfer of power following the successful 

completion of a five-year term by a democratically elected 

government. Pakistan has a vibrant civil society.  The overthrow of a 

democratically elected government operating under a constitution 

guaranteeing civil liberties by the Taliban in 2021 was part of an 

ominous global trend of the retreat of democracy and the spread of 

autocracy.39  The Taliban, the de facto government in Afghanistan, are 

demanding diplomatic legitimation.  While neither Russia nor China 

recognized the first Taliban regime, they are likely to grant recognition 

in accordance with their effort to take advantage of the American 

withdrawal from the country, change the status quo and revise the US-

led, rules-based liberal international order.  Although Pakistan was one 

of only three countries to award diplomatic recognition to the first 

Taliban government and is being courted as allies by both Moscow and 

Beijing, caution is strongly suggested by international relations theory, 

which emphasizes Pakistan’s status as a Middle Power with the ability 

to influence both its region and the international system through 

cooperation with like-minded states.  It is in Islamabad’s interests to 

join the democratic bloc in holding the Taliban accountable for 

violations of human rights and repression of the rights of women, 

political protesters, civil society activists and journalists.40 Pakistan risks 
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being drawn into the Chinese orbit and becoming a steppingstone to 

China’s ambitions to dominate Eurasia.41 More importantly, Islamabad 

risks enlistment in the campaign of Moscow and Beijing to advance 

authoritarian regimes and weaken the liberal international order, from 

which Pakistan benefits, including access to loans from the 

International Monetary Fund (IMF).  The Taliban, moreover, represent 

a threat to Pakistan’s stability and security. Working with the United 

States, the United Kingdom, Canada and the European Union in 

imposing strict conditions on possible recognition of a new Afghan 

regime, committed to an inclusive government and respect for human 

rights, including equal opportunities for women to work and receive 

education, will send a signal that Pakistan is ready to be an active 

member of the group of democratic nations. 
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Military over Diplomacy: Motivations, Impacts and 

Responses for the Aggressive Posture of India 

Muhammad Faizan Fakhar and Zeeshan Javed1 

Abstract 

Indo-Pak relations have deteriorated significantly after the 

Indian decision to revoke the special status of Kashmir.  

Pakistan’s leadership is of the view that India could 

attempt a limited war against Pakistan under the pretense 

of a false flag mission.  However, amidst the rising 

tensions, it is important to ponder whether war is a 

possibility between India and Pakistan or not.  For this 

purpose, military escalations of February 2019 between 

India and Pakistan provide a suitable test case.  These 

events marked the first time since 1971 that air 

components were utilized by India and Pakistan to cross 

each other’s respective international airspaces.  Therefore, 

these events signify a visible change in the security 

dynamics of South Asia vis-à-vis India and Pakistan.  This 

article conducts a systematic analysis of motivations and 

impact of these events along with some preventive 

measures.  Thus, a threefold analysis is carried out in this 

article. Since the military offence was initiated by India, an 

analysis is carried out to understand the factors that 

motivated India to resort to a military option over 

diplomatic one.  The relevant arguments demonstrate that 

these motivations are mainly shaped by an amalgamation 

of Boomerang Effect in the military affairs of India and 

Hindutva driven populist policies of the current 
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government.  The findings of the study suggest that the 

pattern of military adventurism by India is unlikely to 

change in the near future.  Therefore, emphasis is laid on 

the counterstrategies that Pakistan may adopt in order to 

negate India’s future military adventures. 

Keywords: Surgical Strikes, Boomerang Effect, Hindutva, Indian Military 

Doctrines, Risk Escalation, False Flag Operation. 

Introduction 

Pakistan and India are two border sharing nuclear states of South Asia.  

Hostilities and mistrust are some of the defining features of Indo-Pak 

relations.  Over the years, Pakistan and India have engaged in multiple 

armed conflicts, border skirmishes, and diplomatic crises. The 

development of nuclear weapons by both countries was generally 

believed to have inculcated the logic of deterrence between them, 

thereby instilling stability and limiting all-out war.  However, post-

Pulwama2 escalations between India and Pakistan may suggest 

otherwise. On 26 February 2019, two Indian Air Force jets crossed into 

Pakistan’s airspace and claimed to have targeted alleged hideouts 

inside the territory of Pakistan.3In retaliation, Pakistan also used its air 

components against Indian forces, which resulted in the downing of 

two Indian jets.4 Although India and Pakistan have exchanged small 

arms fire and artillery shelling along the Line of Control (LoC) on 

numerous occasions in the past, this was the first time since 1971 that 
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air components were utilized by the two to cross each other’s 

respective international airspace.  Therefore, this incident signifies a 

visible change in the security dynamics of South Asia vis-à-vis India and 

Pakistan. These escalations indicate that airstrikes of similar nature can 

now be used as a viable policy option by India in the future.  India and 

Pakistan are again on a path to confrontation after the Indian decision 

to revoke the special constitutional status of Indian administered 

Kashmir.  These efforts are being viewed by Pakistan as attempts to 

change the demography of Kashmir.  The diplomatic relations between 

India and Pakistan have deteriorated to a significant extent.  Moreover, 

India has also increased its troop levels in the Indian administered 

Kashmir.  Security situation along the LoC has also deteriorated with 

increased instances of ceasefire violations between India and Pakistan.  

On August 23, 2019, Prime Minister of Pakistan, Imran Khan, raised 

concerns about a possible attempt of a false flag operation by India to 

divert attention from Kashmir.5 If such an incident occurs, India could 

most likely use it to launch a military operation against Pakistan. 

Therefore, Balakot incident and its aftermath cannot be treated as a 

standalone affair and must be analyzed systematically. A systematic 

analysis could entail the study of motivations and impact of these 

events along with the preventive measures by Pakistan.  Thus, this 

article conducts a threefold analysis of the situation by investigating 

the following problems: 

1. What motivated India to launch airstrikes inside Pakistan’s 
territory despite the presence of nuclear weapons? 

2. How has the Balakot incident and its aftermath impacted 
the security calculus between Pakistan and India? 

3. What measures may be taken by Pakistan to deny such 
incursions by India in the future and to achieve peace and 
stability in the region? 
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Indian Military Doctrine 

The article proposes that one of the primary causes of the aggressive 

Indian military posture is Boomerang Effect for which the literature 

available on the phenomenon has been reviewed. The phenomenon of 

Boomerang Effect was highlighted by Mikkel Vedby Rasmussen.  Mikkel 

explains that as militaries acquire modernized technologies, wars are 

perceived to be less risky, in terms of human casualties and financial 

losses, due to the Revolution in Military Affairs (RMA).6 This perceived 

sense of risk reduction results in an increased confidence in one’s 

military capabilities. However, it also increases the risks of war and 

chances of it becoming a more often used option.  The perceived 

reduction in risk stems out of the belief that advanced military 

technologies have comparatively reduced the casualties and financial 

losses of military operations.  As a result, the leadership is more 

inclined to exercising the military option in a conflict.  Rasmussen has 

termed this phenomenon as risk compensation.7 In other words, as a 

country modernizes its military and advances towards RMA, the 

leadership gains confidence in their military capabilities and becomes 

inclined towards using them to achieve their political goals. 

On the other hand, this article also asserts that Indian military 

posture has undergone a significant shift and has become more 

aggressive over the years.  In order to test this assertion, it is important 

to study the evolution of Indian Military Doctrines. In April of 2017, the 

Indian military released an official document titled “Joint Doctrine 

Indian Armed Forces.”8 The document elaborately highlights Indian 
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military’s future doctrine and planning and the various objectives that 

it aims to achieve. In essence, the doctrine emphasizes on carrying out 

coordinated operations to achieve the collective goals. However, there 

are some excerpts of the document that are worth mentioning. 

Regarding the LoC and the Line of Actual Control (LAC), the 

document states that, 

“Strategic interests in regions along our 

Northern, Western and Eastern borders 

and sensitivities along the Line of Control 

(LoC) and Line of Actual Control (LAC) are 

to be protected with effective deterrent 

capabilities.”9 

Similarly, while referring to the Kashmiri uprising and freedom 

movement, the document goes on to state that: 

“Terrorism supported from outside is 

resulting in the loss of innocent lives. The 

fragile security environment in the Af-Pak 

region and neighbouring support to proxy 

war in Jammu &Kashmir, lends a 

possibility of it being a conduit for 

eastward spread of fundamentalist and 

radical ideologies. Manifestations of 

these include an engineered radicalised 

tilt towards such ideology amongst India’s 

youth. Mitigating it requires a multi-

faceted approach facilitated by a robust 

intelligence network.”10 

These two aspects of the document hold significant importance. 

First, it shifts the focus of Indian military operations along the LoC and 
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the LAC.11 Second, it argues that India’s neighbors are responsible for 

supporting a “proxy war” in Jammu and Kashmir. What this signifies is 

India’s belief that the indigenous Kashmiri freedom struggle is a proxy 

war which is supported by Pakistan. The above stated excerpts can be 

used to understand India’s rationale for justifying the future use of 

military power along the LoC and the LAC. The following excerpt can be 

used to understand what form of warfare future Indian military 

operations will undertake: 

“The response to terror provocations 

could be in the form of ‘surgical strikes’ 

and these would be subsumed in the sub-

conventional portion of the spectrum of 

armed conflict. The possibility of sub-

conventional escalating to a conventional 

level would be dependent on multiple 

influences, principally: politically-

determined conflict aims; strategic 

conjuncture; operational circumstance; 

international pressures and military 

readiness. Conflict will be determined or 

prevented through a process of credible 

deterrence, coercive diplomacy and 

conclusively by punitive destruction, 

disruption and constraint in a nuclear 

environment across the Spectrum of 

Conflict.”12 

Through this understanding, it can be concluded that India 

envisions the undertaking of “surgical strikes” in the sub conventional 
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domain of warfare and will ensure that the conflict does not escalate 

into a nuclear war. The ideology of the Joint Doctrine Indian Armed 

Forces resonates with the Cold Start Doctrine (CSD). 

The available literature on the subject is helpful in 

understanding the hegemonic aspirations of India. Moreover, it also 

gives a clear indication of the aggressive shift in the Indian military 

postures. However, the existing literature fails to identify the 

motivations and impacts of such shift on the regional security, 

especially with reference to the Boomerang Effect. This research article 

aims to fill this gap in the existing body of knowledge. 

Methodology 

This article is deductive in nature. Moreover, it employs a mixed 

method technique for the analysis of the collected data.  The article 

mainly relies on the secondary data due to time and resource 

constraints. Although, primary data was also collected through 

personal interviews with some Pakistani officials, their identities are 

kept anonymous upon their request and are therefore not directly 

quoted in the article. 

Discussion 

The study of Indian political and military polices of the last two decades 

shows a visible shift of rationale.  Although India has used the narrative 

of ‘punishing’ Pakistan through ‘military action’ for ‘cross border 

terrorism’ on multiple occasions in the past, international boundaries 

were never violated deliberately in the first decade of the 21st century.  

For example, India blamed Pakistan for the Parliament attacks (2001)13 

and Mumbai attacks (2008)14 that ultimately ledto a military standoff 
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between both countries.  Although these events brought Pakistan and 

India to the brink of war, tensions were eventually diffused through 

diplomatic efforts without any violation of international boundaries.  

Therefore, it can be observed that in the first decade of the 21st 

century, diplomatic solutions prevailed over military ones in resolving 

the conflicts between India and Pakistan.  However, policies adopted 

by India in the second decade of the 21st century demonstrate that 

military actions now enjoy a priority over political solutions in the 

Indian policies.  Such a rational was first manifested in the aftermath of 

Uri attacks in 2016.  India followed the pattern of blaming Pakistan for 

this attack and tensions escalated between both countries.15  However, 

this time India claimed to have conducted surgical strikes16 along the 

LoC. Pakistan rejected the Indian claims of a surgical strike and 

questioned the authenticity of the claim by citing the lack of 

evidence.17  Nevertheless, even if these claims were unauthentic, this 

was the first manifestation of the Indian dependence on military 

options rather than political ones. 

Later in 2019, the Pulwama attack18 once again led to 

deterioration of diplomatic and political relations between India and 

Pakistan.  The security forces of both countries were put on high alert 

and India refused to respond to any diplomatic efforts for the 

mitigation of crisis.19  The situation further escalated when India 

violated Pakistan’s airspace and carried out an air offensive in 
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Pakistan’s territory.20 Pakistan responded by carrying out similar 

operation against the Indian forces.21 These incidents marked a 

deliberate violation of Pakistan’s airspace by Indian forces. Therefore, it 

is important to understand the motivating factors behind this shift in 

the Indian rationale.  This can be better explained by understanding the 

Boomerang Effect in the military affairs. 

The phenomenon of Boomerang Effect can be evidently 

observed in the existing political and military policies of India.  As India 

acquired advanced weapons’ platforms over the years, its confidence 

to carry out cross border attacks increased correspondingly. At the 

same time, it also developed a belief that the Pakistani military will be 

unable to respond in the conventional domain due to its relative 

inferiority. Consequently, the Indian political and military 

establishment is now inclined towards carrying out unilateral attacks 

that may not have manifested in the previous decades.  The Indian 

power elite may be convinced that war is less risky for India due to its 

technological superiority.  However, such risk compensation is more 

likely to increase the risk of escalation, especially against a nuclear 

rival.   Such risk of escalation is discussed in the upcoming section on 

the policy analysis.  Nevertheless, the Balakot airstrikes launched by 

India provide a fitting example to understand India’s risk compensation 

and revising the calculus of war.  However, it may be argued that India 

has been on a path of technological advancement long before the 

second half of 21st century.  Similarly, conventional asymmetry 

between India and Pakistan is also not a new phenomenon.  Therefore, 

why has there been a shift in the Indian policies now?  The answer may 

lie in the study of socio-political environment of India, especially after 

the election of Bhartiya Janata Party (BJP) in 2014. 

The Bhartiya Janta Party (BJP) is a right-wing nationalist party of 

India that advocates the ideology of ‘Hindutva.’ Hindutva ideology 
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believes in a cultural superiority of Hindu values and norms.22  

Constructivism plays an important role in understanding the Hindutva 

ideology as the belief in the superiority of any one set of values may 

essentially be regarded as a social construct.  Nevertheless, the rise of 

such social constructs in India has far reaching political and security 

implications on the domestic as well as regional level.  On domestic 

front, the ideals of Hindu nationalism are used as a political tool to 

generate mobilization of right wing nationalist masses.  This can be 

verified by the reports of rise in the cow related23 mob violence across 

India after the elections in 2014 that brought BJP to power.  According 

to IndiaSpend, there have been 113 incidents of cow related mob 

violence since 2012, whereas only 1 incident occurred in 2012 and 43 

incidents occurred in 2017.24  Moreover, since 2012, there have been 

340 victims of such incidents, 57% of which were Muslims.25  The 

report further establishes that “in a series of cow-related hate crimes … 

police have acted more decisively against victims than against the 

mob.”26 These statistics indicate that the ideals of Hindu Nationalism 

are on a rise in India ever since the BJP came into power.  These ideals 

also have serious political and security implications for the region as 

well.   

One of the major features of Hindutva ideology is the revival of 

‘Undivided India.’  The notion of Undivided India is based on regaining 

the pre-partition lands of India which include the territories of present 
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day sovereign nation-states such as Pakistan, Nepal, Bhutan, Sri Lanka, 

and Bangladesh.27  The notion of Undivided India plays a key role in 

shaping hostile foreign policy of the BJP government.  For example, one 

of the prominent campaigning themes of BJP during the elections of 

2014 and 2019 was to punish Pakistan through military actions for 

threatening the Indian security.  It may be observed that these claims 

were later materialized in the form of purported surgical strike of 

201628 and the airstrikes of 2019.29  Thus, the BJP’s government now 

views military action as a viable tool to earn political points during the 

election cycle. BJP even used polling posters that contained military 

imagery in an attempt to use the Balakot strikes to achieve political 

gains in the 2019 elections.30 Therefore, it may be concluded that on 

one hand advanced military technologies have shaped a perception of 

a risk reduction in military action among the power elites of India; on 

the other hand, the Hindutva driven policies of BJP have established an 

environment that is conducive for aggressive military policies in India.  

The constant influx of modern arms to India and the highly nationalized 

Indian government are likely to make limited use of force a prominent 

aspect of the South Asian future. However, it is important to analyze 

the extent to which a military option is viable against Pakistan.  Such an 

analysis lies in the realm of security policies of India and Pakistan. 

Impacts on Indo-Pak Security Equation 

Pakistan is a nuclear capable state with a credible nuclear arsenal and a 

First Use policy.  On the other hand, there is an asymmetry of 

conventional forces between India and Pakistan.  Analysis of successive 

Indian military doctrines indicates that India has been attempting to 
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exploit its conventional superiority against Pakistan without tipping off 

the nuclear threshold.  India aspires for limited use of force against 

Pakistan that will not escalate into a nuclear affair but will grant 

enough leverage to India against Pakistan.  Such aspirations can be 

observed by studying the evolution of India military doctrine over the 

years.  

Study of the Indian military doctrines evidently shows the 

offensive shift in the military policies of India.  ‘Punitive Strikes’ and 

‘Surgical Strikes’ now serve as the operating terms for the Indian 

forces.  The manifestation of these terms was visible in the claimed 

Surgical Strikes (2016) and the Balakot Strikes (2019).  Since Pakistan 

plugged the gap for a limited conventional war through the 

introduction of Tactical Nuclear Weapons (TNWs), India is now aspiring 

to normalize limited airstrikes in the security calculus of South Asia.  

However, in doing so, India may skip a significant number of steps in 

the escalation ladder.  The nuclear doctrine of Pakistan remains 

ambiguous and the right to response is reserved by Pakistan.  In other 

words, the risk of a nuclear affair becomes more imminent in pursuit of 

an aggressive military posture by India. 

From the above discussion, it may be concluded that the Indian 

aggression towards Pakistan was not an isolated incident. There is a 

case to argue that such incidents can become a common occurrence in 

the near future. Therefore, Pakistan may implement certain measures 

to address perceived notion of the Indian political and military 

establishment for conducting a limited war without crossing the 

nuclear threshold. 

As already discussed, such an idea in the minds of Indian 

policymakers stems from the overestimation of their capabilities for 

carrying out swift attacks into Pakistani territory without the risk of 

retaliation.  Similarly, India also believes that these attacks will remain 

in the sub-conventional domain. Such assertions have been made by 
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the Indian policymakers in the Joint Doctrine Indian Armed Forces31 

document. Therefore, future Indian aggression can be categorized as 

having the following features: 

a) Will be in the sub-conventional domain 

b) Will rely on carrying out strikes along the LoC 

c) Will resort to a more offensive mode of operation as 

compared to the traditional exchanges of small arms fire along 

the LoC 

Due to the terrain of the LoC and the geographical limitations of 

the region, it may be difficult for India to design and execute military 

operations with the above based features, utilizing only land-based 

assets. Therefore, it is logical to assume that future limited use of force 

initiated by India will rely on the utilization of air-based assets to either 

carry out cross border bombings or may rely on the insertion of 

helicopter-borne troops to achieve certain objectives in a limited time 

frame and then exfiltrate without alerting the Pakistani military. An 

inspiration for the Indian military leadership may also be the 2011 US 

raid in Abbottabad.  

It is worth mentioning again, that the Indian leadership’s 

perception of carrying out such raids against Pakistan stems from their 

perceived reduced risk. This prompts India to take more risks through 

an increased aggressive military stance against Pakistan. However, 

Rasmussen has also suggested a negative aspect of the Boomerang 

effect. As a country opts for a more frequent utilization of force, it 

makes itself susceptible to more risks. In fact, due to the reduced cost 

of war,32 the casualties and losses are highlighted even more. Modern 

militaries have experienced lesser human losses due to the Revolution 
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in Military Affairs (RMA). However, this has also entailed that even a 

single casualty of war is given extreme media attention.  

Recommendations 

The above discussion illustrates that Pakistan has to adopt 

countermeasures in order to increase the risks for the Indian 

leadership. This can be achieved by posing a credible and significant 

threat to their attempts of carrying out limited use of force against 

Pakistan. As argued before, India may mostly opt for an air-based 

violation of the LoC; it stands to reason that Pakistan has to rely on a 

robust, credible and capable air-defence infrastructure to counter the 

threats posed by Indian incursions.  

To achieve such a method of counterattack, Pakistani military 

has to realize that the nature of future warfare may be more focused 

along the LoC. This is also evident by the exponentially increasing LoC 

violations by India in the recent years. Therefore, the priority of 

Pakistani military should be to increase the risks for an Indian incursion 

into its airspace. This could revise the Calculus of War and may help to 

blunt any such plans by the Indian leadership.  The following 

recommendations are designed to achieve the objective of increasing 

risks for the Indian military.  

Anti-Air Capabilities along the LoC 

As this research has argued that a future Indian limited use of force will 

revolve around the utilization of air-based assets, therefore it is logical 

for Pakistan’s response to be in the spectrum of Air Defence. In order 

to achieve this, the following areas may be explored. 

 MAN-Portable Air Defence System (MANPADS) 
units/regiments could be introduced along the LoC. Such 
regiments/units can be maintained by the Army and could 
be tasked with the conduction of Anti-Air duties along the 
LoC. In this regard, the organization of these regiments can 
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be in such a way as to include several anti-air attachments 
along strategic posts of the LoC. Although Pakistani Army 
does maintain some Air-Defence installations, they rely on 
Anti-Air Guns for the performance of those roles. MANPADS 
can provide a reliable, quick and effective air-defence 
response.  

 Anti-Air regiments can be envisioned in a similar way as 
compared to the Anti-Tank Guided Missile (ATGM) 
regiments that are stationed along the LoC. For such 
regiments to be effective, it is important to invest in the 
right technology of MANPADS. Pakistan is already operating 
the infrared guided FIM-92 Stingers. New Anti-Air 
Regiments can be raised by Pakistani Army equipped with 
these Stingers and stationed in an Anti-Air role along the 
LoC. 

 Investments in Russian 9K333 Verba (NATO code: SA-25) 
can also be considered. By utilizing Verba and Stinger based 
MANPADS, the Pakistani Army can enhance its Anti-Air 
capabilities along the LoC.  

 Even though Infrared based MANPADS have enjoyed a good 
reputation in various battlefields, it also needs to be 
mentioned that they are prone to electronic jamming and 
decoys (such as chaff). Future investment and development 
trajectory for Pakistani military establishment could be 
towards Laser Guided MANPADS. The Starstreak system is 
an opportune example to understand the benefits of the 
Laser guided MANPADS. It is not prone to be electronically 
jammed from the ground nor are there any 
countermeasures for it. The reason for this is that it is based 
on a phasing array system and essentially requires ‘beam 
riding’ for it to strike its target. Therefore, Pakistan can look 
towards infrared MANPADS as a stopgap measure, but 
future emphasis should be laid on laser operated 
MANPADS. 



JSSA Vol. VII, No. 2                                   Muhammad Faizan Fakhar and Zeeshan Javed 

38 
 

JF-17 Upgrades and Reorganization of Air Combat Squadrons: 

The aerial encounter of February 2019 between the Pakistani and 

Indian Air Forces served as a good litmus test for the JF-17. Upon its 

inception and development, there were several apprehensions of the 

weapon platforms such as its maneuverability, offensive/defensive 

operations capability, and the overall success rate in a dogfight. The 

shooting down of the Indian Mig-21Bis by the JF-17 was an important 

achievement in the future development of the aircraft. 

Even though the Mig-21 is a 63-year-old fighter aircraft, it still 

has one of the most maneuverable airframes in modern aviation. This 

fact has also been reiterated by the United States Air Force (USAF) 

Pilots who had undergone joint training with Indian Mig-21s during 

Exercise “Cope India” in 2004.33 Also, the Mig-21 that was shot down 

was the Mig-21 Bison, an upgraded version of the standard Mig-21. 

The Mig-21 Bison is the most advanced variant of the Mig-21 

and was designed to compete with Fourth Generation aircrafts. Some 

of the modernizations of the Mig-21 Bison included multimode radar, 

introduction of Beyond Visual Range Air-Air Missiles (BVRAAM) and 

Helmet Mounted System.34 Therefore, it can be argued that the JF-17 

and the Mig-21 Bison were on a par with each other compared to their 

characteristics. Therefore, this makes the success of the JF-17 worth 

even more to the policymakers in Pakistan. The reputation of the JF-17 

will be positively impacted by its victory against the Mig-21 Bison. As a 

result of this, many different Air Forces around the world may also be 

interested in purchasing the JF-17. 

To further enhance the effectiveness and lethality of the JF-17, it is 

important for Pakistan to invest in the modernization of these 

airframes. The development of the Block 3 JF-17 is an important 
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construct of this modernization. JF-17 Block 3 is believed to be 

equipped with an Active Electronically Scanned Array (AESA) radar 

system and a Helmet Mounted Display as well.35 Overall, the Block 3 

will allow the JF-17 to vastly improve its informatized warfare 

capabilities and to enhance its ability to coordinate intelligence among 

other sensors on ground and in the air.  

Another important development has been of the indigenous 

range extended missile for the JF-17 by Pakistan.36 This further 

provides the JF-17 with a robust weapons response to diverse 

conditions. On the other hand, it is another step towards achieving 

self-sufficiency regarding the JF-17 platform. As the JF-17 is significantly 

cheaper than the F-16, it would be more appropriate for the Pakistan 

Air Force (PAF) to concentrate more of the JF-17 Squadrons along the 

LoC. Presently, the PAF maintains JF-17 squadrons in air bases located 

at Kamra, Peshawar, Sargodha, Karachi, and Quetta. Out of these 

airbases, the bases closest to proximity along the LoC are Kamra, 

Peshawar, and Sargodha. However, the nautical distance of these 

airbases to the LoC are as under:37 

1. Kamra = 104 Nautical Miles 
2. Peshawar=160 Nautical Miles 
3. Sargodha= 189 Nautical Miles 

The minimum time required for a JF-17 to respond along the 

LoC would be 5.89 minutes.38 This response time can be reduced by 

reorganizing the JF-17 Squadrons. To achieve this objective, there can 

be a case of setting up two new airbases for the JF-17 Squadrons. 

Proposed locations for these airbases can be Muzaffarabad and Mirpur. 

These two locations have the added advantage of close proximity to 
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the LoC. For instance, an Air Base in Muzaffarabad will be 

approximately 57 nautical miles from the LoC, which translates into a 

response time of 3.23 minutes.39 Setting up an additional airbase in 

Mirpur will allow for a more comprehensive coverage of the LoC and 

reduce the load on the Muzaffarabad airbase.  

Synergistic Political and Diplomatic Responses 

One of the main pivots of the Boomerang Effect is that wars have now 

become a relatively ‘safe’ form of policymaking. Therefore, chances of 

it being employed in statecraft have increased. The Indian 

policymakers view that through the utilization of armed response that 

will help implement their version of policymaking for the region. 

Another corollary of the Boomerang Effect is that every casualty and 

loss in conflicts is given extra attention and focus. The military 

measures that Pakistan can adopt to enhance the risks in the military 

domains have already been discussed. However, it is important for 

Pakistan to utilize this mode of thinking in the political and military 

domains as well. By challenging the Indian aggression in international 

legal and political institutions Pakistan can increase the metaphorical 

risk for Indian aggression in the region. An example of this can be seen 

in the aftermath of the Balakot airstrikes. The political and military 

narrative demonstrated coherence and synergy. Also, Pakistan was 

able to provide grounded and factual evidence to counter the Indian 

narrative. The evidence provided by Pakistan of shooting down a Mig 

21 was irrefutable and not prone to being altered by the Indian 

narrative. In contrast, the Indian narrative of it shooting down a 

Pakistani F-16 was unsustainable due to the lack of physical evidence. 

Similarly, Pakistan provided access to Lockheed Martin, the 

developers of the F-16, to make an inventory count of their F-16s.40 
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The count proved to be successful in validating Pakistan’s claims of it 

not losing any aircrafts in the dogfight. Subsequently, Pakistan’s 

treatment of the downed Indian pilot and his subsequent release also 

established Pakistan’s credentials as a responsible nation which 

adheres to international conventions. In essence, these measures were 

adopted by Pakistan to present an increased risk to India, not only in 

the military domain but in the legal, diplomatic, and political domains 

as well. By providing irrefutable evidences against India’s military 

adventurism, Pakistan has the option of enhancing India’s risks of being 

declared as a reckless state. In order to achieve this, it is imperative for 

Pakistan to resort to a synergistic development of policy in the political 

and military realms to tackle specific issues. The aftermath of the 

Pulwama attack is a case study for Pakistan in this aspect. By relying on 

a unified front against Indian aggression, Pakistan can force India to 

understand the risks attached to its military aggression. Pakistan is now 

facing another challenge due to the recent Indian decision to abolish 

the status quo with regards to Kashmir. The revocation of Article 370 

and India’s increasing militarization in Kashmir, demand the 

formulation of a more synergistic approach to dealing with the 

inevitable instability for the region. Pakistan should continue to 

maintain a united front in its approach to dealing with India’s 

aggression that could have severe repercussions for the region.  

Conclusion 

The above discussion illustrates that the threat of military adventurism 

in South Asia has become more imminent than before.  The current 

leadership of India views war as a feasible policy option against 

Pakistan.  However, since both India and Pakistan are nuclear powers, 

escalation of any crisis could easily generate catastrophic events of 

global level.  Tensions have increased between India and Pakistan over 

the Indian decision to revoke special status of Kashmir.  Moreover, 

since India is inclined towards normalizing limited use of force against 

Pakistan, peace and security of the entire world may suffer negative 
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impacts. It is also important to understand that pattern of the Indian 

policies suggests that military aggression may become a long-lasting 

feature of South Asian security calculus.  Events of severe diplomatic, 

political and military crises may culminate in the near future.  

Therefore, Pakistan may need to demonstrate a cohesive political and 

diplomatic front in order to pose a significant opposition to the Indian 

designs of unilateral expansion. Pakistan’s response to the Balakot 

airstrikes could be considered proportioned and reciprocal.  Through 

this response, Pakistan demonstrated its capability to respond in to the 

limited use of force by India.  Nevertheless, the pattern of such military 

adventurism by India is unlikely to change in the near future. 

Therefore, lasting deterrence against Indian misadventures may be 

achieved through the escalation of risks by Pakistan.  The risk may be 

escalated by bringing above-mentioned upgrades in the defence 

systems.  Finally, since Hindutva ideology has gained populism in the 

Indian society, the future polices of Indian government are likely to 

remain majoritarian on domestic level and hostile on the regional level. 
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COVID-19 Pandemic: A Lost Opportunity for International 

Cooperation? 

Ameer Abdullah Khan and Dr. Shaheen Akhtar1 

Abstract 

The unsolved riddle of interstate cooperation lies at the 

core of subject matter of international relations theory. 

Many believe that shocks e.g. wars, natural disasters and 

pandemics serve as the triggers of international 

cooperation. Basing on these assumptions, after the 

outbreak of COVID-19 pandemic, many advocates of liberal 

internationalism were optimistic about seeing enhanced 

cooperation among states in order to respond to this 

unique threat. This paper, however, argues that contrary 

to such assumptions, COVID-19 failed to serve as a catalyst 

for international cooperation. Despite being hit by a 

common enemy, states not only failed to mute their 

conflicts rather in many regions conflicts were intensified 

and faults lines became more visible than before. The 

paper digs into the questions that why the neoliberalism 

fails to seize the opportunity and what factors led to the 

dominance of state behaviour dictated by neoclassical 

realist assumptions. It also investigates that how the 

future can be foreseen in the context of this scenario. The 

paper justifies the central preposition using the framework 

of neoclassical realist theory of international relations.  
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Introduction 

It was in December 2019 that the first cluster of novel COVID-19 was 

reported in China and within 10 weeks the virus had spread to 113 

states and was declared a pandemic by the World Health Organisation 

(WHO). The new virus named Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome 

Coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2) later renamed as Coronavirus Disease-19 

(COVID-19) became the biggest news flash of year 2020. The virus gave 

a tremendous blow to health care systems of a majority of the states 

and caused worldwide economic meltdown because of various 

measures taken by the states to stop the spread of the virus. As the 

pandemic erupted states quickly enforced strict preventive measures 

that included closure of educational institutions, public places, 

community centers, tourist spots, non-essential services &factories, 

observing strict social distancing rules, and shutting down 

transportation etc. However, despite all the efforts the virus led to over 

259 million infections and over 5.1million deaths worldwide by the end 

of November 2021.2 This put immense pressure on public health 

system in many states including the USA, Germany, France, Italy, India, 

and Spain; incurring losses worth several trillion dollars.3 

                                                           
2
Celina Tabor, “Troubling COVID Variant on the Rise in South Africa; millions of 

Americans return to holiday travel: Latest update,” USATODAY.com, November 25, 
2021, Available at: 
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/health/2021/11/25/covid-thanksgiving-
travel-vaccinations-tests-travel/8755086002/ (accessed on 27 November 2021). 
3
Tom Inglesby, “Make Pandemics Lose Their Power,” in Covid-19 and World Order: 

The Future of Conflict, Competition, and Cooperation, eds. Hal Brands and Francis J. 
Gavin (Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, 2021), 132. 

https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/health/2021/11/25/covid-thanksgiving-travel-vaccinations-tests-travel/8755086002/
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/health/2021/11/25/covid-thanksgiving-travel-vaccinations-tests-travel/8755086002/


COVID-19 Pandemic: A Lost Opportunity for International Cooperation? 

45 
 

As the virus spread, it became evident that the whole world was facing 

a common enemy for the first time in modern human history 

threatening socio-economic and political fabric of states. From 

powerful to weak, from rich to poor, from developed to undeveloped, 

every state was threatened alike by the devastation caused by the 

virus. According to the International Monetary Fund (IMF) estimates, 

global economy shrunk by 4.4% in year 2020.4 The level of economic 

destruction caused by lockdowns can be gauged from the fact that 

2009 global economic crisis impacted the world economy by mere 

0.1%.5 Aviation industry, oil sector, hospitality and tourism industry, 

retail sector, cruises and shipping industry, and industries depending 

on transnational supply-chain have been worst affected by the 

pandemic in the first 100 days of the pandemic.6 

Currently states are presented with an arduous task of 

containing the spread of COVID-19. Public health care system in many 

states is under immense stress and hospitals flooded with patients 

have reached to the maximum capacity. Economic conditions have 

been aggravated as a consequence of strict lockdown imposed to stop 

the spread of virus. This has also put a stringent barrier against global 

forces of economic integration and cooperation thus triggering the 

debates on de-globalisation and retreat of economic interdependence 

etc. Furthermore, development sector has faced a serious blow 

globally. The new mutated strains of virus are more lethal, infectious, 
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and resistant against vaccines, thus making its containment even more 

difficult. This, if keeps going, can result in decline in life expectancy 

thus creating more challenges for states in meeting the UN Sustainable 

Development Goals(SDGs). Moreover, some states under the pressure 

of economic slowdown lifted lockdowns resulting in more disastrous 

outcomes for public health and economy as the subsequent waves of 

the virus were more lethal which required equally stringent preventive 

measures and controls. So far, the vaccine has created the ‘haves’ and 

the ‘have nots,’ where most of the people will have to wait till long in 

order to get the required dosages. Many scholars claim that the 

pandemic has started reversing the economic growth and interstate 

cooperation that kick-started after the Cold War under liberal trade 

regimes. The corporate sector has globally responded to the pandemic 

by laying off work force and imposing salary cuts to minimise their 

losses. The unemployment crossed an unprecedented level 

accelerating internal migration, and increasing pressure on job 

markets, healthcare systems. Aid packages announced by most of the 

governments benefited the corporate elite more than the real 

deserving people belonging to the lowest strata of societies.  The 

pandemic also impacted food security of states by threatening the 

supply chains globally and pushing people towards bulk buying. The 

trust deficit was widened between states and masses creating political 

and security fault lines and threatening democratic structures.   

In this backdrop, international cooperation seemed a likely way 

out for states. The situation demanded states to join hands and lay 

down a framework for cooperation and respond collectively to the 

common enemy. However, the unfolding events made it clear that 

international cooperation was not possible. States instead got on to 

the path defined by the pursuit of self-interest and narrowly defined 

version of security. The following passages first describe the causes of 

neoliberal optimism and then analyze the empirical evidence that led 
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to the death of neoliberal hope. The discussion helps comprehend the 

reasons behind the demise of neoliberal hope by analysing the scenario 

through the lens of neoclassical realism. 

Methodological and Theoretical Approach 

This study is based on the deductive reasoning where the assumptions 

of neoliberal and neoclassical realism theories are applied on the case 

of COVID-19 pandemic to assess the validity of both the theories. 

Keeping in view the emerging and continuously developing nature of 

the subject, mainly secondary data has been used. Multiple recent 

developments have been made part of the reasoning process to 

substantiate the argument. The paper uses the theoretical framework 

of neoclassical realism to criticise the neoliberal assumptions about the 

likelihood of cooperation between states amid COVID-19 pandemic. A 

brief analysis of the theoretical framework for the paper is given 

below. 

Neoliberalism criticises political realism for its undue emphasis 

on power politics-based nature of international relations. It refuses to 

accept ‘the tunnel view’ of international politics presented by realists 

where egoism, survival and power dominate the political arena. 

Neoliberals agree with one central preposition of neorealists where 

they see international structure as anarchic lacking an overarching 

authority to impose the rules of business. According to neorealists and 

realists, the absence of functional differentiation and varying 

capabilities of states push them towards power politics eliminating all 

the chances of international cooperation and lasting peace. 

Cooperation, if takes place between states, is temporary mainly aimed 

at gaining time for own capacity building and done under the constant 

aim of cheating at the availability of opportunity. Neoclassical realists 



JSSA Vol. VII, No.2                                   Ameer Abdullah Khan and Dr. Shaheen Akhtar 

48 
 

take into consideration the domestic political factors too along with the 

assumption of anarchic international structure.  

Four imperatives of international cooperation, as highlighted by 

neoliberals are: increased interdependence,7 increased transnational 

interactions,8 spread of democracy,9 and establishment of international 

institutions.10 These four conditions not only counterbalance the 

condition of anarchy but also maximize the incentive for international 

cooperation by reducing the chances of cheating by the states and by 

enhancing the profits of cooperation. If states are made a part of 

international cooperation, they adapt to the new mode of working by 

seeing the real benefits of international cooperation under the 

principle of reciprocity.11 Furthermore, increased cost of war had made 

states realize the negative consequences of power-based policies thus 

pushing them towards cooperation.12 Lastly, neoliberals cite several 

issues of transnational nature such as trade, human rights, 

environment, and disease etc. that cannot be dealt by a single state 

and international cooperation becomes prerequisite to solving them. 
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Neoliberal’s Optimism 

It became evident shortly after the outbreak of pandemic that for the 

first time in recent history, human beings were facing a common 

enemy. Thus, there was an immediate rise in the hopes for global 

cooperation. The pandemic being a shared threat for all seemed like 

breaking security dilemma that results out of traditional security 

matrix. Every state’s health system was under maximum pressure and 

hospitals were being filled with patients. World-wide lockdowns 

triggered an economic crisis where millions of people started losing 

their jobs while billions faced salary cuts. Across the globe, states were 

facing a challenge of saving people from premature deaths, provision 

of essential medical equipment and personal protective equipment 

(PPEs), and essential medicines to the populations. Availability of face 

masks, doctors’ scrubs, hand sanitizers, and ventilators became the 

pressing issues that could have only been resolved by increased 

international cooperation at regional and global level. Hence, the 

looming economic disaster rekindled the liberal dream of international 

cooperation as a response to the pandemic by the world community. 

Before going into further discussion, it is important to theoretically 

understand the basis of neoliberal optimism for international 

cooperation.   

Neoliberals were quick to assume that outbreak of a COVID-19 

like pandemic will serve as a catalyst for international cooperation. It 

was expected that states will unite to help each other in order to 

control the spread of the pandemic that will serve as a win-win 

situation. Similarly, modern complex network of global supply-chain 

will put a premium on interstate cooperation. States were expected to 

lower trade barriers to compensate for losses inflicted by the lockdown 

globally. Furthermore, functionalists were hoping to aid agencies and 

scientific community to come to the forefront in the battle with 
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governments at their back. Knowledge, material, and medicine sharing 

being the immediate need gave rise to the hopes that states will 

coordinate their policies under different regimes like the EU, ASEAN, 

SAARC, and G-7 etc.13 Similarly, high expectations were attached to the 

role of international organisations particularly the UN and its subsidiary 

body WHO. Furthermore, neoliberals also expected the conflict to be 

muted globally in response to the pandemic expecting the states to act 

rationally. Therefore, the UN Secretary-General António Guterres 

issued a public appeal for a global ceasefire in March 2020 and 

repeated the call in September 2020 during 75th United Nations 

General Assembly Session.14 Thus, the whole liberal hope can be 

summed up in a sentence, “When the fates of states are bound 

together, they must cooperate or pay a very high price.” Basing this 

assumption, the overall hopes for enhanced international cooperation 

were skyrocketing in the early phase of the pandemic.  

The Death of Hope 

In the initial phase of the pandemic, a ray of hope was witnessed, as 

discussed earlier. In this phase, scientific community seemed eager to 

cooperate transnationally and to share knowledge and experiences. 

WHO played the anchoring role before being politicised and 

undermined. Research communities initially appeared to be 

determined to soften the secrecy protocols and enable maximum 
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knowledge sharing.15 But as soon as the first wave of pandemic hit 

different states with full force, it swept away all the liberal hopes for 

international cooperation. The following part of the paper analyses the 

collapse of hopes citing different events. 

a. Virus and the Role of Media 

The first shock to the hopes of cooperation came in the very early 

phase of the pandemic when the virus was used by some western 

media outlets and political leaders to defame China. Initial coverage of 

the virus spread in Wuhan directly targeted the Chinese regime.  In 

addition, coverage by several western media outlets was criticised by 

social media users for being racist in content.16 This kind of response 

was in sheer contrast to the role expected by liberal media. Thus, at 

the very beginning of the crisis, the whole issue was turned into a 

political battle and instead of humanitarian outlook; it became an issue 

of national image and defamation of others. Resultantly, when the 

virus further spread, it faced a lack of unity in the world community 

that was imperative for posing a solid response. It also affected the 

attempts to convince the masses for respecting the lockdown and 

wearing masks. Anti-mask and anti-lockdown protests in the US were a 

definite outcome of such coverage by the white-dominated media. 

Hence, the liberal dream of international cooperation was shattered at 

the very beginning. The negative role of the media still remains 

persistent mostly with targeting the vaccines of one state or another by 

negative framing. Mostly, the efficacy of the Chinese Vaccines is being 

questioned by the media in western states. 
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b. Role of the Political Leadership 

In addition to the media, political leadership in the western world also 

played its role in crushing the dream of cooperation. The US President 

Donald Trump also became part of the politicisation of the pandemic 

by calling the virus as ‘China Virus’17 and ‘Kung Flu.’18 He also called on 

the world to hold China responsible for the outbreak of the pandemic. 

He used the platform of the UNGA to bash and blame China for the 

outbreak of the virus and went a step ahead by withdrawing the US 

funding for the WHO. Similar remarks continued to pour in from the US 

administration as well as from other western leaders.19 The virus 

outbreak also resulted in criticism of Chinese regime by the UK 

parliament members attracting condemnation from the Chinese 

ambassador in London.20 In addition, response of the UK Prime 

Minister Boris Johnson was also sluggish and casual until he himself got 

affected by the virus and was moved to Intense Care Unit.21  As the 

virus reached to western states, the anti-China sentiments converted 

into pandemic politics creating ‘us vs. them’ divide that translated into 

divergent response. This resulted in a lack of cooperation and poorly 

coordinated policies by the major powers. This onslaught by some 

western leaders was responded by the Chinese leadership too. Chinese 

president Xi Jinping denounced such narrative and called for enhanced 
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cooperation over COVID-19.22 President Xi also declared that China had 

no intention of fighting either a cold war or a hot war with any 

country.23 He reiterated the stance that China was following a peaceful 

policy and had no malignant designs either overt or covert against any 

state.24 Later on, the UN Secretary General António Guterres in a 

message to the members of the UN stated that everything must be 

done to avoid a new cold war and warned that the world was moving 

in a very dangerous direction.25 Here, the use of term cold war 

indicated that the states failed to respond to the crisis in a cooperative 

manner. Contrary to the increased international cooperation, conflicts 

were further intensified, and states used COVID-19 crisis to settle 

political scores with their competitors. 

c. Role of the Western Powers 

Another argument that explains the failure of the liberal hopes of 

cooperation is the absence of leadership role by any of the world 

powers. The US President Donald Trump remained stuck in his 

‘America First’ policy refusing to play the leadership role.26 Despite 

being able to provide many states with the much-needed help in the 

early phase, the US was more concerned about stigmatizing China. 

There was a hope of change in the US policy outlook vis-à-vis COVID 

after inauguration of President Joe Biden as Trump’s successor. This 

change of power in the US significantly transformed domestic response 
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of the US in the fight against the virus. However, the external outlook 

did not witness any formidable change. Biden administration continued 

the imposition of ban on the export of COVID-19 vaccine related raw 

material.27 In April 2021, a temporary ban was imposed on the export 

of other medical equipment.28 In addition, the EU also suffered from 

lack of coordination and its member states did not stand united. 

Rather, every state immediately adopted the egoistic outlook. The 

travel restrictions within the EU were a nightmare for the architects of 

free movement of goods, labour, services, and capital. Italy criticized 

the EU for not coming to its aid in the need of hour as Germany, France 

and other states, imposed restrictions on the export of medical 

equipment.29 When Italy called for extra supplies of medical 

equipment, including masks, Germany and France, alongside other EU 

members, imposed limits on the export of PPEs. This was not only a 

shock to those who see interstate cooperation oozing out of economic 

interdependence but also to those who see democratic states and 

societies cooperating with each other because of shared identity, 

norms, and ideology. During the pandemic, the democracies were, 

instead, fighting over necessary supplies. The most significant of these 

events was G-7 Summit 2021. It was expected that members of G-7 will 

be able to announce a substantial aid and relief package for the 

developing world in the context of pandemic. Though the members 

agreed to provide 870 million dosages of vaccine to COVAX 
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programme30 but keeping in view the magnitude of the issue and 

hoarding of vaccine by rich states, this seems a trivial contribution. 

Particularly, with ‘the return of the US’ on the centre stage of G-7 and 

world politics, much more was expected than the contribution 

promised. Ms. Henrietta Fore, Executive Director of UNICEF, 

commented on this contribution by acknowledging the announcement. 

However, it was further added, “Much work remains to continue to 

ramp up both the amount and the pace of supply to the rest of the 

world, because when it comes to ending the COVID-19 pandemic, our 

best interests and our best natures align. This crisis will not be over 

until it is over for everyone.”31 This statement shows how the onus of 

responsibility still remains on the major powers. 

d. The false Hope of Muted Conflicts 

In addition to this, the hopes of seeing interstate conflicts being muted 

also died down during the pandemic. Any rational analysis will 

advocate for states muting their existing conflicts to coordinate asolid 

response to COVID-19 like pandemic. The same was probably assumed 

by the UN Secretary General who repeatedly appealed for a global 

ceasefire. However, his appeals like the hopes for international 

cooperation were all wasted as conflicts were rather intensified. Some 

of the major examples of this include India-China conflict in Ladakh 

region, Armenia-Azerbaijan war in Nagorno-Karabakh region, and 

India-Pakistan conflict on the Line of Control (LoC) in disputed territory 

of Kashmir. In May 2020, when the world was busy fighting the 

pandemic, the Galwan Valley in Ladakh started boiling. The conflict 
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escalated when over 20 Indian soldiers were killed in a border clash 

though both sides claimed no use of firearms.32 The presence of 

extremist populist government further intensified the conflict where 

nationalist sentiments were used by the BJP regime to divert the 

masses’ attention from its then failing response to the COVID-19 

spread. As the pandemic got out of Indian government’s control when 

over 100,000 cases and near 1000 deaths were daily reported, the 

government’s stance against China became harder. The same 

sentiments were used against Pakistan as well and violations of LoC 

ceasefire by Indian forces reached to an unprecedented level.33 

Meanwhile, the delivery of French made fighter jets Rafale was used by 

the Indian government and media to create new hype and to flame the 

fire of jingoism against Pakistan and China. Furthermore, Armenia and 

Azerbaijan went into a war in September 2020 that continued for 

almost six weeks.34 The conflict left thousands of soldiers and civilians 

killed and injured from both sides. Over a 130,000 Armenians were 

resettled after a peace deal brokered by Russia.35 Even though warring 

nations and their supporters were all suffering from the pandemic, the 

hopes for international cooperation could not materialise. The states 

continued fighting and did not lose the opportunity to use force when 

it was deemed appropriate and profitable by their decision makers.  

e. Vaccine Diplomacy 

Diplomacy, as conventionally understood, is the art of negotiations. 

After the discovery of COVID-19 vaccine, it was used as a tool of 
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diplomacy. On diplomatic as well as media forums, vaccine was used to 

project self-image and undermine that of the competitors. India was 

initially more vibrant than others to use vaccine diplomacy for the 

projection of its image as a new power on the stage of world politics. 

Therefore, an overambitious program of vaccine export was started 

without a rational assessment of the domestic needs. This greed led to 

the later chaos during the second wave of pandemic in India where the 

vaccine export program had to be downgraded to a greater extent. This 

attempt for self-projection contributed to the global worsening of the 

pandemic and emergence of the most lethal Delta Variant. Similarly, 

when it came to the approval of vaccine, a clear divide was witnessed. 

Chinese and Russian vaccines faced the most resistance from the 

western world unveiling the true faces hidden behind the veil of 

international cooperation.  In addition, non-western US allies are still 

reluctant to accept vaccines developed in China and Russia despite 

their approval by the WHO. 

a. Vaccine Nationalism 

Vaccine Nationalism is another major development that has 

undermined the hopes of international cooperation. The news of 

successful test of vaccine took the world with a pleasant shock as it was 

earlier expected that it will take 2 to 3 years to develop an effective 

vaccine. Vaccine politics emerged since the very beginning contrary to 

the hopes of cooperation. The US, and Germany blamed Russian36 and 

Chinese37 hackers for launching cyber-attacks on their research 

laboratories to steal vaccine secrets.38 In addition, the level of 

knowledge sharing that was being expected by the scientific 
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community was also not offered as the state-led politics overshadowed 

this domain too. The politics and blame game did not stop even after 

the claims of invention of vaccine by the US, the UK, Russia and China 

separately. As soon as the vaccine came out, rich states were quick to 

stock it e.g. Canada was blamed for stocking five times more vaccine 

than what was needed for its whole population.39 As the rich states 

have already started immunisation campaigns, the fear of creation of 

haves and have nots of vaccine is looming.40 The COVAX (COVID-19 

Vaccines Global Access) programme, directed by Global Alliance for 

Vaccine Immunisation (GAVI) and WHO, was designed to ensure 

equitable distribution of COVID-19 vaccine.  However, the program was 

not very effective. States have been repeatedly criticising the 

programme for delay in supply of the vaccine. The programme was 

able to distribute meager 31 million doses to 57 countries by the end of 

March 2021.41 The accelerating second wave of pandemic in India 

created further problems for COVAX as the Serum Institute of India 

shifted all the focus on provision of vaccine for domestic consumption. 

Another example of vaccine nationalism was witnessed when EU-

AstraZeneca conflict arose on the issue of vaccine distribution.42 EU 

states blamed Anglo-Swedish firm for preferring UK and not fulfilling its 

commitments towards the EU. Keeping in view these trends, one has to 

look at the pessimistic estimate made by the People’s Vaccine Alliance. 

It was stated in one of their reports that by the end of year 2022 only 

10% population of the poor states will be vaccinated.43 The WHO also 
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warned that such a trend will render all the efforts of curtailing the 

pandemic spread as futile and economic restrictions will have to 

continue. The emergence of vaccine nationalism is worrisome seeing 

the state behaviour since the onset of the pandemic where despite 

rational demand for cooperation, there has been inclination towards 

competition and suffering more losses. If same behaviour persists in 

case of vaccine, the world may face even more difficult times. 

b. The Role of International Organisations 

Lastly, the role of international organisations shrunk as they failed to 

play the role that is expected from them through the lens of neoliberal 

institutionalism. The WHO was enjoying relatively higher degree of 

respect before the pandemic outbreak. However, it was soon 

surrounded by controversies and was blamed by the western media 

and some politicians for hiding Chinese negligence in reporting the 

pandemic.44 The WHO also came under fire for not including Taiwan in 

its reports that discussed pandemic response strategies by states.45 

Furthermore, the worst time for WHO came when it was directly 

criticized by the US President Donald Trump on the following points: 

 First, it was blamed for the lack of efficiency in collecting and 

vetting data about the pandemic.  

 Second, the organisation was criticised for the tweet in 

January 2020 where it quoted Chinese authorities’ claim that 

the virus transmission through human contact was not taking 

place.  

 Third, the organisation came under fire for opposing travel 

restrictions.  
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 Fourth, it was blamed for being too much under Chinese 

influence.  

 Fifth, it faced criticism for late declaration on COVID-19 as 

pandemic when it had already spread to 130 states. 

 Lastly, the COVAX programme, that was aimed at ensuring 

equitable distribution of COVID-19 vaccine proved inefficient 

as it failed to stop the major states from hoarding the 

vaccine.46 

Though the investigation of each of these claims will require a 

separate study to explain but regardless of the veracity of these claims 

what came out as reality was undermining of the prestige and value of 

the UN in general and WHO in particular. The US withdrew its funding 

for WHO and declared to divert it for other causes.47 In addition to 

WHO, SAARC can also be quoted as an example of institutional failure 

where India-Pakistan conflict overshadowed the proceedings of SAARC 

Corona Virus Conference in March 2020. Pakistan used the platform to 

criticize Indian government for lockdown in Kashmir that had been 

continuing since August 2019. Pakistan raised serious concerns about 

the wellbeing of Kashmiris confined to their homes since the unlawful 

abrogation special status of Kashmir. India, in response sabotaged the 

conference completely.48 Further, Pakistan also boycotted the meeting 

of SAARC Trade Officials that was held in April 2020.49 Apart from WHO 

and SAARC, EU also found itself in hot waters due to the pandemic. As 

explained earlier, Italy’s complaints against EU significantly 
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undermined the prestige of the Union and strict lockdowns brought 

trade in EU to the lowest level in decades.  The lack of coordination 

was also visible and EU regulations were conveniently ignored by the 

member states. EU failed to timely announce aid package for its worst 

affected members thus pushing many states towards announcing 

budgetary stimulus programs of their own. Even EU leaders were found 

in reluctance regarding issuance of euro bonds for provision of timely 

assistance to EU members in need.50 This led to the widening of trust 

deficit among EU members bringing bad news for the economic union 

after the Brexit shock. 

Explaining the Lack of Cooperation  

Neoclassical realism theory of international relations provides an 

explanation of the failure of states in displaying a cooperative 

behaviour during the pandemic. According to realist assumptions, the 

basic principles of international politics remain unchanged no matter 

what the circumstances. For neoclassical realists, international 

relations always present an arena of competition where self-interest 

and survival guide policies of the states. This anarchic international 

structure coupled with domestic power struggle leaves the states with 

the only option of self-help and the same was reflected throughout the 

pandemic. Neoclassical realism being pessimistic about the prospects 

of interstate cooperation are not surprised by what happened during 

the pandemic. They consider international organisation virtually 

ineffective, and their success is completely dependent on the sweet-

will of the member states. Therefore, EU, WHO and SAARC, as 

discussed earlier in this paper, failed to play the role that was 

anticipated by the liberals. In addition, the distinction between high 
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politics and low politics also became evident when conflicts were 

intensified in many regions instead of being muted. Furthermore, 

neoclassical variant of realism also explains the impact of domestic 

politics on foreign policies in anarchic structure. Thus, the policies of US 

president Donald Trump in the election years are better explained. As 

the whole efforts of countering the pandemic were state led, it justifies 

neoclassical realist emphasis on the primacy of states in international 

relations. The realist explanation of egoism also justifies the imposition 

of ban by EU members on medical equipment export even though Italy 

and Spain were in dire need of such equipment. This behaviour along 

with the emergence of vaccine nationalism also undermines liberal’s 

emphasis on normative aspect of international relations. Lastly, 

neoclassical realist argument about deglobalisation and resurgence of 

state control also justifies the imposition of strict lockdown by states. 

Across the globe, movement of goods, capitals, services, and labour 

was restricted and even within the cities; states were confining the 

citizens to their homes. This is all what realists will call a spectacular 

display of state power reminding the globalists of the fact that states 

and international borders are still relevant.  

Conclusion & Way Forward 

Though COVID-19 pandemic serves as an ideal model for 

implementation of neoliberal assumptions that necessitate 

international cooperation in the time of such crises, yet the actual 

behaviours of states were in sheer contrast to this. In actuality, the 

COVID pandemic not only failed to trigger international cooperation, 

but the conflicts were rather intensified and even militarized during 

this time. Furthermore, the politics of pandemic revolved around self-

centrism by states. Therefore, the neoclassical realists’ understanding 

of international politics can help in finding a way out in this situation. 

As this theory explains the causes of non-cooperation among states 
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during COVID-19 pandemic, the same theory can be used to explain a 

likely way forward. Domestic politics have been at play during COVID-

19 pandemic as right-wing populist governments in states like the US, 

India and Britain tried to downplay the domestic factors behind the 

devastation caused by the coronavirus and highlighted the 

international factors as the major causes and reasons. However, all this 

could not save these states from the enormous losses in terms of lives 

and economy. Now when the pandemic is here for over a year with the 

fourth wave wreaking havoc in many states, the complete vaccination 

continues to be a difficult task to accomplish, as many states have 

become aware of the failures of their governments’ approaches. This 

became more evident in the US where Donald Trump had to leave the 

presidency after the elections. Similarly, egoistic policies of these states 

have come under heavy criticism with potential to undermine the soft 

power of these states. In this situation, the demands from domestic 

politics appear to be changing. Thus, the change of demands will 

necessitate a more cooperative policy outlook from the states. India, 

particularly after falling victim to the ruthless third wave of the 

pandemic has received sympathy and support from different states 

including Pakistan and China who are seen by India as adversaries. 

Similarly, owing to its failure in managing the pandemic, right wing 

Indian government will seek something to sell to the domestic voters. 

Thus, the impression of increasing soft power in the shape of 

cooperation can serve as an immediate remedy to boost the ego of 

ultra nationalist voters. However, in the midst of the new wave of the 

pandemic, even such a move seems an unlikely scenario in the future. 

The US and European states are also being criticised domestically for 

their self-centred approach in responding to the pandemic. As the 

immunisation programme in these states will spread and vaccine 

production capability will increase, more benefit sharing can be 

witnessed. So, the window for international cooperation in the future 

is better explained by the neoclassical realists’ assumptions. As per 
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estimates, COVID-19 is likely to continue in year 202351 till the 

immunisation of a majority of world population. Thus, one can expect 

the world coming back to normal. However, it will leave the states with 

the re-endorsement of the lesson of self-help. 
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Conceptual Assessment of NFU – Case Study of India 

Sufian Ullah1 

Abstract 

No-First-Use (NFU) of nuclear weapons is a declaratory 

commitment that a nuclear armed state makes to assure 

potential adversaries that it will not be the first to use 

nuclear weapons in a crisis. This commitment is often seen 

as a restraint measure to minimize the chances of actual 

use of nuclear weapons. This research paper offers 

conceptual assessment of NFU and explains why other 

states remain skeptical of adversary’s stated pledge to 

adhere to NFU during a possible crisis situation. The paper 

comprises of two sections. The first section analyzes the 

theoretical aspects of an NFU policy and identifies the 

essential elements of nuclear posture that a claimant state 

is required to ensure. The second section evaluates 

evolving nuclear posture of India in the light of identified 

criteria for a credible NFU policy. By analyzing the 

consistency between New Delhi’s declared commitment 

and its force posture, the paper concludes that India’s shift 

towards counterforce targeting strategy inherently 

contradicts the NFU policy. 

Key Words: No-First-Use, Strategic Stability, CBMs, Nuclear 

Deterrence, Counter Force. 

Introduction 

While the international community fails to meaningfully approach the 

broader goal of eliminating nuclear weapons, there is a general 
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agreement on the significance of reducing reliance on nuclear 

capability in national security strategies of nuclear armed states.2 

Practically, there has been little progress towards this end and nuclear 

modernization trend is on the rise.3 Risks of use of nuclear weapons 

have increased recently due to evolving technological developments, 

setbacks to nuclear arms control, growing political tensions among 

major powers,4 and belligerent behavior of leadership during crises by 

threatening the actual use of nuclear weapons that brings a conflict to 

brink of nuclear war.5 

The goal of reducing reliance on nuclear weapons directly 

depends upon the nuclear postures and policy declarations made by 

the nuclear weapons’ states. However, many of these states follow 

aggressive postures whereby they not only modernize the nuclear 

arsenals but also elevate the threats to use these weapons. For 

instance, the US Nuclear Posture Review (NPR) 2018 hinted at Trump 

administration’s greater willingness to use nuclear weapons in a first 
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strike.6 NPR 2018 outlined close integration of conventional and 

nuclear forces and broadened the range of possible circumstances 

under which Washington might consider using nuclear weapons. It 

noted that the US nuclear capability contributes to “deterrence of 

nuclear and non-nuclear attack, assurance of allies and partners, 

achievement of the US objectives if deterrence failed, and the capacity 

to hedge against an uncertain future.”7Although some argue that the 

US must consider declaring the pledge to not use nuclear weapons first 

in a crisis, the US allies would see it as a sign of weakness raising 

questions about Washington’s commitment towards extended nuclear 

deterrence for mutual defence.8 

Such global trends constrain the commitments to not use 

nuclear weapons first in a crisis situation – which is otherwise 

considered a significant restraint measure. While most of the nuclear 

armed states retain the option of first use of nuclear weapons even 

against a conventional threat, China and India claim adherence to NFU 

policy.9 The extent to which these states actually adhere to this 

commitment and the degree of consistency between their declaratory 

policies and force postures vary to a greater degree from each other. 

China has consistently maintained its decade long unconditional NFU 
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pledge by relying on posture of assured retaliation and eschewing 

strategies for pre-emptive use of nuclear weapons despite confronting 

a range of conventional counterforce threats to its retaliatory 

capability.10 On the contrary, India’s NFU pledge remains dubious 

wherein several statements by Indian officials have further eroded its 

credibility. 

This paper analyzes the significance of NFU as a credible policy 

and identifies the required nuclear posture that could justify this claim. 

It takes India’s nuclear policy as a case study to go beyond often 

quoted Indian officials’ statements showing interest to revise the NFU 

and analyzes the inconsistency between New Delhi’s declared 

commitment and its evolving nuclear posture. Hence, the paper is 

divided into two sections. The first section discusses the conceptual 

aspects of NFU. While most of the existing debate on NFU considers 

this political commitment as a measure of restraint, there is little focus 

on correlation between this commitment and nuclear posture of a 

state declaring this policy. Hence, by taking into account the factors 

that inherently keep a state skeptical of adversaries’ NFU declaration, 

the first section of the paper primarily addresses two questions. First, 

can NFU serve as a CBM between nuclear adversaries? Second, what 

does it take to ensure a credible NFU posture? 

The second section of the paper discusses India’s nuclear 

posture as a case study to assess and validate the conceptual 

underpinnings from the first section. A nuclear weapons state’s 

commitment about whether or not it intends to use its nuclear 

capability first in a crisis directly impacts deterrence and strategic 
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stability by shaping the perceptions of both friends and adversaries.11 

In the light of India’s nuclear posture, this paper critically evaluates the 

efficacy of India’s proposal for bilateral NFU agreement with Pakistan 

and willingness to negotiate global NFU treaty. This assessment 

explains why other states do not consider these proposals as credible 

and tangible CBMs and helps to understand how NFU serves political 

interests of India. 

To study this phenomenon, this paper employs deductive 

reasoning and qualitative research methodology that uses explanatory 

and critical analyses methods. It uses secondary research techniques 

including synthesis of existing literature on conceptual dimensions of 

NFU and ongoing scholarly debate regarding India’s evolving nuclear 

posture. While particularly focusing on the latter, the paper uses 

interpretivist epistemology to analyze key drivers behind India’s 

changing strategic thinking. Hence, the case study technique is the 

main thrust of this paper to assess conceptual validity and explore 

causal relationship between effectiveness of NFU as a declaratory 

commitment and a state’s nuclear posture. 

Debating NFU – Conceptual Underpinnings and Operational 

Requirements 

NFU is a political commitment made by a nuclear armed state to signify 

that its nuclear capability is confined only to mission of deterrence and 

shall not be used first under any circumstances, neither as a pre-

emptive strike nor as a response to non-nuclear attack by the 

adversary.12 This commitment relies primarily on the principle of 

nuclear weapons being used only as a weapon of last resort in a 
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12

 Ankit Panda, “No First Use and Nuclear Weapons,” (New York: Council on Foreign 
Relations, July 17, 2018), Available at: https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/no-first-
use-and-nuclear-weapons (accessed on 31 August 2021).. 

https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/no-first-use-and-nuclear-weapons
https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/no-first-use-and-nuclear-weapons


JSSA Vol. VII, No. 2                                                                                               Sufian Ullah 

70 
 

retaliatory strike in case the adversary uses the same first in a crisis. 

Nevertheless, the term last resort itself is a subjective notion that 

allows the decision maker to employ nuclear weapons according to its 

own perceived threshold—that could even be at the start of a conflict. 

NFU commitment requires that a nuclear armed state would only 

authorize the use of its nuclear capability if attacked first by the same. 

Thus, it constitutes a defensive nuclear strategy based on the pledge 

that a nuclear armed state does not intend to use these weapons as 

means of warfare and aggression, rather only aims to deter potential 

nuclear attack.13 While this commitment reduces the possibility of 

unintended or accidental use of nuclear weapons, it signifies restrained 

nuclear posture and thus is often considered as a confidence building 

measure (CBM).14 

NFU as a Measure of Restraint 

Despite broader agreement on deterrent role of nuclear weapons, 

there have been differing views on the usability of this capability. The 

most convincing among these perspectives was given by scholars like 

Bernard Brodie, who considered this technology as a tool for 

deterrence with the sole purpose to avert wars.15 The dominance of 

deterrence perspective, based on the threat of punishment, is hallmark 

of theory of nuclear revolution which emphasized that adversaries’ 

ability to destroy each other had made wars less likely.16 The atomic 

stalemate receded the probability of war. Owing to this logic of 

mutually assured destruction (MAD), the idea of using nuclear weapons 
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against a nuclear armed adversary appeared suicidal. Hence, the threat 

of retaliation, being the core element of deterrence strategy, prevents 

the states from actually using nuclear weapons.17 This aspect forms the 

basis of NFU to be considered as a measure of restraint. The 

unwavering adherence to this commitment can potentially enhance 

first-strike stability18 and crisis stability19 between the adversaries. 

Consequently, if all the nuclear armed states adhere to not using 

nuclear capability against their adversaries, it would complement the 

larger goal of disarmament by helping them pursue global zero. 

However, this optimism rests on idealistic considerations and 

has not been able to fully impact policy considerations of nuclear 

armed states, as they often see at least two other potential uses of this 

capability than just deterring their use by the adversary. First, ‘cross 

deterring’ the use of other weapons of mass destruction.20 For 

                                                           
17

 Klaus-Dieter Schwarz, “The Future of Deterrence,” (Berlin: Stiftung Wissenschaft un 
Politik German Institute for International and Security Affairs, June 2005), 7, 
Availableat: https://www.swp-
berlin.org/publications/products/research_papers/Microsoft_Word___S13_05_swz_
engl_ks.pdf (accessed on 8 June 2021). 
18

 First strike stability is defined as a condition in which neither power “perceives the 
other as motivated to strike first in a crisis”. For details, see Glenn A. Kent, Randall J. 
DeValk, and David E. Thaler, A Calculus of First-Strike Stability (A Criterion for 
Evaluating Strategic Forces) (Washington DC: RAND Corporation, 1988). 
19

 Crisis stability is referred to as “a condition in which neither side fears initiation of 
an armed clash—nuclear, conventional, or subconventional (including a preemptive 
strike against nuclear assets)—in the event of an interstate political crisis either 
because of the presence of a comprehensive first strike defense or other 
impracticability.” For details, see Thomas F. Lynch III, “Crisis Stability and Nuclear 
Exchange Risks on the Subcontinent: Major Trends and the Iran Factor,” Strategic 
Perspectives, No 14 (Washington DC: National Defence University Press, 2013), 2. 
20

Christopher Ford, “The Catch-22 of NFU,” (Washington DC: Hudson Institute, 
January 4, 2011), Available at:  https://www.hudson.org/research/9109-the-catch-22-
of-nfu (accessed on 13 June 2021). For further details on cross-deterrence, see Tim 
Sweijs and Samuel Zilincik, “The Essence of Cross-Domain Deterrence,” in NL ARMS 
Netherlands Annual Review of Military Studies 2020: Deterrence in the 21st Century—
Insights from Theory and Practice, eds. Frans Osinga and Tim Sweijs (The Hague: 
Asser Press - Springer, 2020) 129-158. 

https://www.swp-berlin.org/publications/products/research_papers/Microsoft_Word___S13_05_swz_engl_ks.pdf
https://www.swp-berlin.org/publications/products/research_papers/Microsoft_Word___S13_05_swz_engl_ks.pdf
https://www.swp-berlin.org/publications/products/research_papers/Microsoft_Word___S13_05_swz_engl_ks.pdf
https://www.hudson.org/research/9109-the-catch-22-of-nfu
https://www.hudson.org/research/9109-the-catch-22-of-nfu


JSSA Vol. VII, No. 2                                                                                               Sufian Ullah 

72 
 

instance, Indian nuclear doctrine explicitly threatens using nuclear 

weapons in case of being attacked by the chemical and biological 

weapons. Likewise, Obama administration also considered the 

possibility of threatening the use of nuclear capability in response to 

biological weapons.21 Second, nuclear armed states also use nuclear 

capability to deter conventional wars.  

Nuclear deterrence is often asymmetric in nature, as it allows 

weaker military powers to compensate for conventional asymmetries 

and deter relatively stronger adversaries.22 For instance, with Soviet 

Union developing its own nuclear deterrent, the US decided not to 

adhere to NFU pledge and explicitly considered the possibility of using 

nuclear capability first in a crisis. The then US National Security Advisor, 

Paul Nitze, wrote in 1950 that the Soviet Union would interpret 

American NFU commitment as ‘an admission of great weakness.’23 It 

was an indirect recognition of the fact that the Soviet Union possessed 

stronger conventional forces as compared to the US and that the 

latter’s most reliable tool to deter this threat was the nuclear deterrent 

capability. Similarly, in case of US-Soviet deterrent relationship, non-

adherence to NFU became and remains to be a center piece of US 

defence strategy despite growing normative emphasis on the need to 

reduce reliance on nuclear weapons in defence strategies. The 

successive administrations in the US have chosen to retain the option 

of first-use of nuclear weapons. In the past, Joe Biden had expressed 

support for ‘sole purpose’ policy for nuclear capability, which is often 
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seen as identical to NFU, but has not yet shown any intent to alter this 

policy after becoming the President of the US.24 

Ensuring a Credible NFU 

To understand what an NFU commitment is, one needs to comprehend 

what it is not. The US adopted flexible response strategy in 1961 that 

enabled its leadership to think of a variety of responses to address low-

level conflicts. NATO, later on, adopted this strategy in 1967.25 The 

threat of nuclear first use, implicit or explicit, constituted a key feature 

in the military strategy of the transatlantic alliance during the Cold War 

and continues to remain so even after the collapse of Soviet Union.26 

Unlike the doctrine of flexible response, a nuclear armed state pledging 

NFU explicitly communicates to potential adversaries that it shall carry 

out punitive strikes should it be first attacked by nuclear weapons. This 

strong commitment requires robust retaliatory capability. Hence, for a 

state to declare NFU pledge, its confidence in survivable second-strike 

capability and development of adequate means to carry out retaliatory 

strike are the essential prerequisites. 

However, to what extent an adversary may consider such a 

pledge as a credible policy? The possibility that nuclear weapons might 

be used in a first-strike mission lies inherent in the mere possession of 

this capability. Even if a state maintains its nuclear arsenal at lower 

alert level, it is too difficult a task to identify a specific point at which it 

can be believed not to possess any intentions to employ nuclear 

weapons in the first-use. Further, improving technological 

developments – such as improved accuracy of delivery systems and 
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intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance (ISR) capabilities – have 

made it plausible to carry out low-yield nuclear strikes without the fear 

of massive destruction, thus increasing the chances of nuclear use.27 

NFU policy is not merely a political commitment. It should 

rather be backed by appropriate nuclear force posture and responsible 

nuclear behavior that avoids forward deployment, launch on warning 

postures—such as mating warheads with delivery systems—and 

delegation of command and control.28 Scott Sagan suggests that for 

NFU to be believable, a state needs to recalibrate military 

deployments, exercises, and alert levels in a manner consistent with 

this doctrine’s requirements.29 Thus, an NFU policy requires that the 

state making this pledge must follow these steps: 

i. not to develop counter-force capabilities that may be used for 

pre-emptive strikes, 

ii. maintain a small number of survivable delivery systems and not 

expand nuclear arsenals beyond the minimum requirements of 

a credible deterrent, 

iii. not to put nuclear forces on hair trigger alert to prevent 

accidental use of nuclear weapons, 

iv. ensure low-alert levels by keeping delivery systems and nuclear 

warheads in a de-mated form to avoid unintended or early use 

of nuclear weapons, 

v. non-deployment of nuclear weapons outside own territory and 

not to offer extended deterrence to non-nuclear allies. 
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The combination of these steps is, therefore, a prerequisite to 

diminish the preparedness of a state to use nuclear weapons for a first 

strike. Thus, a declaratory policy can only be credible if supported by 

the required nuclear posture. 

NFU – As a CBM 

The NFU concept, as a viable nuclear strategy has also drawn criticism 

on the notion that adversaries tend not to trust a belligerent state’s 

declared and especially unconditional NFU commitment. NFU is often 

considered as merely a declaratory policy: that the decision whether to 

use nuclear weapons first will be made according to the situation 

during crisis. As Lawrence Freedman argues “in a war between nuclear 

armed states, it is preferable to have an element of uncertainty about 

where a conflict may lead instead of believing that there would be 

reliable restraints in place because of NFU declarations.”30 At the 

practical level, this argument holds strength as NFU declaring states 

may adopt ambiguous postures. The absence of credible verification 

mechanisms further aggravates adversary’s perceived dilemma. 

However, at the theoretical level, the pledged NFU policy would reduce 

that particular state’s reliance on nuclear weapons in its military 

strategy. Scott D. Sagan notes that it is very rare that a classified 

nuclear doctrine of a state is completely inconsistent with its 

declaratory policy because such declarations do not merely promise 

restraint rather; they signal intent and shape the perceptions of allies 

and adversaries alike.31 

From this standpoint, an NFU declaration may positively serve 

to alleviate misperceptions and reduce the possibility of early or 
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accidental employment of nuclear weapons. Hence, declaring an NFU 

commitment is also seen as a CBM32 that aims to strengthen the norm 

against using nuclear weapons as tools of warfare. However, the 

implementation of this policy is a tough task and may confront serious 

challenges with regards to verifiability of structures and readiness 

levels of adversary’s nuclear arsenal. These challenges, along with the 

skepticism behind sincerity in NFU related commitments, have been 

the constraining factors in adoption of NFU as a confidence or security 

building measure. 

To what extent NFU pledge can be considered a CBM and the 

degree to which this CBM may contribute to crisis stability in 

asymmetric crises remain questionable on two accounts. First, as 

Alexander Lanoszka and Thomas Scherer assert, the benefits of NFU 

between states having disparate military capabilities are overstated 

because the conventional military superiority of one state can be as 

destabilizing as an ambiguous first-use policy.33 The defining 

conventional power of one state over its adversaries keeps the latter 

wary of this military asymmetry and explore means to alleviate this 

imbalance, particularly through balance of terror34 by establishing its 

own deterrence. This argument holds relevance to South Asia where 

Pakistan’s non-adherence to NFU can be seen as a product of growing 

conventional imbalance vis-à-vis India. In such asymmetric situations, a 

weaker state believes that exercising ambiguity regarding its policy of 

using nuclear weapons contributes to crisis stability because of its 
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inherent deterrent value that keeps the adversary guessing and thus 

prevents it from any potential aggression. Although nuclear ambiguity 

carries risks of miscalculation and inadvertent escalation,35 Muthiah 

Alagappa argues that secrecy and ambiguity is not a cultural trait, 

rather a product of belief that it enhances deterrent value of relatively 

smaller nuclear forces.36 The opponents of NFU policy believe that 

calculated ambiguity serves deterrence well by ensuring its 

effectiveness against evolving challenges.37Therefore, irreconcilable 

gap in military prowess constrains the prospects of concluding an NFU 

agreement between nuclear adversaries. 

Second, given the difficulties in ascertaining enemy’s 

ambiguous nuclear postures, states have generally been skeptical 

about adversaries’ adherence to NFU. The absence of any substantive 

verification measures to ensure reduced state of readiness fosters 

mistrust and thus diminishes the prospects of any declaratory measure 

being considered as a CBM. The NFU pledge that is not supported by 

the required force posture is considered a mere rhetoric. The rationale 

for adopting such a policy is only to gain moral high ground. As Hugh 

Beach observes, no nuclear armed state has ever configured its arsenal 

because of having committed to NFU.38 Contrary to this, states have 

adopted NFU as a policy measure only once they are confident of their 

conventional capability vis-à-vis their adversary. For instance, the 

erstwhile Soviet Union continued adherence to NFU policy for as long 

as it had relative superior conventional strength as compared to NATO 
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forces. When the ratio of forces between Russia and its adversary 

reversed after the collapse of Warsaw Pact, it decided to abandon its 

declared NFU policy in order to compensate for its conventional might 

that was in disarray. 

In 1993, Russia decided to abandon the former Soviet Union’s 

NFU pledge, which it had made in 1982, and emulated the US approach 

to overcome conventional inferiority.39 NATO’s expansion to Czech 

Republic, Hungary, Poland and Baltic States around the advent of 

twenty-first century further increased Moscow’s reliance on the threats of 

first use of nuclear weapons.40 Likewise, the South Asian strategic 

situation is another example where the conventional advantage allows 

India to have a declared NFU policy. Thus, New Delhi’s NFU pledge was a 

product of its confidence in conventional superiority and not the other 

way round. On the other hand, the relatively weaker state, Pakistan, 

aims to deter possible aggression through its nuclear capability. 

Pakistan’s reluctance to consider India’s proposed agreement on NFU 

in 199441 may be seen in this perspective. K. Subrahmanyam wrote in 

1995 that one of the objectives of India’s unilateral adoption of NFU 

was to attain moral high ground, in case Pakistan refused to follow suit, 

“the diplomatic advantage will be with India and this country can claim 

that any nuclear threat in this region can originate only from 

Pakistan.”42 
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India and the NFU 

Since its official declaration in 1999, India’s nuclear doctrine has 

remained under discussion on multiple accounts most important being 

the massive retaliation and the NFU pledge.43 India has traditionally 

used the notions of minimum deterrence and NFU as two prominent 

elements of its nuclear doctrine to be seen as a responsible nuclear 

weapons state. This paper only focuses on NFU pledge of India that 

remains one of the most controversial and debated issue of Indian 

nuclear doctrine. While taking into account recent debate on possible 

revision of New Delhi’s commitment to NFU,44 this section goes beyond 

mere analysis of Indian officials’ statements on the subject and 

analyzes whether India’s emerging nuclear posture is consistent with 

its declared NFU policy. 

NFU Pledge as a Political Tool 

Though the NFU commitment has long remained the cornerstone of 

India’s nuclear doctrine, the subject is largely controversial because of 

divergent nuclear signaling by the Indian officials. India declared an 

NFU policy in its nuclear doctrine published in 2003.45 Despite 

attaching caveats to this commitment that India shall retaliate with 

nuclear capability in case its forces are attacked by chemical or 
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biological weapons anywhere in the world, New Delhi has largely used 

this policy to project its restrained nuclear posture. Experts believe that 

this caveat has already eroded the sanctity of NFU in country’s official 

doctrine.46 This ambiguity, therefore, undermines the credibility of 

India’s NFU pledge and urges the adversary to take it as merely a verbal 

assurance. Nevertheless, this commitment has helped India gain 

political mileage from the West. As Kumar Sundaram and M. V. 

Ramana point out, Indian officials have used NFU pledge on diplomatic 

front as a tool to resist international pressure to sign any treaties that 

could constrain New Delhi’s choices to develop its nuclear arsenal.47 

On 26 September 2013, India’s Minister of External Affairs 

Salman Khurshid reiterated the commitment to observe NFU posture 

and hinted at the proposal of establishing global NFU treaty as a legally 

binding arrangement.48 Stating that “we are ready to negotiate a global 

No-First-Use treaty” at the High-level Meeting of the General Assembly 

on Nuclear Disarmament.49 Salman Khurshid refrained from specifying 

any caveats that India has otherwise attached to this commitment. 

Also, any prospective global NFU treaty would require all the nuclear 

armed states to extend unconditional negative security assurances to 

all non-possessor states. It remains questionable whether India is 

actually willing to remove additional caveats and commit not to 

retaliate unless first attacked by nuclear weapons. This equivocation in 

proposing a global treaty suggests how the NFU is used as a diplomatic 
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gambit to portray India’s so-called responsible nuclear behavior while 

diverting international focus from the ambiguities in this commitment 

and it’s evolving nuclear capabilities. 

The debate on denouncing NFU pledge has gained salience only 

recently, whereby signaling on this aspect started almost a decade ago. 

India’s then Chief of Army Staff General Deepak Kapoor hinted at the 

possibility of revisiting NFU commitment in 2009.50 Media reports 

suggest that he toiled this idea in context of faulty narrative on 

Pakistan’s growing nuclear arsenal.51 Then the Defence Minister of 

India Manohar Parrikar stressed on not to tie up country’s nuclear 

doctrine with NFU pledge.52 Shivshankar Menon, former Foreign 

Secretary and National Security Advisor of India, argued that “if 

Pakistan were to use tactical nuclear weapons, it would effectively free 

India to undertake a comprehensive first strike against Pakistan.”53 

Dr. Zafar Nawaz Jaspal notes that within India, the debate on 

NFU policy has three different streams.54 The first stream belongs to 

the Indian officials who are in favour of upholding the NFU 

commitment. The second group is frustrated with this stance and 

emphasizes on altering this policy, thus signifying the aggressive 

mindset in the country. For instance, Defence Minister George 

Fernandes argued in a media talk that India can survive a nuclear 

attack, but Pakistan cannot.55 Defence Secretary Yogindra Narain also 
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made threatening remarks while arguing that if surgical strike fails to 

resolve things, we must be ready for mutual destruction.56 Brahma 

Chellaney went to an even further extent by arguing that India should 

call Pakistan’s nuclear bluff and Indian military has the capability to 

target every nook and corner of Pakistan.57 These statements coming 

from hawkish personalities indicate growing calls within India to 

publicly give-up its NFU policy. The third group advocates two-fold 

policy i.e., continue following NFU policy for diplomatic consumption 

while simultaneously develop preemptive nuclear strike capability. 

The debate around this issue revitalized after Vipin Narang, an 

Indian American scholar, quipped that “India will not allow Pakistan to 

go first,” rather it could be the first to use nuclear weapons in South 

Asia, instead of Pakistan.58 Although he was skeptical of India’s ability 

to carry out a disarming or splendid first-strike, he believed that New 

Delhi might develop such capabilities in future.59 Dr. Mansoor Ahmed 

observes that rhetoric and debate on India’s NFU has followed a steady 

growth and maturation of India’s counterforce capabilities.”60 

This brings us to the next question: to what extent India’s 

nuclear force posture is consistent with the NFU pledge? While most of 

the skepticism regarding New Delhi’s dubious NFU pledge revolves 

around statements by Indian officials who criticize the NFU policy and 

call for abandoning it, India’s development of counterforce capabilities 

contradicts the official commitment. While Pakistan seemingly has 

never believed in the credibility of New Delhi’s NFU policy, recent 
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signaling on possible revision of this policy holds significant 

implications for deterrence stability in South Asia. It directly indicates 

New Delhi’s frustration with the status-quo as Pakistan’s robust 

deterrence denies it of any space to engage in misadventures. 

Evolving Nuclear Posture of India – Trends and Implications 

The urge to renounce Indian NFU pledge is driven by technological 

advancements, especially the development of weapons that can be 

used in a counterforce role. The dangers of conflict escalation and 

inadvertent or unauthorized use of nuclear weapons in South Asia are 

generally seen among the key challenges to the norm against use of 

nuclear weapons in the region.61 However; ambiguous nuclear 

signaling, revision of nuclear doctrine, and development of 

counterforce capabilities indicate that any use of nuclear weapons may 

be driven by an attempted preemptive first-strike. Given the 

technological advancements and rapidly growing nuclear forces, Indian 

strategic leadership contemplates counter force targeting strategy 

against Pakistan.62 A force posture that was seen in the past to be on 

recessed deterrence mode and only able to retaliate massively, is 

increasingly poised towards carrying out low casualty strikes by 

undermining adversary’s survivability of nuclear weapons and 

consequently damage its deterrent capability. 
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Despite claiming minimalism,63 the rapidly expanding nuclear 

program and force structure suggest that India’s nuclear posture is 

steadily drifting towards a first-use strategy, rather than retaliation 

that is based on counter-value targeting. It signifies that India pursues 

an escalation dominance strategy against Pakistan, instead of 

upholding the notion of mutual vulnerability that serves as the 

cornerstone of deterrence stability.64 New Delhi is rapidly increasing its 

nuclear stockpiles and to fulfill the requirements of its fissile material 

production capacity, it keeps almost all of its fissile material production 

facilities outside IAEA safeguards.65 A study by Dr. Mansoor Ahmed 

concludes that India has the capability to produce approximately 2261 

to 2686 nuclear weapons.66 India’s triad of nuclear forces currently 

comprises of a variety of delivery systems based on enhanced 

readiness and alert levels. India’s inventory of nuclear capable missiles 

that may be employed in counterforce missiles include short-range and 

inter-mediate range delivery systems such as Prahaar (150 kilometers 

range), canisterized Pralay (150-500 kilometers range), BrahMos (300-

500 kilometers range), Shourya (750 kilometers range) and Nirbhay 

(1000 kilometers range).67 Even if these missiles – particularly Prahaar 

and BrahMos – are not used for nuclear strike, they offer potent 

options for conventional counterforce strikes against the adversary. 

Nevertheless, integration of Brahmos with 42 SU-30MKI fighter 

bombers in India’s Strategic Forces Command validates its nuclear role. 
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In the naval domain, India has developed submarine launched 

ballistic missiles (SLBM) K-15 and K-4 with possible role, as pointed out 

by Air Vice Marshal Arjun Subramanian, of using in counterforce 

strikes.68 New Delhi is also developing multiple targetable independent 

reentry vehicles (MIRVs) and maneuverable warheads,69 raising the 

question on whether India seeks to develop nuclear war-fighting 

capabilities.70 Development of MIRVs, coupled with ballistic missile 

defence (BMD) systems and canister based ballistic missiles with 

greater precision and accuracy, makes the state possessing these 

capabilities confident of its ability to intercept adversary’s retaliatory 

strike. Hence, by developing these counterforce capabilities, India 

seeks to minimize the possible repercussions of escalation to initiate a 

crisis.71 

For a counter value posture, relatively smaller survivable 

nuclear forces, based on low alert levels and centralized command and 

control structure, are adequate to credibly deter an adversary. On the 

contrary, counterforce targeting strategy requires relatively huge 

arsenal and higher alert levels. Traditionally, the two major factors that 

prevent a state from using nuclear weapons are the fear of retaliation 

from adversary and massive civilian casualties. However, the enhanced 

accuracy of delivery systems has made it plausible to carryout low-

casualty counterforce attacks, thus making the task of nuclear 
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survivability more challenging.72 India successfully tested Agni-V, with 

intercontinental range of 5000 kilometers plus, in2018.73 Agni-V is 

reportedly equipped with Micro Inertial Navigation System (MINS) and 

Ring Laser Gyro based Inertial Navigation System (RINS) that provide 

double digit accuracy of the missile.74 Inertial guidance is a self-

contained system that does not rely on external sources such as radio 

signals, and gyroscope enables the guidance system to sense if there 

are any changes in orientation of the missile during flight, thus ensures 

achieving accuracy required to destroy targets at longer ranges.75 

The enhanced precision of Agni-V makes it an equal to the best 

missiles of the US and Russia that they might use in a counterforce 

role. Hans Kristensen’s study highlights Circular Error Probable (CEP) of 

Agni-V to be 100 meters,76 whereas Arjun Subramanian specifies it to 

be 80 meters.77 For a missile to be used in a retaliatory counter-value 

role, it needs not to have higher accuracy as the nuclear explosion even 

hundreds of meters away from a population center would inflict 

unacceptable damage in terms of massive casualties. However, high 

accuracy of Agni-V may also necessitate arming it with a small low-yield 
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nuclear warhead to avoid any massive damage and serve as a potent 

threat to adversary’s missile launchers and command and control 

systems protected by hardened shelters or underground structures. 

These parameters make Agni-V more usable in a counterforce role that 

not only undermines the credibility of the NFU pledge but also the 

policy of massive retaliation. 

Despite ensuring accuracy, an attacker’s ability to launch 

successful strikes against desired targets remains questionable. Lieber 

and Press’s study highlights that the chance of a US ICBM to destroy a 

hardened missile silo, which could resist overpressure of 3,000 pounds, 

has increased from 54 percent in 1985 to 74 percent in 2017, and 

despite improving accuracy there are 20-30 percent chances that a 

missile might fail to hit its target.78 To overcome this problem, multiple 

warheads may be launched against a single target. Development of 

MIRVs, therefore, can be aimed not only at evading a ballistic missile 

defence system but also at striking a target multiple times in a 

disarming counterforce attack. Employing multiple reentry vehicles 

increases the probability of at least one warhead hitting the assigned 

target. India has been developing MIRV technology for its Agni series 

missiles. Defence Research and Development Organization (DRDO) 

officials have already hinted that the upcoming missiles of this series 

would be equipped with MIRVs.79 

On 28 June 2021 and 18 December 2021, India tested medium 

range advanced variant of Agni class missile called Agni-P. This 

canisterized ballistic missile can reportedly strike at the range between 

1000 and 2000 km.80 The missile offers New Delhi growing accuracy 
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and prompt strike capability in India’s nuclear arsenal. Experts consider 

this development contradictory to India’s stated doctrinal claim of 

exercising minimum deterrence and a shift from countervalue targeting 

strategy to counterforce posturing.81 

It is also a myth that India keeps its arsenal in a disassembled 

and de-mated form. It has now increased the readiness of several 

systems through canisterization. The 2017Armed Forces Joint Doctrine 

noted that the Strategic Forces Command controls India’s nuclear 

arsenal, including the warheads and delivery vehicles.82 This change in 

alert levels makes nuclear weapons more usable if and when required, 

particularly in a situation where crisis rapidly escalates to higher levels. 

These structural and capabilities related changes do not conform to 

minimalism, assured retaliation posture, and the pledge to not use 

nuclear weapons first in a crisis. In addition to nuclear capable 

counterforce weapons, India’s missile defence systems, anti-submarine 

warfare (ASW) technologies such as unmanned underwater vehicles 

(UUVs)83 that ‘gather intelligence during peacetime and war,’ and cyber 

operations, add further strength to New Delhi’s counterforce 

capabilities and pose significant threat to the survivability of Pakistan’s 

retaliatory capability. 

India’s signals of rescinding its NFU commitment and growing 

counterforce capabilities have a direct bearing on deterrence stability 
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in the region and beyond. As these capabilities grow further, it would 

weaken deterrence equilibrium in South Asia. The gradual shift towards 

counterforce targeting options reflects India’s attempt to escape 

deterrence and make war, especially a nuclear war, more likely. 

Increasing threats to the survivability of Pakistan’s nuclear assets 

would mean erosion of mutual vulnerability that might embolden India 

to initiate limited conventional war against Pakistan. This backdrop 

may generate false sense of confidence that India’s counterforce 

capabilities would prevent Pakistan from using nuclear weapons first in 

a limited war. This thinking relates to New Delhi’s escalation 

dominance strategy84 through which it aspires to subdue Pakistan. Just 

like India introduced Cold Start Doctrine with an aim to strike Pakistan 

without provoking nuclear escalation, it may see counterforce weapons 

as a tool to conduct limited war below the nuclear threshold. 

A state’s counterforce strategy is directly linked to adversary’s 

survivability of nuclear weapons. As Gallagher and Sorice argue, a state 

with stronger arsenal survivability leaves it lesser advantageous for 

adversary to contemplate counterforce strategy because of limited 

capability to locate, identify, and then destroy adversary’s nuclear 

arsenal in a pre-emptive first strike. None of the nuclear adversaries 

want the other to go first; so nuclear first-strike stability is severely 

undermined due to threat of rapid escalation of crisis to nuclear levels. 

Conclusion 

A state considering the NFU as a defining feature of its nuclear policy 

relies on minimalist posture based on assured retaliation and low alert 
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levels. For an NFU commitment to be credible, the claimant state’s 

force posture should be consistent with its stated commitments. Such a 

state remains confident that it could absorb adversary’s attempted 

first-strike and still possesses adequate survivable nuclear forces to 

launch retaliatory strike and inflict unacceptable damage to the 

opponent. Any consideration of counterforce strikes runs contrary to 

NFU commitment as it keeps open the option of pre-emptive nuclear 

use. By evaluating India’s NFU pledge in light of its growing 

counterforce capabilities, the paper concludes that India’s evolving 

nuclear posture is contradictory to its declared NFU policy. Indian 

strategic thinking is dominated by the urge to tilt South Asian strategic 

equilibrium in its favour. The technological developments in Indian 

nuclear arsenal, along with aggressive ambitions frequently stated by 

the Indian officials, suggest a gradual shift in New Delhi’s strategic 

thinking from counter value targeting strategy to preemptive counter 

force strikes. This trend inherently contradicts a credible NFU pledge 

and further erodes the credibility of this doctrinal commitment. 
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Abstract 

More than twenty-two years since the overt nuclearization 

of South Asia, incidents like Pulwama in February 2019 

place a question mark on deterrence stability between 

India and Pakistan. The paper revisits one of the key pillars 

of strategic stability; deterrence to analyse how deterrence 

stability can be reinforced. It then analyses the Kashmir 

issue and role of the US in the context of great power 

competition as one of the key factors that have and 

continue to shape South Asian regional stability. It is a 

qualitative attempt to evaluate South Asian strategic 

calculus and relies upon secondary data. The deductive 

logic has been applied under the framework of the realist 

paradigm. The paper highlights Indian actions and policies 

which raise concerns over the decline of deterrence 

stability and Pakistan’s response to such overtures. The 

paper argues that India’s upward defence spending, 

reinforcing its conventional and strategic forces is 

worrisome, in comparison Pakistan has behaved in a rather 

adaptive, restrained and responsible manner. However, the 

existing status-quo is neither sustainable nor productive 

therefore, the Strategic Restraint Regime offers a pathway 

for reducing tensions between India and Pakistan, and 
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moreover it offers an opportunity to both states to reduce 

dependence on external powers. 

Keywords: Deterrence, Nuclear Weapons, Kashmir, USA, India, 

Pakistan, South Asia, Strategic Stability, Restraint Regime. 

Introduction 

Strategic Stability depends on both deterrence and arms control. It has 

been observed in the Cold War how the initial phase of confrontation, 

where arms race was dominant and security was seen through the 

prism of mutually assured destruction strategy that defined the US-

USSR relationship. The confrontation phase was followed by an era of 

bilateral and multilateral agreements based on the concept of arms 

control, which became part of the national security policy, replacing 

arms race and presumably deterrence-based security approach. It can 

be safely inferred that both deterrence and arms control contribute to 

a state’s security policy; the difference is that deterrence contributes 

to a negative strategic stability and arms control can be understood as 

generating positive strategic stability. In case of South Asian region, the 

element of arms control is largely missing and therefore reliance on 

nuclear deterrence is enhanced. For deterrence to be meaningful and 

effective, the importance of the deterrent’s credibility, communication, 

and capability are the core essentials. If any of these elements are 

perceived as weak or otherwise, the stability of the relationship will be 

under stress and deterrence failure is inevitable.  

The recent past has been marred by multiple crises of varying 

intensities. Starting with the US withdrawal from the Intermediate 

Nuclear Forces (INF) treaty, the breakdown of US-North Korea nuclear 

talks, the uncertain future of the lone arms control agreement New  

Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty (START)  between the US and Russia 

(which has now been extended till February 2026) along with the fears 

of renewed arms competition among great powers (including China), 

continued hostilities between the US and Iran over the nuclear deal 
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and most dangerously, the nuclear-armed rivalry between India and 

Pakistan that almost always verges at the break out of an all-out war.2 

The world might as well be entering a new and more dangerous 

nuclear era unless leaders and governments act responsibly, 

collectively, and revive arms control regimes. As things stand, there is a 

little hope for optimism. To begin with, the idea of deterrence is under 

stress due to a new age of technological innovation which means states 

are interested in incorporating new technologies into their defence 

systems creating security dilemmas for others. Putin’s claim of 

hypersonic missiles, Trump’s announcement of a space force along 

with the existing triad and China’s recent testing of hypersonic missiles 

speaks volume of the evolving arms race trajectory. States are 

constantly reviewing their counter force strike options and striving for 

domination as compared to balancing in order to gain competitive 

strategic advantage in the emerging era of great power competition 

which is in all likelihood impacting the South Asia strategic stability.  

What is Deterrence? 

The basis of the concept of deterrence lies in the Hobbesian school of 

thought, which argues that the retribution for committing a criminality 

must be more than the value which one receives from committing that 

crime.3 Glenn Snyder defines deterrence as the ability to dissuade your 

adversary.4 In the words of Richard Smoke, deterrence means 

persuading one’s opponent that the cost to be paid of a particular 
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action will outweigh the benefits which one aims to achieve from it.5 In 

other words, deterrence is a form of persuasion in military strategy. To 

effectively communicate such a threat, the deterring state must choose 

what constitutes an attack and must decide what level of response 

would be adequate for deterrence to be effective. This depends on the 

assessment of enemy’s intent and the values it assigns to them. For 

deterrence to work, the warning must also be credible, meaning that 

the potential aggressor should believe that the risk or cost of an attack 

would be far greater than its assumed benefits and the costs of such a 

move are real. As a strategy, deterrence is often interpreted as a 

defence measure, wherein the notion of Defence focuses on military 

abilities rather than intentions. While deterrence is based on the threat 

of punishment, defence is structured by negating adversary’s ability to 

achieve intended aims once an attack has been initiated. Prior to the 

arrival of nuclear weapons, the concept of ‘deterrence’ and ‘defence’ 

were merely references to different time periods: before an attack has 

taken place the military forces are understood to deter an enemy 

whereas once an attack has taken place and when deterrence has 

failed, they are used to repel the attack.6 

Given the unimaginable cost of nuclear conflict, strategists and 

policymakers have dedicated a great deal of consideration to the 

requirements of deterrence in the nuclear era. Odd as it may look, the 

primary issue with nuclear deterrence is that thankfully no two 

nuclear-armed states have gone to war with each other using their 

nuclear weapons. The result is that the assumptions of deterrence have 

been consequently deductive rather than inductive.7 This leaves us 

with questions which do not have linear answers. For example, there is 
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no certainty as to what kind of attacks or behavior does the possession 

of nuclear weapons deter? Or exactly how many nuclear weapons are 

sufficient? This is because the credibility of a deterrent threat is 

determined by the perceptions of the opponent rather than the 

deterring state. 

The primary challenge facing policy makers is to ensure the 

prevention of a nuclear war, which is why nuclear non-proliferation 

and related measures remain one of the top priorities on the 

international security agenda. A theoretical debate ensues on whether 

the mere existence of nuclear weapons is a threat to international 

peace and order or whether they contribute towards it. The debate is 

not new, both nuclear pessimists and optimists have their respective 

assumptions but have rather converged on the point that a nuclear war 

in itself is irrational and hence needs to be avoided at all costs. Kenneth 

Waltz, a neorealist and a proponent of the spread of nuclear weapons 

argued using the rational deterrence framework that states go to 

lengths in weighing their options and undergo a laborious task of a 

cost-benefit analysis making nuclear war a no-go option, hence making 

the existence of such weapons merely political and source of stability.8 

Bernard Brodie argued that the primary purpose of states in a nuclear 

environment is to avoid wars rather than winning wars.9 

Kenneth Waltz' contribution to the deterrence theory is 

significant. Waltz advocates an optimistic argument for the gradual 

spread of nuclear weapons which in effect will reinforce deterrence 

stability. He argues that nuclear weapons make the possibility of war 

less likely since they encourage both: defence and deterrence, due to 

the unacceptable damage, makes states act carefully and leaves little 

room for miscalculation.10 Using the rational actor model framework, 
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Waltz is keen on the view that states are a unitary actor who make 

rational decisions based upon the structural constraint in particular 

power of distribution and the anarchic nature of the international 

system.11 States, according to the rational actor model, calculate the 

consequences of their actions. Waltz, countering the critics, went on to 

argue further that it doesn’t matter if the state is not theoretically 

unitary because there are enough people in the decision making 

process to conform to the rationality assumptions to allow us to 

conclude unitary preferences.12 Waltz puts forth the need for second 

strike capability (mostly assured through the nuclear triad), arguing 

that both states must develop, not just the ability to inflict some level 

of unacceptable damage to the other side, but also a sufficient degree 

of second-strike survivability so that its forces could retaliate if 

attacked first. Also adding that nuclear weapons lower the stakes and 

intensity of war (in an unlikely scenario where deterrence fails) as well 

but albeit committing to the notion that deterrence minimizes 

irresponsible behavior unless threatened with survival. 

When deterrence achieves stability, uncertainty decreases, thus 

minimizing the security paradox. States are assumed to behave 

rationally and make choices to maximize their gains and minimize 

losses, as a result, decreasing the chances of war. Opposed to this, in 

case of deterrence becoming unstable, the nuclear threshold declines 

making the probability of war a reality. Such a scenario results in a 

complex deterrence atmosphere, thereby increasing the risk of failure 

when an actor does not understand the adversary.13 In any event, 

many believe that the likelihood of deterrence failure has increased. 
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Similarly, the case of South Asian strategic stability is under duress. The 

classic model of deterrence seems increasingly unable to counter the 

emerging trends and threats which undermine the stability of 

deterrence equation that exists between India and Pakistan. The 

Pulwama incident, subsequent clash between the respective air forces, 

and the annexation of Kashmir are the most recent series of events. 

Moreover, rising defence budgets and acquisition of new military 

hardware are disturbing trends which evidently have the potential to 

push South Asian region towards deterrence failure. Deterrence needs 

to be revisited and applied with a more holistic approach given that 

there are various factors and non-state actors which can undermine 

peace in South Asia. 

Kashmir and the American Factor in South Asia 

The modern-day nation-states of India and Pakistan were born out of 

conflict. The probability of a next clash could lead to disastrous 

consequences for two nuclear states. Moreover, the prevalence of 

emotive tendencies on either side can spiral into an all-out war very 

quickly undermining the rational deterrence stability and endangering 

the lives of millions and beyond.14 

The people on both sides share a similar culture, overlapping 

socio-religious norms, multiculturalism, ethnic diversity, history, and 

geography. Moreover, both share the same problems such as poverty, 

malnutrition, and extremism and are amongst the most affected states 

due to climate change, yet the issues of high politics like nuclear 

deterrence and related determinants that dominate the headlines. 

The hasty exit of the British from Indian subcontinent meant 

trouble for the new states. The arbitrary division was chaotic. The 

result of the 1947 partition meant bloodbath and that is what 

happened. There has been no peace since then. Millions of people 
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were displaced and killed. Women were raped on both sides. It was a 

Hobbesian classic of anarchy. Around a million people were killed and 

15 million were displaced.15 The fact that the victims of the partition 

are yet to get justice while there is no chance of securing that in the 

near future, means that the lingering bitter memory of partition 

continues to haunt the bilateral relationship. There are, in particular, 

two events that have shaped and determined strategic stability in 

South Asia. First, the Kashmir issue, which continues till date and 

dictates the nature of relationship the two have developed. Second, 

the fall of Dhaka which led to two things: highlighted Pakistan’s 

conventional inferiority compared to India, and the nuclearization of 

South Asia.  

Kashmir has remained the primary venue for wars between the 

rival states. The princely state holds significance for both Pakistan and 

India due to religious, political, historical and symbolic factors.16 More 

than ideology or national prestige, Kashmir is important in strategic 

terms. Kashmir as Indian territory would allow India access to the 

Central Asian states and a border with Afghanistan which can be used 

to garner influence and undermine Pakistan. For Pakistan, Kashmir is 

the only land route to China, making Pakistan an integral part of the 

Rising China aspirations. Kashmir is also essential for both countries, 

especially Pakistan in terms of water security. The Indus River 

originates from the Tibetan region through the Indian Illegally 

Occupied Jammu & Kashmir (IIOJ&K) and runs along the country. Given 

Pakistan’s agrarian economy, the river is the lifeline. 

The first Indo-Pakistan war was fought in 1948, shortly after 

partition and as a consequence the Line of Control (LoC) as it is known 

today came into existence dividing Kashmir and making it one of the 

most militarized zones in the world. Soon after, in 1965, the second 
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war over Kashmir was fought. As for Kashmir, minor skirmishes have 

continued ever since, like the one in the Siachen glacier in 1984, which 

is believed to be the highest battlefield at an altitude of 22,000 feet 

where the troops have remained stationed ever since.17 More 

concerning was the Kargil conflict in 1999, when both sides had openly 

confessed to having nuclear weapons the year before, making Kashmir 

a nuclear flashpoint. It was due to international pressure and in 

particular, the US’ diplomatic intervention that both sides were able to 

climb down the escalation ladder. In the year 2001, following the 

Parliament attack in New Delhi,18 India accused Pakistan,19 leading to 

another military standoff that went on for months with sporadic 

fighting along the border. Even though Pakistan denied the allegations 

and facts proved it an Indian orchestrated act of terror,20 there has 

been a constant military build-up along the border in particular the LoC 

ever since, on the premise of defence but nothing appears defensive 

rather the opposite.  

The international community realizes that Kashmir is the root 

cause of tensions between the two countries and fear that the 

continued conflict over Kashmir may have severe impacts on stability 

of the region. Yet they have done little to bring the two sides to a 

mutually acceptable and lasting dialogue. There was a glimmer of hope 

in the mid-2000s when both sides were developing a working 

relationship and there was optimism that the dialogue will help reduce 

the trust deficit. Unfortunately, as has often been the case with India 

and Pakistan, the muddled diplomacy and hawkish thinking on each 

side got the better of things pushing the Kashmir issue to the back 

burner. Space for dialogue and cooperation was further strangled after 
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the 2008 Mumbai terror attacks.21 The 2016 Uri attack22 and Pulwama 

incident in 201923 again demonstrated the fragility of strategic stability 

in Indo-Pakistan relations. Furthermore, the unilateral decision of 

Indian government to repeal article 370 which previously gave IIOJ&K 

certain autonomy has further created an environment for increased 

tensions and possibility of violent attacks more certain. The continuing 

deployment of Indian armed forces to ensure order is 

counterproductive and misleading, as the armed forces are given legal 

impunity through draconian legislations such as Armed Forces Special 

Powers Act (AFSPA) and Prevention of Terrorism Act 2002 (POTA) for 

their actions in the name of security has increased the gulf between 

the people of Kashmir and the Indian government. The recent events in 

Kashmir have demonstrated to the global community that it is not 

Pakistan’s interference as India propagates, which causes these attacks 

but rather the self-defeating, short-sighted, and inhumane oppressive 

policies and tactics of the India government which make Kashmir 

bleed. 

Another key determinant of the South Asian strategic 

environment is the role of external powers, in particular the US. Over 

the years Pakistan’s relationship with the US has been unreliable and is 

reflective of American failure as a crisis manager in South Asia. The 

relationship grew out of the Cold War dynamics when Pakistan chose 

to join the Western bloc. Pakistan’s reliance on an external power was 

understandable given its limited resources compared to India’s and the 

initial setback in Kashmir dispute. The role of the US in light of the 

events of 1965 and 1971 led to a strong realization that Pakistan 

cannot solely rely upon any single great power. It was believed that the 

alliance with the US turned out to have more disadvantages rather 
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than advantages24 given the latter’s imposition of arms embargo after 

the 1965 war to appease India. This trend has remained more or less 

same ever since. Pakistan faced the Pressler amendment right after it 

helped the US defeat the Soviet Union successfully bringing the Cold 

War to an end for the US.25 The trend continues till date as more 

recently there are voices in the US government demanding 

accountability and calling for sanctions against Pakistan following the 

events leading to the disastrous US-withdrawal from Afghanistan.26 

Similarly, the case of Indo-US nuclear deal reveals more than it 

conceals. Pakistan has strongly been critical of the Indo-US civil nuclear 

deal since it was signed in 2008.27 One of the reasons for Pakistan’s 

concerns with this deal is that it recognizes the status of India as a 

nuclear power but continues to exclude Pakistan from the nuclear club. 

The logic behind this, according to scholars, is the US strategic 

objectives with regard to China. The US intends to expand Indian 

military and economic capabilities in order to counterbalance rising 

China.28 Pakistan’s concerns are legitimate insofar as the stability of the 

region will be heavily destabilized, since it will allow India to carry 

civilian nuclear trade and in effect enhance the fissile material 

stockpile. Moreover, through this deal the US will no longer be seen as 

an honest broker in the South Asian crisis management and will push 

Pakistan more towards the Chinese camp which clearly does not fall in 
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line with what the US wants vis-à-vis its China strategy. There seems to 

be a thaw in Pakistan-US relations in recent times especially under the 

Trump Administration due to the former’s role in the US-Taliban 

talks,29 but since the Biden Administration has taken the charge 

coupled with the chaotic albeit humiliating US withdrawal from 

Afghanistan has left the relationship sour to say the least.   

Strategic (In)-Stability in South Asia: India’s Ambitions and Pakistan’s 

Response 

It is quite clear that India and Pakistan can be brought to the brink of 

war by even a minor event. Keeping the Cold War under consideration, 

it can be said that an environment of mutual deterrence must be 

maintained between the two states to prevent a nuclear war in South 

Asia. The dynamics and conditions of a stable deterrence are very 

important in this particular case. Hence, the purpose of ensuring 

deterrence in the region is to prevent a war between the nuclear 

armed states.30 As Dr. Riffat Hussain explains that deterrence is a time-

buying strategy and describes the application of deterrence in South 

Asia as the ‘rationality of irrationality,’ reflecting the existence of non-

rational factors and actors in South Asia. He further argues that one 

major factor is the existence of non-state actors which have repeatedly 

acted to spoil peace efforts as previously highlighted particularly in the 

context of Kashmir. The issue of non-state actors needs to be 

addressed as it carries huge potential to contribute to deterrence 

failure.31 Though others believe that by achieving mutual deterrence 

both India and Pakistan have reached a stage, where going for a war is 

not an option for resolving disputes. The reason for this restraint is 
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believed to be the nuclear status of both nations32 but that is 

increasingly becoming hard to sustain, as factors leading to instability 

are becoming more dominant as we shall discuss later in the paper. 

Since India and Pakistan are nuclear-armed powers, instant and 

effective diplomatic interventions over the years have been made 

which prevented crises from erupting into major wars. Hence the 

argument that nuclear weapons brought stability in the region has a 

very logical conclusion that South Asia has not seen any all-out-war 

between India and Pakistan since 1971. According to scholars the 

nuclear deterrence prevented wars and led to negotiations like the 

ones witnessed in the Lahore summit of 1999 and Agra summit of 

2001.33 Unfortunately, the optimism in recent years has rather 

diminished given the enhancement in the already conflicting interests 

of the two nuclear armed neighbors.  

A comparative analysis of the Indian and Pakistani interests in 

the region and globally, will reveal that India, given its growing power, 

seeks global status and recognition. India intends to revise the global 

and regional order through competition and assertive behavior,34 

whereas Pakistan’s ambitions are calculated. Brig Zahir Kazmi argues 

that Pakistan seeks a solution-oriented revision of the regional setup. 

Pakistan seeks security on both its eastern and western borders and 

pursues a strategy of balancing against India. This has led to increased 
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gulf between strategic and conventional capabilities and respective 

doctrines of both the states.35 

In terms of strategic capabilities, the Indian trajectory is in line 

with its desire to dominate the region and seek recognition globally. It 

has an established nuclear triad and an active space program to go 

along with it. India is fast expanding its fissile material capability, 

though the estimated nuclear arsenal count which stands at 130-140 

does not accurately depict India’s ability. India continues to produce 

fissile material for military purposes and more specifically naval 

propulsion. It operates a Uranium enrichment facility and plutonium 

production reactor, Dhruva which are not subject to the International 

Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) safeguards. India, though not able to 

secure admission to the Nuclear Suppliers Group (NSG), continues to 

enjoy benefits due to the US-India nuclear deal, of which Pakistan 

remains critical due to its negative impact on strategic stability and 

potential reason for growing production of Indian fissile material. 

India’s strategic missile program has evolved over more than 

four decades as a consequence of which it has developed short, 

medium and long-range ballistic missiles. India did manage to become 

a member of the Missile Technology Control Regime (MTCR) in 201636 

which further boosted its missile capabilities. It has made the Indian 

missile system practically invulnerable to any disruption by export 

controls.37 The most significant development was in the form of the 

much-famed BrahMos missile, developed by India after becoming a 

member of the MTCR reflecting another negative trend in the South 

Asian strategic stability. The BrahMos supersonic cruise missile is an 

outcome of the joint venture between India and Russia. It has 
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established itself as the backbone of the Indian cruise missile program. 

BrahMos has a range of 300-500km along with its sea-air and 

submarine launched variants have also been developed.38 The 

supersonic missile, which is equipped with advanced satellite 

navigation, can notch up speeds of Mach 3.0. There is ongoing 

collaboration between Russia and India to develop a hypersonic variant 

of the same which can notch speeds of Mach 5.0.39 

India has also significantly reinforced its submarine-launched 

ballistic missile (SLBM) capabilities. In 2013, India deployed Dhanush 

SLBM possessing a range of 400km40 and continued further 

development in this regard. It deployed the K-15 ballistic missile to 

boost its SSBN fleet having a range of 700km in 2017.41 Simultaneously, 

India continues to develop its double-tiered Ballistic Missile Defence 

(BMD) system which is going to significantly alter the strategic balance. 

India has developed a wide array of Defence Vehicles (DV) able to 

intercept both exo-atmospheric and endo-atmospheric warheads. 

Given the increased modernization of Indian defence spending 

and technological developments, it comes as no surprise that there has 

been an offensive shift in Indian doctrine as well. Though to begin with, 

the original stance of no-first use (NFU) of nuclear weapons was more 

of a rhetoric than reality. It is now clear that India is drifting away from 

its NFU policy and seeks conventional space to engage with Pakistan 

under the nuclear overhang, which is a serious threat to deterrence 

stability. The statement of India’s Defence Minister is also significant, 
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arguing that Indian nuclear doctrine is circumstantial and the shifting 

away from NFU was part of the election manifesto of the ruling party.42 

As for Pakistan, it has maintained a policy of strategic restraint. 

In response to India’s strategic prowess, it has maintained a modest 

triad with limited air and land strategic forces and with no nuclear 

powered or ballistic submarines. Nor does it possess a BMD program or 

Space launch vehicle capability either. Pakistan’s fissile material 

capability is limited in nature when compared to India. Though Pakistan 

has developed Multiple Independent Re-entry Vehicles (MIRV) 

technology and Tactical Nuclear Weapons (TNWs) as a means to 

balance against Indian designs. 

Pakistan maintains its Full-Spectrum Deterrence (FSD) policy in 

line with the credible minimum deterrence and aims to keep the 

nature of its doctrine dynamic rather than static given the evolving 

threat it faces from India. Pakistan seeks to enhance its conventional 

deterrence so that India can be denied any possible space for war. In 

short Pakistan’s full spectrum deterrence will have to meet India’s 

emerging full spectrum conflict posture. 

In the recent events of Uri surgical strikes in 2016, Pakistan 

responded with restraint despite the vocal provocation from Indian 

side by blaming Pakistan for the attacks. This is the kind of the ‘New 

Normal’ India aims to seek. More alarming was the failed Balakot 

strike, where for the first time since 1971, the Indian Air force crossed 

into Pakistan’s international border as a response to the terror attack 

on a military convoy in Pulwama in February 2019 killing 40 troops.43 

India accused Pakistan of facilitating the terror group Jaish-e-

Mohammad (JEM) which Pakistan strongly denied. Pakistan rather 
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insisted that India’s Kashmir policy has contributed to radicalism in the 

Kashmiri youth ever since the Modi government has come to power 

and the terror act was indigenous rather than a case of cross-border 

terrorism. Pakistan once again responded with restraint but 

demonstrated resolve by downing an Indian aircraft and capturing the 

pilot.44 To avoid further escalation, Pakistan returned the Indian pilot 

and demonstrated its commitment for peace in the region and its 

conventional prowess.45 

The most essential feature for the increasing arms race 

instability in South Asia is external in nature owing to the structural 

imbalance in the international system. India shares close defence and 

strategic ties with the US, Russia, France and Israel whereas Pakistan 

receives defence cooperation from primarily China and to a lesser 

extent, Turkey. This imbalance has also impacted the conventional 

domain as well which too exhibits a destabilizing trend. From 2012 till 

2016, India was consistently the largest importer of major arms in the 

world with arms imports from US, Russia, France, Israel, South Korea 

and other countries. India stands as the second largest importer of 

arms and weapons in the world today, whereas Pakistan stands at 11 

amongst the top arms importers. This trend has remained consistent in 

recent years coupled with India’s defence budget which is a massive 62 

billion USD compared to Pakistan’s 11 billion USD in 2018-19. 

Moreover, India’s force ratio ranking according to the Global Fire 

Power is four out of 140 states as compared to Pakistan’s which stands 

at 10,46 highlighting India’s dominance in the conventional domain as 

well. In 2018, India signed an agreement with Russia to buy the Russian 

                                                           
44

“Abhinandan: Who is the Indian pilot captured by Pakistan?” BBC News, March 1, 
2019. 
45

 Zulqernain Tahir, “Pakistan sends captured Indian pilot back home in a bid to 
defuse tension,” DAWN, March 2, 2019.  
46

 “World Military Strengths Comparison of India and Pakistan,” Global Firepower 
(2021), Available at: https://www.globalfirepower.com/countries-comparison-
detail.php?form=form&country1=india&country2=pakistan&Submit=COMPARE  
(accessed on 2 September 2021). 

https://www.globalfirepower.com/countries-comparison-detail.php?form=form&country1=india&country2=pakistan&Submit=COMPARE
https://www.globalfirepower.com/countries-comparison-detail.php?form=form&country1=india&country2=pakistan&Submit=COMPARE


JSSA Vol. VII, No.2                                   Ahmed Hassan Awan and Azhar Shahbaz Khan 

108 
 

S-400 air defence missile system which will be a major boost to its 

conventional standing. India also purchased 36 French Rafale fighter 

jets as part of its efforts to modernize its air force. 

Indeed, the possession of an assured nuclear capability has 

changed the nature of threat emanating from the eastern flank. 

However, the ongoing non-kinetic war, developments, trends, and 

trajectories although cannot be labeled as a failure of deterrence 

theory but does pose a serious challenge to its assumptions. Pakistan’s 

nuclear posture intends to make the pursuance of a military option 

against Pakistan untenable for India. 

Ultimately deterrence is a time-buying and perceptive strategy 

which needs to be reinforced given the threat. In the dyadic deterrence 

scenario during the Cold War, achieving the prerequisites was complex, 

but manageable. This was because the deterrence relationship 

between the USSR and NATO at the time was fundamentally based on 

a shared normative framework.47 Presumably, the classical deterrence 

formula of “assured destruction” functioned because it was clearly 

understood by both sides, but the question remains as to whether 

India and Pakistan understand the consequences of deterrence failure 

or irrational behavior? 

There are concerns, both theoretical and practical, which will 

need answering especially given the current scenario in South Asia. 

How does one deter irrational decisions or statements? Referring to 

Modi’s “Night of Murder” after Pakistan response to Balakot strike? Is 

the madman theory valid? How does one coerce a nuclear actor? It 

could be deterred but compellence can result in deterrence failure. 

Compellence is the opposite of deterrence, in which the actions are 

intended to prevent an opponent from taking some action. Dr. Riffat 

Hussain, observes that in the South Asian context and argues that a 
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nuclear actor could be deterred via deterrence but in the case of South 

Asia the use of compellence as means of strategy48 has also been 

observed which can lead to dangerous consequences. Moreover, the 

negative role of media on either side, for invoking negative tendencies 

makes a bad situation worse, he argues. 

The Way forward 

The lack of political will coupled with geostrategic compulsions are the 

main hurdles in the way for lasting peace in South Asia. The dynamics 

and events in South Asia continue to evolve and are reasons for 

persistent pessimism. Any crisis can become the 1962 Cuban missile 

crisis moment for South Asia. The rise of global power competition and 

unresolved disputed territories continue to make South Asia one of the 

most unstable regions in the world today.49 

Both India and Pakistan need to find a mechanism to address 

the destabilizing role of non-state actors which have time and again 

demonstrated their ability to escalate tensions between the two and 

have negatively affected deterrence stability. Last but not the least, the 

role of media on either side of the border needs to be revisited.  The 

war hysteria and irresponsible statements by the media fraternity, 

especially by the Indian media during the February 2019 crisis was no 

less than beating of war drums and manipulating the already emotive 

tendencies of their audiences. Rather the media and the civil society 

must play their positive part in developing a rational discourse on the 

deterrence stability of South Asia. 

While the two countries have maintained the ceasefire for 

much of 2021, the situation is still far from stable even though there 

are four arms control related bilateral agreements including the India-
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Pakistan non-attack agreement on nuclear installations and facilities, 

which was signed on 31st December 1988.50 The annual exchanges of 

the list of nuclear installations and facilities in Pakistan and India is still 

being practiced since 1992.51 The agreement requires both sides to 

inform each other of their nuclear installations at the start of each 

year. 

Despite the above-mentioned exchanges and agreements, 

there is a lack of a robust arms control framework between India and 

Pakistan.52 The existing confidence building measures are aging and 

may not prevent a breakdown of nuclear deterrence.53 India’s Cold 

Start Doctrine (CSD),54  and offensive posturing against Pakistan, intend 

to seek space for a limited conventional war under the nuclear 

overhang, carries serious risk of escalation to nuclear level.55 The 

prospects of long-lasting peace in South Asia depends upon a Strategic 

Restraint Regime (SRR), which is composed of (but not limited to) 

mechanisms for conflict resolution, nuclear restraint, and preserving a 

manageable conventional military parity.56 Pakistan has adopted a 

policy of restraint in maintaining strategic stability and largely 

responded to the offensive posturing of the Indian side. Pakistan’s logic 
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of acquiring nuclear weapons was only for the purpose of defence. The 

core of Pakistan’s nuclear policy can be summed up as India centric due 

to Indian hegemonic ambitions in South Asia and attempts to 

undermine Pakistan. 

Pakistan reiterated its call for an SRR in South Asia in October 

2020 at the United Nations (UN) session.57 Reverting back to a SRR 

would also offer a practical option to address emerging technologies 

which are adding a fresh layer of complexity to strategic stability in 

South Asia and in effect undermining it. It would be idealistic to 

contemplate peace and stability in South Asia without resolving or 

even taking steps to calm the situation, territorial disputes, in 

particular Kashmir, agreeing on reciprocal measures for nuclear 

restraint, and developing a mechanism to bring parity between the 

respective armed forces. This can only be accomplished through a 

persistent process of dialogue and realization that such mutual 

restraint is in the self-interest of both sides. The introduction of 

disruptive technologies in the region such as hypersonic glide 

vehicles,58 Ballistic Missile Defence systems (BMDs), canisterization of 

ballistic missiles such as Agni-V,59 space weaponization of South Asia, 

and the nuclearization of the Indian Ocean60 collectively have the 

potential to significantly undermine deterrence stability in the region. 

The SRR paves a pathway for managing tensions between India 

and Pakistan without radically compromising on national interests; 

rather this offers them to enhance national security by minimizing the 

risk of a nuclear arms race thereby ensuring a stable deterrence.61 
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More importantly it offers an opportunity to both states to reduce 

reliance on external powers. The restraint regime has three core-

enmeshed elements: conflict resolution, nuclear and missile restraint, 

and conventional balance, which should be pursued simultaneously 

owing to the interconnected nature of the mechanisms. India, 

however, driven by ambitions of global power status and de-

hyphenation with Pakistan, remains unenthusiastic to engage on these 

mechanisms.62 Yet ironically its very aspirations depend upon the 

resolution of these regional disputes and imbalances. 

The hereditary Kashmir issue remains the bone of contention 

between India and Pakistan, unless both work towards finding a 

practical yet acceptable solution for all, peace in the region will remain 

mythical. Similarly, the conventional disparity becomes a crucial driver 

for the increase in nuclear weapons in the region and strategic 

instability. Cold War history is also an evidence that arms control 

arrangements help reduce tensions. It can also reduce the trust deficits 

between rival states enabling them to understand each other’s 

perspective better. This would increase the prospects for long-term 

peace. Pakistan’s proposal for restraint outlines the essential 

framework for comprehensive peace and stability in the region.63 

Alternatively the absence of a restraint regime will push South Asia 

towards instability. 
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Problems and Prospects of the Non-Proliferation Regime: Pakistani 
Perspectives  

Zafar Iqbal Cheema, Editor (Islamabad: Strategic Vision Institute, 2021, 
348 pages) 

Reviewed by Dr. Rabia Akhtar1 

Pakistan’s nuclear program has merited a lot of attention from the 
academic and policy communities around the world. The country’s 
nuclear weapons and their effects on the state of strategic stability in 
South Asia have kept nuclear watchers engrossed, not least because 
they want to apply theoretical models to assess regional nuclear 
dynamics. The discourse on Pakistan’s nuclear program is dominated 
by studies authored by foreign experts, something that has put 
Pakistan behind the eight ball. One such study, authored by two ace 
U.S. scholars, Toby Dalton and Michael Krepon, was entitled ‘A Normal 
Nuclear Pakistan.’ The title was and is emblematic of how a nuclearized 
Pakistan is viewed from the outside. No strangers to Pakistan and the 
vagaries of South Asian politics, Dalton and Krepon do not deem 
Pakistan as a normal nuclear state. They outline a series of steps that 
Islamabad ought to take if it wants to become, according to them, a 
normal nuclear state. Two of their recommendations are noteworthy. 
One, they urge Pakistan to sign the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty 
(CTBT) without waiting for India. Two, they argue that Pakistan must 
lift its veto on the Fissile Material Cutoff Treaty (FMCT). In dealing with 
these two arrangements, however, Islamabad has to not only take into 
account the stands and approaches of India but also look at the 
contours of the global non-proliferation regime. Thus, while Pakistan is 
outside of the nuclear non-proliferation regime, it certainly cannot 
dissociate itself from it. For Pakistan, it is important to study, analyze, 
and critique the sets of challenges and opportunities associated with 
the nuclear non-proliferation regime. Even though Islamabad has a 
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diverse and burgeoning strategic fraternity, scholarly works on the all-
important regime are not impactful. This phenomenon pushed one of 
Pakistan’s foremost strategic minds, Dr. Zafar Iqbal Cheema, to bring 
together seasoned and upcoming Pakistani experts for a book project 
meant to get Pakistani perspectives on various aspects of the regime 
out for the world to read. The three-year-long effort produced a 
fourteen-chapter-long book entitled ‘Problems and Prospects of the 
Non-Proliferation Regime: Pakistani Perspectives.’  

Cheema, who, for decades, has prepared scholars and 
practitioners alike to deal with issues relating to nuclear weapons, non-
proliferation, politics, and strategy, rightly argues that Pakistanis not 
writing enough on the global non-proliferation regime has weakened 
the country’s intellectual response. Indeed, to argue otherwise would 
be but a disservice to a country that is striving to reset its narrative in 
relation to its nuclear program. Further, it is reasonable to argue that 
Pakistan’s intellectual capital and response can only be sharpened if 
young, energetic, and thinking minds are allowed to express 
themselves. That the book includes chapters from bright young 
scholars on some of the most critical issues the regime faces is 
something that adds value and flavor to it. Newcomers writing on 
nuclear-related topics will not only enrich the debate and break the 
shackles of intellectual inertia but also strengthen the case for bringing 
in openness in research inside Pakistan. Besides, Cheema nicely sets 
the stage for readers by arranging the challenges that the regime has 
to contend with. He fittingly sheds light on how the nuclear haves 
continue to eviscerate the pillars of arms control and non-proliferation. 
He enunciates that, “the existing key imperatives of international 
politics will remain dominant and none of the Nuclear Weapon States 
are ready to disarm”(p.18). Cheema is on the money in dubbing this a 
veritable challenge, simply because, for all the talk of showing 
commitment to nuclear disarmament, the nuclear club, led by the U.S., 
is increasing its reliance on nuclear weapons.  
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The book is organized in no set order, something which allows readers 
to pick and choose chapters of their interests. The thirteen chapters 
that follow Cheema’s introduction delve into some of the most 
important Articles of the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear 
Weapons (NPT), the threat of nuclear terrorism, the politics 
surrounding the Nuclear Suppliers Group (NSG), CTBT, FMCT, Nuclear 
Security Summits, nuclear energy security, and nuclear security 
guarantees. Thus, the book does an excellent job in collecting and 
collating the views of Pakistani scholars on elements that are critical to 
shaping the nuclear non-proliferation regime. The chapters are lucidly 
written and not filled with jargons, something that will enable readers 
to easily grasp difficult concepts. In fact, the volume should be used as 
a textbook by students and professionals alike. That said, the book 
suffers from being more descriptive than analytical, a weakness that 
could be addressed in the next edition. 

However, the authors not only correctly identify the snags in 
the non-proliferation regime but also recommend steps to bolster it, 
with a view to improving the global security architecture. Zafar Khan, 
for instance, in chapter two, brilliantly assesses the subversive role that 
the recognized nuclear club has played to weaken rather than 
strengthen the regime. He is quick to point out how the discriminatory 
nature of the NPT has allowed great powers, like Washington, Moscow, 
and Beijing to modernize and sharpen their deterrents. He is right to 
expend time on discussing the extra-regional link factor. Highlighting 
how great-power nuclear competitions create strategic pressures on 
South Asian nuclear states, Khan argues that the “successful 
constitution of the universal arms control regime at the international 
level, as well as a regional arms control regime at the South Asian level, 
may require a reduction of strategic pressure that major powers place 
on these regional powers.” (p.52) One cannot agree more with Khan at 
a time when in a bid to counter China, the U.S. is willing to ignore and 
even facilitate India’s nuclear modernization.  
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Further, Amb. Zamir Akram’s chapter on the politics of the NSG is also 
extremely useful in enhancing our understanding on how the 
geopolitical interests of great powers trump their commitments 
towards nuclear non-proliferation, a theme that I academically 
explored in my book entitled ‘The Blind Eye’. Given that the chapter has 
been authored by someone who directly dealt with these issues as a 
Pakistani diplomat, it will prove to be very useful for readers who want 
to conduct research on the dynamics of the NSG. Beenish Altaf’s 
chapter on the CTBT and that of Zafar Nawaz Jaspal on Pakistan’s 
position on the FMCT clearly articulate Islamabad’s stands on the two 
arrangements. For those that want to work on Pakistan’s nuclear 
diplomacy, these comprehensive analyses will be really helpful, not 
least because they rigorously and academically engage with competing 
views and arguments.  

As aforementioned, the international community is fixated on 
how Pakistan approaches the CTBT and the FMCT. These chapters help 
dispelling many impressions about Pakistan’s refusal to acquiesce to 
the diktats of global actors.    

In sum, this compendium is an important addition to the 
already existing limited body of work on the nuclear non-proliferation 
regime from Pakistan. While this book certainly puts together scattered 
Pakistani perspectives on various strands and dimensions of the 
regime, it still leaves the need to create new knowledge or give new 
approaches to looking at old debates. That said, the way the book has 
been conceived and written augurs well for the future of strategic 
studies’ knowledge-creation in Pakistan, primarily because projects and 
books like this will encourage others to step up to the challenge and 
produce research-laden works. The Editor of this book must consider a 
second volume whereby more analytical and policy-oriented research 
is presented by Pakistani scholars on the same subject.  
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The Troubled Triangle: US-Pakistan Relations under the Taliban 
Shadow 

Zafar Iqbal Yousafzai (London/New York: Routledge, 2021, 192 pages) 

Reviewed by Hussain Muhammad1 

Zafar Iqbal Yousafzai’s book entitled ‘The Troubled Triangle: US-
Pakistan Relations under the Taliban Shadow’ tries to untie the Gordian 
knot of the US-Pakistan relations in the post 9/11 era. Yousafzai’s 
account starts from a distant point in time and maps the trajectory of 
US-Pakistan relations since inception of the latter because alternating 
periods of convergence and divergence of interests are the mainstay of 
US-Pakistan relations. Yousafzai’s account is packed with the historical 
context irreducible to understanding both the topic and the enduring 
patterns of the region. Genesis of the Taliban movement, their 
consolidation of power, and how they emerged as an insurgency after 
their government was overthrown, are extensively discussed in this 
account. 

The book proposes a new theoretical spinoff of Stephen M. 
Walt’s Balance of Threat (BoT) theory and contends that Pakistan’s 
relation with the Taliban was an informal alliance between a small 
state and a non-state actor to balance a threat. This unique dynamic 
has been dubbed as the ‘New Balance of Threat Theory,’ the 
applicability of which is yet to be checked across different cases. The 
book gives a detailed account of the enabling environment for the rise 
of Taliban and how Afghan Civil war was instrumental in their genesis. 
Taliban has been identified as a religio-political movement which 
emerged to fill the void created by the civil war. It explains the 
structure of Taliban, how they organized themselves and what factors 
contributed to their swift rise to power. Taliban’s foreign relations is an 
                                                           
1Mr.  Hussain Muhammad holds an MPhil in American Studies from Area Study 
Centre for Africa, North and South America, Quaid-i-Azam University, Islamabad. 
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important aspect which is not overlooked, particularly their 
relationship with the Pakistan and acceptability of Taliban government 
for the US.  

Things drastically changed after the inflection point of 9/11 
(September 11, 2001) and the Taliban government became the first 
casualty in the US global war on terror (WoT). Taliban were thrown out 
of power because they were labeled as abettors who refused to 
handover the perpetrators of the 9/11 attacks on the US mainland. The 
book also discusses at length the immediate post 9/11 US policy 
towards Afghanistan, Bush Doctrine, and the US Counterterrorism 
policy. The initial blitz of the Operation Enduring Freedom (OEF) was 
celebrated but the quicksand of a protracted insurgency soon pulled 
coalition forces even deeper into Afghanistan and the overthrow of 
Taliban government became a false victory. Most of the Taliban top 
leadership slipped into Pakistan and even the principal perpetrator, 
Osama Bin Laden slipped out of Afghanistan unchecked.  

Later, the Taliban emerged as a new force labeled as the neo-
Taliban. When the US President Barack Obama entered the Oval Office, 
a change in the US policy was signaled, ‘we will extend a hand if you 
are willing to unclench your fist.’2 Obama dealt with the Afghan 
problem differently; on one side due to the compulsions of a broken 
American political spectrum he ordered troop surges to stabilize the 
security situation in Afghanistan, and on another hand, he pushed both 
Afghan government and Pakistan to bring Taliban to the negotiating 
table. Obama ordered troop surge and a withdrawal deadline to 
circumvent the broken political spectrum because the republicans 
criticized him for being soft on national security and the democrats 
were furious at troop surges. Author also analyzes the impact of US 
hyphenation of Afghanistan with Pakistan in its Af-Pak policy. The 

                                                           
2 “Barack Obama’s Inaugural Address,” The New York Times, January 20, 2009. 
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blueprint of a withdrawal was there, and the US President Donald 
Trump expedited the process. Yousafzai’s account extensively discusses 
Trump’s South Asia policy, US-Taliban Doha Talks, and the US President 
Joe Biden’s final winding up of the longest war in the US history.  

The author highlights the historical connection between 
Pakistan and Taliban, and the strategic compulsions of the former to 
support the latter in 1994. The alleged support of Pakistan to the neo-
Taliban and how the US perceived Pakistan as directly harming its 
interests in Afghanistan, persisted stubbornly as an irritant in the US-
Pakistan relations and at times tainting the ties to the point that 
Durand line was closed in protest by Pakistan. These bumps in the US-
Pakistan relations pushed the latter to diversify its foreign relations and 
pushed it closer to China and Russia. This account charts out the 
policies of the Bush, Obama, and Trump administrations to tackle 
Pakistan’s alleged support to the Taliban, but all pressure tactics of the 
US failed to alter Pakistan’s policy towards Afghanistan.  

The book carries extensive interviews of leading experts on the 
region, along with the Taliban’s former spokesperson at Doha political 
office. It is evident that both the US and Taliban faced different 
pressures which pushed them towards a peace deal. War is not an end 
but a means to further some political ends, so a perpetual war made 
no sense and Taliban knew this. On the other hand, there was a 
growing realization in Washington that Taliban were an indigenous 
force deeply entrenched within Afghan society making it impossible to 
eliminate them therefore; a pragmatic approach of withdrawal was 
adopted instead of further draining the US blood and money on this 
war. American domestic political environment has also been 
instrumental in the ‘go back home’ mode because the economic 
hardship and social problems at home took precedence over fighting 
foreign wars.  
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Moreover, Pakistan’s constructive role is also discussed, which 
facilitated both sides to sit together and decide their zone of possible 
agreement. The post-withdrawal challenges will persist, but the world 
should not put Afghanistan on the backburner again. We have seen the 
result of ignoring Afghanistan in the past which created an 
international security black hole and pushed the region and the US into 
the longest war. To sum up, this account is a rearview mirror which has 
highlighted many blind spots that are overlooked in most of the 
accounts. The author has brilliantly used his knowledge of the region 
and years long study of Taliban. He knows the nuances and subtleties 
of the region and its people which makes it an insider account and adds 
to its value. 
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Pakistan’s Security and the India-US Strategic Partnership: Nuclear 
Politics and Security Competition 

Prof. Dr. Syed Shahid Hussain Bukhari (London/New York: Routledge, 
2021, 254 pages) 

 
Reviewed by Ahyousha Khan1 

 
The book is described by the author as an academic contribution that 
“highlights the imperative for a comprehensive inquiry of the subject 
with reference to Pakistan’s security concerns” (p.19). Thus, this book 
is a retrospective analysis of India-US strategic relations and provides 
most detailed description and assessment of the evolutionary process. 
The book assumes a greater value as it elaborates on the implications 
of this evolving strategic partnership on Pakistan.  It further explores 
the extent to which this partnership can affect the balance of power 
between Pakistan and India. The evolving India-US strategic 
partnership is seen as carrying severe consequences on regional peace 
and stability as it is evidently tilting the pendulum in India’s favor. This 
timely study was a necessary initiative because there is a dearth of a 
Pakistani perspective on India-US strategic partnership and the 
available literature does not explain the whole “gamut” in one compact 
study. 

The book comprises of ten chapters including introduction and 
conclusion. In terms of themes and context, the first three chapters of 
the book are based on the explanation of the topic, theoretical 
framework and historical development of India-US relations. Next 
three chapters (from chapter 4 to 6) discuss in great detail about the 
tenants and dynamics of their strategic relations including the 
discussion on highly controversial India-US nuclear deal and its 
                                                           
1Ms. Ahyousha Khan is Senior Research Associate, Strategic Vision Institute (SVI), 
Islamabad. 
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implications on non-proliferation regime. There is also a chronological 
explanation of all the defence agreements and cooperative measures 
between India and the US. In doing so, the author addresses 
fundamental questions of why both countries chose to develop these 
agreements and what are the prospective advantages both actors want 
to attain from this partnership and cooperation? Chapter 7, 8 and 9 of 
the book, delve deeper into the implications of this partnership for 
Pakistan’s security. Pakistan’s threat landscape vis-à-vis its South Asian 
nuclear rival has been analysed. Furthermore, how the deal will 
contribute to changing Pakistan’s security calculus by shifting the 
strategic equilibrium has also been discussed in this book. 

The author provides rich literature review on the subject and 
argues that “in sum literature survey suggests that large number of 
studies related to India-US strategic partnership have concentrated on 
exploring ways and means of strengthening and enhancing the 
relationship” he further adds that “realities on ground in Pakistan have 
been ignored and none of the studies have tried to address 
comprehensively the implication of the strategic partnership for 
Pakistan” (p.19).  

To analyze India-US strategic partnership and its consequences, 
this book primarily relies on the theory of the “Balance of Power (BoP)” 
and deals with the concepts of alliance behavior and strategic balance. 
Additionally, the author chooses the theory of “Power Transition” to 
analyze the impact of strategic partnership.  

While formulating the theoretical framework, the author argues 
that Pakistan has been employing various techniques to balance India 
in the region, while India is trying to create a hierarchal system (p.38). 
Moreover, the author, Dr. Bukhari states that it is not actually the 
‘balance of power’ or ‘power transition’ theory that are causing the 
conflicting situation, it is in fact the ‘element of change’ that is 
responsible (p.42). As both concepts (balance of power and power 
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transition) are insufficient to explain the phenomenon, the author has 
suggested a new concept of “virtual balancing,” where he argues that 
“balance is both a rational and stable state of being” (p.44). The book 
delves deeper into the history of the India-US relationship and 
categorizes the early phase as a time of “strategic estrangement.” 
However, the end of Cold War and 9/11 changed the interests of both 
states. Author states that a dynamic change in the relations occurred 
when the US President Bill Clinton visited India and later the ties were 
further strengthened when President Bush and later on President 
Obama visited India. These visits by the head of state and growing 
partnership explain that in its post 9/11 policy for the 21st century, the 
US considers India as an important actor that can support its interests 
in the region. Author is of the view that the US assistance to India 
however, will not be fruitful in the longer run keeping in view the 
history of Indian foreign policy. It is more likely that India will not fulfill 
the US expectations while putting its own interests at stake. The book 
also analyzes the measures taken by the US to facilitate India in its 
nuclear program; where the former changed its domestic laws to strike 
a nuclear deal with India. On page 65, the author quotes from the 
report of House of Representatives, which states that “that legislation 
was passed by the US House of Representatives on July 26, 2006 …, 
providing discriminatory waiver to India from instrumental clauses of 
the Atomic Energy Act of 1954, which weakens the non-proliferation 
laws.”  

After analyzing the whole debate on nuclear cooperation with 
India, the author states that “the discussion on the bill was on the 
importance of nuclear cooperation than a debate about forging closer 
ties with India as a future Asian power” (p.66). Author does not just 
rely on the modern history of Indo-US nuclear cooperation but goes 
way back into history when first agreement of nuclear cooperation 
between both countries was signed and India was subsequently 



JSSA Vol. VII, No.2                                                                                            Ahyousha Khan 

126 
 

provided with Tarapur Reactor. Later on, material from the same 
reactor was used by India to conduct the “so-called PNE of 1974.” 

Coming to a more recent past, Dr. Bukhari provides a detailed 
description and dissection of the “123 Agreement.” He criticizes the 
123 Agreement by stating that “the scope of the agreement is too wide 
such that it creates too many opportunities for India for the 
advancement of its nuclear program” (p.69). Author states many 
reasons as possible rationale behind the US support to India. These 
reasons include India’s potential as a “counterweigh against China and 
Pakistan,” regional hegemony, market for the US exports etc. The 
recently adopted policy of alignment with global powers by India is 
termed as “poly-alignment” by the author as opposed to the previously 
adopted policy of “non-alignment.” India stands to gain more from this 
partnership in the absence of any restrictions. There is defence 
cooperation to acquire advanced technologies, and a tacit recognition 
about India as a nuclear weapon state. Moreover, through this 
partnership India has managed to strike an exceptional deal with the 
IAEA where an uninterrupted fuel supply ensures energy security. It 
has also access to the space technology and is continuously 
strengthening its maritime power. 

While pointing out the loopholes in the Indo-US nuclear 
agreements, Dr. Bukhari highlights that the nuclear agreement does 
not even ensure that the technology transferred will not be used for 
military purposes. He elaborates on the impacts of deal on nuclear 
non-proliferation in chapter 5 stating “despite decades-long efforts to 
curtail nuclear proliferation, NPT seems to fall prey to the realist 
paradigm where states are free from any kind of moral or even legal 
obligations to safeguard their interests” (p.95). The book also explains 
Article I and II of the NPT and deliberates onhow Indo-US nuclear deal 
is a direct violation of these two articles. It maintains that the US is 
enabling India to enhance its nuclear weapons stockpiles through this 
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deal. Author expressed his frustration regarding IAEA protocol that was 
designed to widen the scope and jurisdiction of the IAEA safeguards. 
But in case of India, it limits the scope of protocols to the extent that 
their efficacy equals to nil. In the author’s word “India specific IAEA 
safeguards are designed only to get so-called legitimacy for the 
cooperation” (p.99). Similarly, in case of NSG, the waiver granted to 
India violated the legal as well as ethical morale of non-proliferation 
advocates. It allowed India to have exemption from the IAEA’s full-
scope safeguards, exemption from alternate verification measures, 
exemption from restitution of transferred items, lifetime exceptional 
authorization for transfer of trigger list items and exemptions from 
legal frameworks.  

The book convincingly establishes that nuclear non-
proliferation concerns in a realist world are of contemporary nature 
and used by major powers just to achieve their foreign policy goals. 
History and development of India-US defence cooperation is explained 
in chapter 6 that provides a detailed account of defence agreements 
between them. The creation of Pakistan and India and their bilateral 
relations is used as a prism by the author to explain the reasons behind 
their volatile ties. The chapter mentions major wars, crises, and 
disputes; and how nuclear deterrence has played its role in maintaining 
the strategic stability. Author states that until 2019, US would be 
prominent in “brokering a peaceful end of the dispute” (p.168). 
However, in 2019 crisis due to its alliance with India, the US lost its 
neutrality and was engaged in “recessed diplomacy” (p.168). Similarly 
in 2019 crisis, the US was involved in diplomacy “which was intended 
to pressure Pakistan, while at the same time provide latitude to India 
to undertake punitive measures” (p.168). In such a situation, the role 
of nuclear weapons has become more difficult as now these weapons 
are contributing to increasing the risks while making nuclear South Asia 
more dangerous.  
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Analysis of the India-Pakistan conventional and military 
capabilities provides awareness about the significant role of nuclear 
weapons in their bilateral ties. Author states that due to massive 
military modernization in India, Pakistan’s dependence on “nuclear use 
option” has increased in the recent years. Owing to the ongoing 
strategic partnership with the US, India will have access to more 
sophisticated weaponry which would increase the gap in “war fighting” 
capabilities of both states. Author quotes Michael Krepon in his book 
on the issue of growing conventional asymmetries, where Krepon 
states that “the growing conventional capabilities in India could 
increase nuclear risks in South Asia” (p.202).  

A reference to this fact is also provided in the Introduction 
chapter stating that every time India was about to receive preferential 
treatment from the US, Pakistan’s apex nuclear decision-making body 
National Command Authority (NCA) expressed reservation at national 
and international level. Due to this extraordinary partnership with the 
US, India’s strategic thinking has seen a major shift. Now, Indian 
decision makers are becoming more and more offensive towards 
Pakistan. The book raises a serious alarm about India’s propensity to 
materializing certain actions under the nuclear overhang, suffering 
from a “false sense of superiority” (p.207).  

In the conclusion chapter, the author is of the view that there 
are neither permanent friends nor permanent enemies in inter-state 
relations. The current trend in international politics suggests that the 
India-US relations will improve day by day because of “India’s realist 
assessment in the US’s strategic calculations ranging from regional 
influence to global politics” (p.219). As far as Pakistan is concerned, it 
cannot escape from the strategic challenges that are knocking at its 
doors. Author believes that Pakistan can tackle this issue by creating a 
“coherent strategy” (p.222). Dr. Bukhari explicitly criticizes the US for 
its role in creating instability in the region and states that the US policy 
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is based on “short-sightedness.” He prompts that the US needs to 
understand that India will not be a successful hedge against China 
because even in 21st century the US is relying on a Cold war mentality 
of the alliance formation and military pacts, whereas its adversary is 
relying on the “soft power.” He suggests that for South Asia, the US 
needs to move from realist school and needs to develop “a conjecture 
of realism, liberalism and constructivism (realibcon) in the strategic 
decision-making process” (p.225).  
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