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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 
                                                           
14
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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-

                                                           
48

Riffat Hussain, “Deterrence Workshop,” talk delivered at CIPS, NUST, Islamabad, 
December 31, 2019. 
49

Imran Hassan, “Strategic Stability & Restraint in South Asia,” South Asian Voices, 
July 22, 2021.  



JSSA Vol. VII, No.2                                   Ahmed Hassan Awan and Azhar Shahbaz Khan 

110 
 

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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