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In 2010 supporters of nuclear disarmament have
already registered some of their greatest successes
since the end of the Cold War. Only one year after
President Obama’s call for a world free of nuclear
weapons, the United States and Russia have reached
an agreement on the reduction of their strategic
nuclear forces. In addition, the two countries have
enforced new declaratory policies, which greatly
limit the role of nuclear weapons in their respec-
tive national security strategies. Last success to date,
the Non-Proliferation Treaty review conference held
in May ended with a consensus. While the final text
proposed only modest initiatives for promoting dis-
armament and non-proliferation, it was welcomed as
a great achievement compared to the failure of the
2005 review conference.

Paradoxically, relatively modest nuclear powers
might well present a far greater challenge than the
United States or Russia for the disarmament com-
munity. In contrast to other recent nuclear issues,
the failure to limit the growth of Indian and Pakistani
nuclear forces has received decreasing public atten-
tion during the last years. In spite of international
sanctions and diplomatic efforts, the two countries
could not be prevented from transforming their
primitive nuclear capabilities into operational arse-
nals. Recently, Indian and Pakistani leaders have giv-
en clear signals of their long-term interest in nuclear
weapons. In 2008, Ashfaq Kiyani, Pakistan’s Chief of
Army Staff, ruled out a proposed reform to restrict
the conditions under which the country would use
nuclear weapons. Simultaneously, India decided to
press ahead the development of a nuclear triad of
land-based missiles, ballistic missile submarines and
dual-capable strike aircrafts. Today, most estimates
agree that each country has access to an arsenal of
about 70-90 weapons, with Pakistan believed to have
a slight lead over India.
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Within the disarmament community, a wide-spread
belief is that deep force reductions in South Asia
are possible, if the so called “nuclear arms race” be-
tween India and Pakistan is successfully addressed.
Nevertheless, by isolating Indo-Pakistani relations
from other regional security dynamics and nuclear
issues from conventional ones, this approach tends
to oversimplify the challenges faced by nuclear disar-
mament in the region. In contrast, this short paper ar-
gues that key obstacles at the strategic and domestic
level have been underestimated, and concludes that
India and Pakistan’s interest in nuclear weapons is
likely to remain unchanged in the foreseeable future.

China’s nuclear forces and Indian vulnerability
The campaign of nuclear tests conducted by In-
dia and Pakistan in May 1998 is often presented as
the trigger of a nuclear arms race between the two
countries. Yet, according to New Delhi, Pakistan is
not the main driver behind India’s nuclear weapons
programme. Instead, considering the impressive
growth of the Chinese economy and military capa-
bilities, the Indian Parliament Standing Committee
on Defence concluded in 1995 that “China is, and is
likely to remain the primary security challenge in the
medium- and long term!” Chinese influence over In-
dia’s nuclear activities became obvious three years
later, when defence minister Georges Fernandes des-
ignated Beijing as “potential threat number one," be-
fore proceeding to the first Indian nuclear test since
1974. Only days later, Prime Minister A. B. Vajpayee
wrote a letter to President Clinton, explicitly justify-
ing the test by the need to face China’s rising nuclear
threat. Today, in spite of significant improvements in
bilateral relations, Chinais still qualified as a source of
“serious concern” by Indian officials.

In this context, the prospects for nuclear disarma-
ment in South Asia are not only defined by the evolu-
tion of bilateral relations between India and Pakistan,
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but also by Chinese support to nuclear disarmament.
Officially, Beijing supports the long-term vision of
a world free of nuclear weapons ever since its first
nuclear test in 1964. China has pledged not to use
nuclear weapons first, and claims to maintain only a
very limited arsenal, barely sufficient to survive a first
nuclear strike and retaliate against an enemy’s cities.
However, this posture of minimum deterrence places
important constraints on the reduction of Chinese
nuclear forces. Given the current number of 1 550
deployed strategic warheads allowed to the United
States and Russia by the New START Treaty, any deep
reduction of Chinese nuclear forces would make the
country vulnerable to a disarming first strike. In the
absence of official estimates, most Chinese analysts
agree that Beijing is unlikely to take concrete actions
towards nuclear disarmament as long as US and Rus-
sian arsenals remain above 1000 warheads.

In addition to the mere size of US and Russian strate-
gic arsenals, the current development of ballistic mis-
sile defences also contributes to decrease Chinese ef-
forts towards a reduction of its nuclear forces. Accord-
ing to a declaration in 2000 by the director-general
of the Chinese Department of Arms control and Dis-
armament, any type of ballistic missile defences “will
seriously undermine the effectiveness of China’s limited
nuclear capability from the first day of its deployment!
To face this eventuality, Beijing is currently proceed-
ing to the modernisation of its nuclear forces. While
current research seems to focus on the improvement
of penetration aids and the development of ma-
noeuvrable re-entry vehicles, the prospects offered
by these technologies are relatively limited. Instead,
multiple-warhead missiles are widely considered as
the most efficient solution to saturate anti-ballistic
missile systems. In this context, a long-term conse-
quence of US research into ballistic missile defence is
to provide China with a strong incentive to increase
the number of its nuclear warheads.

For India, the poor prospects for nuclear reductions
in China represent a major obstacle for the establish-
ment of an arms control and disarmament regime in
South Asia. Firstly, with a nuclear arsenal probably su-
perior to 200 warheads, China poses a serious threat
to the survivability of any small nuclear force. While
Beijing claims to follow a non-first strike policy, this
pledge does not actually put limitations on Chinese
behaviour during international crises. Without nu-
clear weapons, or with only limited nuclear forces,
India would therefore become highly vulnerable to
Chinese blackmail. Secondly, a significant reduction

of South Asian stockpiles or even a mere freeze of
Indian and Pakistani nuclear activities might provide
an unacceptable advantage to Pakistan. Concerned
about the Sino-Pakistani strategic partnership and
collaboration over civil-nuclear issues, Indian leaders
have previously accused China to have assisted Paki-
stan with the development of key nuclear weapons
technologies. Under theses conditions, New Delhi
might fear that a bilateral nuclear freeze would en-
able Pakistan to benefit from Chinese advances in
nuclear weapons technology, while India’s research
programme would be put to sleep.

Pakistan’s strategic weakness

A second obstacle to deep nuclear reductions in
South Asia lies in Pakistan’s strategic weakness at the
conventional level. Considering the configuration
of forces in the vicinity of the Indo-Pakistani border,
most strategic analysts agree that Islamabad may
dominate India during the first weeks of conventional
conflict in Kashmir. Nevertheless, with vastly superior
conventional forces in reserve, India would most cer-
tainly be able to reverse the situation and penetrate
into Pakistani territory during a protracted conflict.
For the central power in Islamabad, the situation is
made especially dangerous by the immediate prox-
imity of the Line of Control which serves as a de-facto
border between India and Pakistan in Kashmir. This
critical lack of strategic depth may indeed quickly lead
to a catastrophic defeat, as India would only need lim-
ited incursions in Pakistan to severe the communica-
tion lines by which Islamabad achieves control over
the rest of the country.

According to reports from the US Department of De-
fense, Pakistan relies heavily on its nuclear forces to
offset its conventional inferiority and lack of strategic
depth. In contrast to India, which adopted a “no first
use” policy after the nuclear tests in 1998, Islamabad
deliberately maintains a degree of ambiguity about
the conditions under which its nuclear weapons
might be used. In 2002, President Pervez Musharraf
stated that Pakistan would “respond with full might”
to any Indian aggression, implicitly threatening to
use nuclear weapons if Pakistani armed forces were
overwhelmed during a conventional attack. In a 2004
interview with Paul S. Kapur, Jalil Jilani, director for
South Asia at the Pakistani Ministry of Foreign Af-
fairs confirmed that “since Pakistan’s acquisition of
[an overt] nuclear capability, Pakistan has felt much
less threatened” by Indian conventional capabili-
ties. Today, Pakistan relies more than ever on nuclear
weapons to assure its national security. The nuclear



posture of the country is designed to offer a variety
of limited employment scenarios, in order to enforce
the credibility of conflict escalation from the conven-
tional level to a full nuclear exchange. In addition,
nuclear weapons may also serve revisionist ambitions
in Kashmir, allowing Pakistan to resort to sub-conven-
tional and conventional warfare while deterring India
to make full use of its military strength.

The creation of a nuclear weapons free zone in South
Asia would by no means restore the security environ-
ment that characterised the region before the nuclear
tests of 1998. Even before India and Pakistan made a
clear demonstration of their nuclear capabilities, an
element of nuclear deterrence existed in South Asia.
Indeed, as the two countries maintained ambiguity
about the existence of military applications for their
nuclear programmes and developed double-use
technologies, their leaders were incited to show re-
straint during international crises and avoid conflict
escalation. Moreover, the regional balance of conven-
tional military capabilities has significantly evolved
after recent changes in Indian war plans in Kashmir.
Known as “Cold Start”, the new doctrine aims at op-
posing a potential Pakistani incursion without cross-
ing the nuclear threshold by improving conventional
forces close to the Line of Control. While India claims
that “Cold Start” only serves defensive purposes, the
mere presence of new infantry and armoured divi-
sions in Kashmir represents a significant security
threat for Pakistan.

Given this specific strategic context, a mutual disar-
mament agreement with India does not necessarily
represent an attractive perspective for Pakistan. In-
deed, nuclear disarmament benefits first and fore-
most countries with large conventional military capa-
bilities, which are no longer deterred by the nuclear
arsenal of smaller powers. Under these conditions,
even the long-term perspective of a world free of nu-
clear weapons is unlikely to be compatible with Paki-
stan’s national security agenda.

Domestic obstacles to nuclear disarmament

In addition to the poor prospects for nuclear abolition
in South Asia, a limited reduction of nuclear arsenals
or even a mere freeze of India and Pakistan’s nuclear
activities faces important obstacles at the domestic
level. Twelve years after the nuclear tests of 1998, In-
dian and Pakistani nuclear programmes have gained
sufficient momentum to impose their internal logic to
some key decisions regarding nuclear issues. Consid-
erable economic resources have been spent by India

and Pakistan in order to develop enough fissile mate-
rials, different types of delivery vehicles and all neces-
sary support infrastructures. As these resources might
have been allocated to the development of conven-
tional military assets, they represent sunk costs that
would be lost, should a country abandon its nuclear
weapons programme. For example, the current de-
velopment of ballistic missile submarines in India
makes an immediate freeze of its nuclear weapons
programme unattractive. South Asia expert Stephen
P. Cohen emphasizes that while the operational ca-
pabilities of the future Ahirant-class submarines are
subject to discussion, the impact of this weapons
programme on resource allocation within the Indian
Navy is considerable. Commissioned without nuclear
ordnance, the new submarines would be of little stra-
tegic value, and they are diverting essential resources
from the development of other naval assets, essential
to India’s new maritime strategy and great power am-
bitions.

Over time, the resources allocated to Indian and Paki-
stani nuclear programmes also strengthen domestic
support to nuclear weapons, by constraining the stra-
tegic debate within military elites. In Pakistan for ex-
ample, high sunk costs have contributed to sacralise
the role of nuclear assets in national security strategy.
In 2001 president Musharraf declared that “Pakistan’s
armed forces and every Pakistani citizen is ready to
offer any sacrifice” in order to secure the country’s nu-
clear weapons programme. As nuclear weapons are
no longer considered as mere security assets but as
national interest per se, Pakistani military leaders suf-
fer from what Scott Sagan defines as goal displace-
ment; “with nuclear weapons becoming identified with
national pride and security to such an extent that offi-
cial statements confuse ends and means.” Such confu-
sion contributes to prevent nuclear disarmament in
South Asia, by undermining domestic debate about
long term non-nuclear solutions to India’s and Paki-
stan’s national security concerns. Declaring that “only
a traitor would think of rolling back’, president Mush-
arraf implied as early as 2003 that any proposition to
decrease Pakistan’s reliance on nuclear deterrence
would not only be damageable to national security,
but also considered as unpatriotic.

Conclusion

Twelve years after the nuclear tests of 1998, the nu-
clearisation of South Asia has probably become an
irreversible reality. While the initial decision taken by
India and Pakistan to develop a nuclear capability is
still subject to criticism, the two countries currently
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justify the existence of their current nuclear deterrent
by legitimate security concerns. As of 2010, India’s
potential vulnerability to Chinese nuclear blackmail,
Pakistan’s strategic weakness and sunk costs in nu-
clear assets represent the main obstacles to nuclear
disarmament in South Asia.

Located at the nuclear, conventional and domestic
levels, these obstacles are unlikely to disappear in the
foreseeable future. While the United States and Russia
might possibly reduce further the size of their nuclear
forces, the ongoing development of ballistic missile
defences will durably prevent China, and therefore
India, from reducing the size of their nuclear arsenals.
At the conventional level, the current build-up of In-
dian military capabilities is likely to increase Pakistan’s
reliance on nuclear deterrence, as the country only
dispose of limited economic resources to improve
its conventional forces. Finally, as the Indian and Pa-
kistani nuclear programmes progress, sunk costs and
nationalist attachment to nuclear weapons will fur-
ther increase. Under these conditions, South Asia is
likely to become a durable hindrance to achieving a
world free of nuclear weapons.

In the absence of serious prospects for nuclear disar-
mament, Vipin Narang identifies nuclear posture as
one of the main “malleable variables” for regional se-
curity in South Asia. From his perspective, the interna-
tional community may have a greater impact on the
evolution of Indian and Pakistan military doctrines,
and contribute to a safer operationalization of their
nuclear postures. In this context, the long-standing
controversy over the impact of nuclear weapons on
South Asian security is only of limited interest for
policy making. Instead, the pro and contra of various
nuclear postures and their impact on regional stabil-
ity need to be more systematically discussed, by de-
veloping existing research about the interactions be-
tween nuclear, conventional and domestic dynamics
in South Asia.
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While the evolution of nuclear posture is often the
result of a long term process, immediate results may
be achieved by shifting the arms control agenda from
force reduction to the prevention of accidental uses
of nuclear weapons. In contrast to disarmament ini-
tiatives which are often perceived as “Western inter-
ference” by the South Asian public, international me-
diation and the development of confidence building
measures is generally welcomed by India and Paki-
stan. Building on the existing framework of the suc-
cessful Lahore agreements, preventing strategic mis-
perceptions and accidental uses of nuclear weapons
then appears as a much more realistic objective than
abolishing nuclear weapons in South Asia.
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