
 

 
Mixed Motives in India's Search for Nuclear Status
Author(s): Deepa M. Ollapally
Source: Asian Survey, Vol. 41, No. 6 (November/December 2001), pp. 925-942
Published by: University of California Press
Stable URL: https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.1525/as.2001.41.6.925
Accessed: 17-10-2018 12:43 UTC

 
JSTOR is a not-for-profit service that helps scholars, researchers, and students discover, use, and build upon a wide

range of content in a trusted digital archive. We use information technology and tools to increase productivity and

facilitate new forms of scholarship. For more information about JSTOR, please contact support@jstor.org.

 

Your use of the JSTOR archive indicates your acceptance of the Terms & Conditions of Use, available at

https://about.jstor.org/terms

University of California Press is collaborating with JSTOR to digitize, preserve and extend
access to Asian Survey

This content downloaded from 81.152.81.14 on Wed, 17 Oct 2018 12:43:48 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



MIXED MOTIVES IN INDIA’S SEARCH
FOR NUCLEAR STATUS

Deepa M. Ollapally

One of the most distinctive aspects of India’s move to-
ward nuclearization has been the lack of a formal, definitive grand strategy
steering Indian decision makers down the nuclear road.  To suggest otherwise
would be to give a false sense of purposiveness and inevitability.  In other
words, to attribute a logical progression toward India’s nuclear tests from
today’s vantage point would be to read too much into this script or engage in
post-hoc rationalization.  This paper suggests that India’s motivations to go
nuclear are a mix of reason and passion, long-term planning, and short-term
pressures.

Yet, India is now armed not only with nuclear weapons but with a nuclear
doctrine as well.  The speed, intensity, and transparency of the doctrine’s
development were unexpected, both inside and outside India.  Against the
backdrop of India’s early foot-dragging, its behavior may indeed be seen as
puzzling and out of character.  However, India’s seemingly inexorable search
for nuclear status has been in many ways best exemplified by contradictions,
ambiguity, and opposing sentiments.  Institutional structure has also played a
part in defining outcomes.  While continuing mixed motives in the formula-
tion of India’s foreign policy could produce differing national security scena-
rios, the main argument in this paper is that the break with past thinking is
not likely to be as dramatic as it appears at first glance.

In determining future policy, Indian decision makers are most likely to fall
back on the accommodative tendencies of Indian political life and fashion a
broad consensus at the elite level that tends toward gradualism and symbol-
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926 ASIAN SURVEY, VOL. XLI, NO. 6, NOVEMBER/DECEMBER 2001

ism, buttressed by the nation’s declared nuclear doctrine and capability.
Thus, while significant changes have occurred in the nuclear realm, prospec-
tive policy is still likely to have important predictable elements.  In putting
forth this perspective, the paper is organized as follows.  First, it will look at
some of the earliest motivating factors for India’s nuclear program and the
manner in which nuclear doctrine evolved.  Second, it will consider the bal-
ance of forces that tilted India toward testing as well as declaring its draft
nuclear doctrine.  Third, it will take up the question of changing motivations
and the potential for alternative outcomes.  Finally, it will consider the ways
in which external forces, largely the U.S., can or cannot hope to influence
Indian motivations, and the lessons that need to be learned from experience to
date.

Motivational Dilemmas
India is confronted by a series of dilemmas pertaining to the asymmetry be-
tween its global aspirations and domestic material capabilities.  Moreover,
faced with realpolitik challenges, India is also constrained by a set of histori-
cal normative responses.

The Mismatch of Aspirations and Capabilities
The most important dilemma that has gripped the post-independence political
elite in India amounts to essentially a means/end problem.  There is little
doubt that Indian decision makers have always had fairly grandiose ideas
about what India’s proper role should be not only in the region but also on the
global scene.  India’s size, population, and heritage provided compelling rea-
sons for the Indian elite to view the country in terms at least of a regional
power.  Jawaharlal Nehru’s musings in his famous book, The Discovery of
India, for example, reveal how India’s enduring civilizational impulse was
simply heightened by its colonial experience.1

The problem that has continually bedeviled India is that its material capa-
bilities have been inadequate to meet its aspirations.  In the immediate post-
Independence period, it would seem that the Indian leadership did not accept
this reality, which would have suggested a more diminutive international
role.  Rather, it pressed ahead as if the force of oratory and values could
overcome, or at least paper over, India’s glaring structural weaknesses.

The seeming refusal of the Indian leadership to downsize its role to less
than great-power status, however, also arose from strongly held beliefs about
the place of power versus principle in international politics.  For example,
analysts who have dismissed nonalignment as a purely convenient tool need

1. Jawaharlal Nehru, The Discovery of India (New York: John Day, 1946).
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to explain why India chose it despite possible negative repercussions from a
security perspective.

Realpolitik Challenges and
Civilizational/Normative Responses

It may be argued that in rejecting the politics of bipolar alliances, India left
itself in a strategically vulnerable position.  The dominant mode of interna-
tional behavior at the time was realpolitik balancing, which would ensure not
only security assistance but also accompanying economic largesse.  In forg-
ing a third way, Nehru was attempting to rewrite the rules of the game of
contemporaneous international politics, in a way that would bring India into
the limelight.  This also placed India in an exposed international position.  In
understanding the alacrity with which India has persisted along this road, it is
necessary to go beyond the strategic-environment explanation.

In many ways, Indian leaderships appear to have found strength in what
might be loosely termed civilizational and ideational sources.  Nehru’s confi-
dence in Asia’s resilience and resurgence, exemplified in his views at the
Bandung conference and elsewhere, would seem to be drawn from ancient
Indian (and Chinese) cultural moorings.  His policy toward China in the
1950s, for example, was based on a definition of national interest that con-
sciously tried to depart from conventional power politics.  Nehru’s underly-
ing assumption was that Indian tradition offered an alternative, a superior
one, to the strategic conceptions engendered by the conflict-ridden historical
experience of the West.  In addition, the Indian independence movement and
its Gandhian nonviolent antecedents and  legacy provided India with a moral
authority that outstripped its resources.

In more traditional realist terms, there was also a strong sentiment that
India needed to fortify itself against external dependency, but here the em-
phasis was on gaining economic wherewithal.  There is no mistaking Nehru’s
enormous commitment to the development and advancement of Indian sci-
ence and technology, particularly those technologies seen as the critical
bridges to self-reliance.  Economic strength was viewed as an essential ingre-
dient for generating the kind of defenses that would protect Indian strategic
autonomy.  In India’s post-colonial environment, advanced scientific capabil-
ity to a great extent became identified as a measure of national pride and
autonomy at both the elite and popular levels, which also helped to sustain
fairly uncritical support for the nuclear program.

India’s quest for security and status at the global level thus arose from
mixed sources.  As such, these varying sources could have been pressed into
the service of different strategic policy lines, but at bottom, the mismatch
between ambition and resources and the motivational dilemma that this
would give rise to, was bound to affect a range of policy, including the nu-
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clear realm.  In the nuclear arena, the impact of this dilemma is most strongly
seen in the dominant mode of India’s strategic thinking–relying on ambigu-
ity rather than clear-cut choices–which not only resolved the means/end
problem, but arguably, also suited Indian political and strategic culture.

The Evolution of Strategy
India’s so-called grand strategy may be seen as having remained grand, but
without specific strategy.  Strategic doctrines need to have some element of
credibility, and India’s lack of a doctrine in the past is in part explained by
the lack of convincing proportionate means.  Yet, for other, even more impor-
tant reasons, India has been reluctant to articulate a detailed doctrine.  One
critical reason, discussed below, is likely related to strategic culture, which
emanates from the broader civilizational and political culture.

While there has been significant consensus regarding India’s lack of an
articulated strategic doctrine, there is disagreement on whether this implies a
critical lack of strategic thinking per se. There are varying schools of thought
ranging from American analyst George Tanham’s view that strategic thinking
is nearly absent in Indian tradition and is ad hoc at best, to the idea held by
Indian journalist Praful Bidwai that strategic thinking is growing in India.2

One of the most intriguing perspectives is one which argues that India
indeed has a tradition of strategic thought, but that it is missed by outsiders
such as Tanham because they are searching for the wrong things in the wrong
places, based on Western models–i.e., for open, written documents and co-
ordinated institutional structures.  While this remains a rather undeveloped
thesis, it is in part similar to the Association of Southeast Asian Nations
(ASEAN)-focused critique that has emerged from Southeast Asia regarding
strategic practices and norms in the East versus the West.  Informal and anec-
dotal evidence from strategic decisionmaking in India suggests that this ap-
proach has some currency.  Strategic practices indeed tend to confirm certain
broad impressions, for example, the aversion toward casting decisions in
stone, as well as the tendency to shrink from either/or, binary decisionmak-
ing.  According to George Perkovich, the author of a comprehensive volume
on India’s nuclear program,  “Even if files were accessible, Indian nuclear
policy has tended to be made orally and rather informally.  Decisions are
recorded in official files, but the analysis, debate and motivations behind
them tend not to be.”3

2. A comprehensive analysis of the various schools of thought on India’s strategic thinking is
offered by the author in “India’s Strategic Doctrine and Practice: The Impact of Nuclear Test-
ing,” in India’s Nuclear Security , eds. Raju Thomas and Amit Gupta (Boulder, Colo.: Lynne
Rienner, 2000), pp. 69–71.

3. George Perkovich, India’s Nuclear Bomb: The Impact on Global Proliferation (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1999), p. 12.
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Strategic-culture arguments take us into a very messy terrain that requires
much more sustained treatment in order to reach sound conclusions.  In the
case of India, strategic culture is an important explanation of how decision-
making on India’s nuclear policy and posture evolved.  The most salient as-
pect of nuclear policy in this regard was the highly ambiguous and
ambivalent solution of keeping all options open, or put differently, taking a
non-decision.

The Ambiguous Solution: Keeping All Options Open
There has been no dearth of research and writing on India’s foreign and se-
curity policy, but sustained discussion and thinking on the Indian nuclear
issue had been relatively dormant, and occurred only sporadically until
1995.4  This was related to the lack of public information available on the
nuclear program, but it was also due to the generally widespread perception
that nuclear weapons did not figure centrally in India’s approach to the world.
Indeed, nuclear weapons were characterized as expensive at best, and im-
moral at worst.

Against the backdrop of India’s humiliating defeat in the 1962 India-China
war, India became embroiled in a wide-ranging debate about appropriate In-
dian nuclear strategy.  This was exacerbated by the public declaration by the
Chinese in 1964 of their intention to develop atomic weapons.  The Chinese
followed their declaration with a fission test that same year and a second test
in 1965.  The then-Atomic Energy Commission (AEC) chairman, Vikram
Sarabhai, as well as the director  of the new government-funded Institute for
Defense Studies and Analyses (IDSA), Major General Som Dutt, were
among some who were not convinced that India required nuclear weapons.
However, in a speech to the International Atomic Energy Agency after the
second Chinese nuclear test, Homi Bhabha, the founder of India’s atomic
energy program, stated that it would be difficult to follow a policy of restraint
with the introduction of nuclear weapons in the neighborhood.  Soon after the
Chinese thermonuclear test in 1967, a scientific effort was begun to study the
design of a nuclear explosive.

The political debate over India’s nuclear stand came to a rest by 1970 with
the decision not to sign the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weap-
ons (NPT), but not to join the nuclear club either.  The official public posi-
tion, which simply kept the nuclear option open without committing India
one way or the other, provided Indian decision makers with political and

4. Some important exceptions include Ashok Kapur, India’s Nuclear Option: Atomic Diplo-
macy and Decisionmaking (New York: Praeger, 1976); K. Subrahmanyam, ed., Nuclear Myths
and Realities: India’s Dilemma  (New Delhi: ABC Publishing House, 1981); and Kanti Bajpai et.
al., Brasstacks and Beyond: Perception and Management of Crisis in South Asia (New Delhi:
South Asia Books, 1995).
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strategic space for a variety of policies, sometimes contradictory, which
could theoretically be accommodated.  This notion of strategic ambiguity al-
lowed India to pursue multiple objectives, including a principled stand on
global disarmament, dual-use technological capabilities, a fairly autonomous
foreign and security policy, a substantial defense capability, and an elevated
status internationally.

While living with such ambiguity might have proven to be frustrating in a
Western context, Indian decision makers showed a singular comfort with it.
It has been noted that even as former Prime Minister P. V. Narasimha Rao
supposedly considered preparations for nuclear tests in 1995, he did not feel
compelled to think in terms of the specific implications for doctrine and force
structure.  The apparent motivation for this is quite revealing.  Since Rao did
not see the need for using nuclear weapons, nor even for plans to use them,
then why spend time thinking about such things? This points not only to a
strategic cultural element in India’s decisionmaking but also suggests that
nuclear matters were viewed in political, not military, terms.

Nuclear Ambiguity in Practice
The long nuclear threshold period from 1974 to 1998 is best characterized as
a time of technology demonstrations, which may be interpreted as a form of
strategic posturing with strong symbolic significance for the credibility of the
latent nuclear option, but which is also marked by public self-restraint.  De-
signers of the Agni missile, in fact, referred to it as a technology demonstra-
tor.  Again, this type of in-between stance fit in well with India’s strategic
culture, economic constraints, and normative proclivity.  In addition, most of
India’s policy elite tended to believe that adequate security could be bought
through such approaches.  Indeed, over time, India’s threshold position, sym-
bolically shared by Pakistan and Israel, came to be perceived as a nearly
semi-permanent state of being.  Such an ambiguous status gained in import
by being theoretically formalized as non-weaponized deterrence or recessed
deterrence.  The most extensive non-Indian treatment of this posture con-
cluded that in the subcontinental case, it effectively met its deterrence objec-
tives while avoiding the more elaborate requirements of open weaponi-
zation.5

India’s civilian technical achievements, such as the development of rockets
and launch vehicles in the space program, reached an important milestone
with the first operational launch of the Polar Satellite Launch Vehicle (PSLV)
in 1997.  The PSLV enabled India to place its remote-sensing (reconnais-
sance) satellites into the optimal 800–900 km altitude orbit, and thus go be-

5. Devin Hagerty, The Consequences of Nuclear Proliferation: Lessons from South Asia
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1998), especially pp. 171–95.
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yond light payloads and low-earth orbits that would not suffice for major
military or commercial applications.  Moreover, India developed the first suc-
cessful indigenous computer project (termed PARAM), which used computer
architecture called parallel processing to match the speed of modern
supercomputers.

These two events also underscored India’s dual-use capabilities, which
served to make its ambiguous nuclear option a realistic one even without
military deployment.  Underlying this position was the implicit assumption
that should the need arise, India could move on the military front as well.
The establishment of the Integrated Guided Missile Development Program in
1983 and the successful test firing of the short-range ballistic missile Prithvi
in 1989, as well as the intermediate-range Agni in 1994, were viewed as
critical steps in maintaining this security option vis-à-vis Pakistan and China,
respectively.

Altered States, Altered Preferences?
Immediately after the nuclear tests were conducted in May 1998, there was a
great deal of speculation about how far India would go in terms of deploy-
ment and doctrine.  The concept of minimum deterrence was presented by the
government, but with little elaboration.  A second round of speculation began
after the release of the draft nuclear doctrine in August 1999.  At this stage,
there are still more questions than answers, but it is possible to point out
certain features that will influence the manner in which the questions are
likely to be answered.  The discussion below argues that choices continue to
be dictated to a significant degree by motivations and preferences held over
from the pre-testing era.  Understanding how India took the critical decision
to test after 24 years of straddling the nuclear threshold, and why it formu-
lated the type of nuclear doctrine that it did, sheds important light on where
India is likely to go with its nuclear weapons.

Insight into Indian thinking may be gleaned by closely considering the
Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty (CTBT) discussions, which were second in
intensity only to the security debate following India’s debacle in the Sino-
Indian war.  During the CTBT domestic debate, which occurred from 1996 to
1998, Indian strategic thought was criticized along a number of lines: persist-
ing tendencies by foreigners to equate India and Pakistan; not taking Indian
concerns vis-à-vis China more seriously; little external acknowledgement of
India’s broad restraint in the nuclear arena; and the inability to put forth na-
tional interest in strategic realpolitik terms.  Some analysts argued that after
the first nuclear test in 1974, India had retreated to a muted posture at the
threshold, which brought the disadvantages, such as embargoes, of not being
a non-nuclear state, without the benefits of being a nuclear power.  While the
posture of sitting on the fence was viewed as paying dividends all around,
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and eliminating the need for tough decisions, the domestic debate over the
CTBT tended to show the ambiguous policy in a different light, going to the
very heart of whether India could go beyond a non-committal historical
stance.

There were few commentators willing to make a strong argument that In-
dia should sign the CTBT and give up its nuclear option without any precon-
ditions.  Those that did suggested that India’s security would be worsened,
not enhanced, by nuclear weapons, and they did not find any pressing or
overriding security needs for such weaponry.  A significant set of indepen-
dent analysts, as well as those close to the government such as Jasjit Singh, at
the time director of the Institute for Defense Studies and Analyses, continued
to support India’s traditional policy of keeping the nuclear option open and
not signing the CTBT, unless a time-bound disarmament clause were ac-
cepted as part of the treaty negotiations.  Singh backed the CTBT even late in
the day, as long as it was linked to India’s demand for a time-bound disarma-
ment.6

Generally speaking, the two ends of the spectrum, namely those who advo-
cated that India sign the CTBT with no preconditions versus those who re-
jected the CTBT, found few adherents.  Brahma Challeny of the Center for
Policy Studies in New Delhi was one of the few outspoken proponents of
rejecting the CTBT and testing.  A deep streak of ambivalence and historical
reticence against costly, risky, and irrevocable decisions was reflected in the
debate.  It is striking that before the CTBT negotiations’ endgame was played
out in Geneva, despite the various options being considered, India appeared
to be settling into the choice of not signing the treaty, but not testing either.
In other words, this was a continuation of the status quo that presumably
would make India’s political will more forceful through its refusal to sign the
CTBT without a time-bound disarmament requirement.  Despite increasing
doubts about the credibility of the nuclear option, this posture had the effect
of an article of faith for India’s policymaking elite, who betrayed  enormous
anxiety and discomfort at the thought of radically altering it.  There was also
substantial sentiment that if the tests had to be conducted, then they alone
would be enough to undermine the credibility of the ambiguous nuclear
stance.

The CTBT’s entry-into-force clause (Article 14’s requirement that all 44
nuclear-capable states must ratify the treaty before it enters into force) be-
came a moment of reckoning for India.  India offered an alternative proposal,
similar to the Chemical Weapons Convention, that ratification by any 65
countries would suffice, but this was not accepted.  The widespread sentiment

6. Jasjit Singh, “India Wants Nuclear Disarmament, Not Just a Ban on Tests,” International
Herald Tribune, June 26, 1996.
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in India was that the country was being forced into a corner, particularly
when it became clear that India was not even going to be allowed to with-
draw from discussion so that it would not be placed in a position of having to
veto the treaty.  The logical corollary was that if India did not take the drastic
step of testing at that critical juncture, the long-held nuclear option would no
longer be a real option, with all the possible medium- to long-term negative
security implications.  The answer to this question turned out to be critical in
dissolving the resistance to changing the ambiguous position, the unwilling-
ness thus far to talk in realist security discourse, or engage in nuclear-speak.
Some of the more ardent nuclear proponents found a silver lining in India’s
dilemma, suggesting that it might finally force India to test in spite of itself.

It is in this context that the Bharatiya Janata Party’s (BJP) role in testing
after coming to power in March 1998 needs to be noted.  The BJP, which
included the strong Hindu-nationalist faction, the Rashtriya Swayamsevak
Sangh (RSS), had been the only party to openly suggest that it would recon-
sider India’s nuclear policy.  The BJP’s campaign manifesto (called the Na-
tional Agenda for Governance) promised the country’s first-ever strategic
defense review.  The National Agenda for Governance suggested that “[t]o
ensure the security, territorial integrity and unity of India we will take all
necessary steps and exercise all available options.  Towards that end we will
re-evaluate the nuclear policy and exercise the option to induct nuclear weap-
ons.”7  What exactly the party meant by “induct nuclear weapons” was never
spelled out, although there were some calls in the press for the BJP to pro-
ceed cautiously.

To suggest that the BJP’s rise to power was the only explanation for the
nuclear tests would be too simplistic and reductionist, but it was clearly a
critical variable.  India’s nuclear weapons program had received the support
of nearly every preceding government (despite having quite different
profiles), including the indications that tests had been considered by Rao.
Without such preparation, it would have been impossible for the new govern-
ment to conduct tests just two months time after taking office.

By the time the coalition of Prime Minister Atal Bihari Vajpayee came to
power, the perceived pressure by the nuclear weapons states (N-5) in Geneva
on India over the CTBT had contributed to a more belligerent atmosphere in
the country.  The CTBT had brought to the fore latent concerns about India’s
longer-term security and status.  Given the indefinite and unconditional ex-
tension of the non-proliferation treaty in May 1995 without extracting any
promise of disarmament from the N-5, there was a strong sense that the
CTBT would amount to a permanent division between the nuclear haves and

7. National Agenda for Governance, at <http://www.bjp.org/nagenta.htm#national> [accessed
on March 18, 1998].
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have-nots.  Moreover, among the three threshold states, India believed it
stood to lose the most, given that both Pakistan and Israel had so-called “nu-
clear patrons”–the Chinese and the Americans, respectively–who might be
willing to share nuclear test data.

In the context of a more assertive, unpredictable, rising China, and the
China-Pakistan relationship, New Delhi had serious questions and anxieties
about India’s future security environment.  Its status within an unfolding new
Asian balance of power was also a matter of concern.  Its nuclear option had
been, in effect, an insurance policy to meet any serious deterioration in In-
dia’s security, and the perception that India might be permanently locked into
an inferior military position vis-à-vis China was not acceptable to the govern-
ment.  Moreover, the basis for India’s security strategy since the 1960s had
ended with the end of the Cold War and the collapse of the Soviet Union.
Hence, the need was more acutely felt for a greater degree of strategic auton-
omy with nuclear weapons capability.  Thus, while the Chinese threat was
neither imminent nor new, Indian decision makers appeared to be making a
longer-term calculation born out of short-term anxieties.

Given such strategic anxieties, the question arises as to why two United
Front governments, first under H. D. Deve Gowda, and then under I. K.
Gujral, did not test.  It would appear that both made a military-economic
tradeoff, calculating the concomitant costs of testing in terms of resulting
international sanctions, as well as the impact on India’s economic liberaliza-
tion drive, which had been set into motion by the Congress Party in 1991.

Still, it was under the Gowda government that India voted against the
CTBT.  Foreign Minister I. K. Gujral, urbane and widely perceived as dovish,
built a consensus in Parliament that included the two main opposition par-
ties–the Congress and the BJP–in order to pass a resolution backing the
government’s decision.  The United Front thus took the country one step
closer to testing, but stopped short of breaching the status quo fully.

To the extent that the BJP included more militant factions that looked
askance at liberalization and globalization and adhered to an even more
hardline nationalist agenda than the party itself, it was clearly easier for its
government to overcome traditional strategic, cultural, economic, and institu-
tional resistance on the part of previous leaderships, than to cross the line to
testing.  Thus, party ideology facilitated the decision to test, but it was helped
to a great degree by an increasingly permissive domestic environment.

Explaining the Draft Nuclear Doctrine
The rather explicitly belabored draft nuclear doctrine, released a little over a
year after the tests, would seem to be the near-antithesis of the prior position,
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whose hallmark was ambiguity.8  However, as discussed below, the docu-
ment cannot be viewed as a blueprint for action or a complete transcendence
of a past Indian strategic outlook.

One way to explain the document is to see its language as a partial reaction
to what were increasingly viewed as the inadequacies of the former ambigu-
ous stance.  Indian strategists may have made use of a window to articulate a
doctrine in strong terms as a sort of antidote to the earlier positions.  If so,
declaratory policy could be seen as an end in and of itself, without conclud-
ing that it clearly charted the future course.

Although the document is unambiguous on strategic intentions, it is much
less specific on the size and design of the so-called minimum deterrent.  The
time horizon for developing the deterrent is also long term–up to 30 years,
according to some of the doctrine’s architects.  Thus, the elements of ambigu-
ity have not entirely evaporated.  In addition, the draft doctrine’s two focal
points, minimum deterrence and credibility of the deterrent, contain the in-
gredients for opposing pulls, and one critical challenge will be to counter any
tendency to stretch the doctrine in different directions.  An undue emphasis
on credibility could lead analysts down the path of maximalist thinking,
whereas a focus on keeping the posture truly minimal, need not do so.

The doctrine also displays some features that may be seen as incongruous,
but which reflect, in telling fashion, the historical and uniquely Indian mixed
sentiments in this critical strategic realm.  In particular, the open commitment
to pursuing disarmament in the text of the otherwise generally hard-hitting
nuclear doctrine, stands as an important testimony to values that continue to
be held in high esteem.  The explicit adherence to no-first-use in the docu-
ment emanates from the same impulse.  As one member of India’s National
Security Advisory Board notes, “Very early in the document, it is made clear
that global nuclear disarmament is a primary issue.  The rest of the doctrine is
thus conditioned by the unfortunately continuing absence of any serious pro-
gress on such disarmament, especially among the P-5 [permanent five mem-
bers of the U.N.  Security Council].”9

It should be pointed out that the doctrine merely remains a draft hammered
out by the National Security Advisory Board (NSAB), a body of 27 leading
members of the strategic, scientific, and policy communities appointed by the
government in November 1998.  The NSAB, whose members are appointed
to one-year terms, has been broadly representative so far.  However, two of
the members perceived to be more hawkish on levels of weaponization are no
longer on the board, though they remain influential public commentators.

8. Draft Report of the National Security Advisory Board on Indian Nuclear Doctrine, August
17, 1999.

9. Roddam Narasimha, “The ‘Evolution’ of India’s Nuclear Policies,” June 8, 2001, mimeo-
graph, p. 2.
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These two leading strategic analysts are Bharat Karnad and Brahma Chal-
laney.

Previously, the two levels of weaponization most often discussed were ei-
ther in the low range of 60–130 weapons, or in the high range of 300–400
warheads, which approximates the so-called minimum deterrent of the Chi-
nese, British, and French.  The triadic survivable nuclear force mentioned in
the draft doctrine suggests that the lowest numbers are likely to be surpassed.
The question now appears to have shifted as to whether a low three-digit or
high three-digit figure is desirable.10  One danger is that other countries may
begin to take Indian rhetoric in the draft nuclear doctrine seriously, and this
could worsen India’s security dilemma.

Another problem that Indian decision makers are likely to face by retaining
this mixed and ambiguous posture in the post-testing phase relates to pros-
pects for nuclear confidence building with Pakistan.  The dilemma for India
is that there is only a thin line between the requirements of transparency for
such confidence building and the broader needs of deterrence based on uncer-
tainty vis-à-vis China.

Although the tests and the draft nuclear doctrine have resolved the long-
standing dilemma of nuclear demonstration versus deployment, a range of
thinking exists in India on the preferred nature of the nuclear deterrent.  The
publication of the draft doctrine has led to much open debate there, mostly
within a relatively narrow stratum of the strategic elite  and opinion shapers.

Alternative Scenarios
The number of persons who oppose India’s nuclearization in any form is not
large, but their voices are not insignificant.  More important, however, are the
divisions within the pro-nuclearization-engaged elite who are, in the end,
likely to influence policymaking.  The alternatives they pose point to funda-
mentally different approaches to these problems, rather than simply tinkering
on the margins.  Kanti Bajpai, a scholar at Jawaharlal Nehru University in
Delhi, offers a systematic treatment of these differing positions.  He argues
that they reflect opposing views that go to the heart of deterrence logic and
Indian values.  Bajpai describes three alternative perspectives that may be
viewed along a continuum of dovishness to hawkishness: rejectionists,
pragmatists, and maximalists.11

Briefly, in Bajpai’s schema, the rejectionists, pragmatists, and maximalists
agree that India needs nuclear weapons for its security but disagree on the
nature of the deterrent.  The disagreement stems from varying views on threat

10. For a full discussion, see Deepa Ollapally, “India’s Strategic Doctrine and Practice: The
Impact of Nuclear Testing,” in Thomas and Gupta, India’s Nuclear Security , pp. 77–79.

11. Kanti Bajpai, “India’s Nuclear Posture After Pokhran II,” mimeograph.
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(whether it emanates from Pakistan, China, Western nuclear states, or a com-
bination thereof); force size and force structure (possible ranges vary between
60 and 450 nuclear warheads);  strategic reach (need or lack of need for inter-
continental ballistic missile capability); deployment mode (relaxed deterrent
versus more classical, hair-trigger alert); and the logic of deterrence (uncer-
tainty versus certainty of retaliation).

Rejectionists come closest to India’s traditional ambivalent stand on nu-
clear weapons, and believe that while such weapons are regrettably necessary
in a world where others have them, disarmament is both desirable and feasi-
ble.  Meanwhile, they reject joining the current non-proliferation regime be-
cause it is de-linked from real disarmament.  Pragmatists hold very similar
views to the rejectionists, but are more skeptical about the feasibility of dis-
armament, and some in this group suggest that now that India has tested, it
should consider joining non-proliferation regimes such as the CTBT and the
Fissile Material Cutoff Treaty (FMCT) for some kind of quid pro quo. The
maximalists would like India to arm itself as quickly as possible with a range
of weapons, reaching the level of the secondary nuclear powers, and they
further believe that India should stay out of non-proliferation regimes for
political reasons, as well as to ensure that India’s future capabilities are not
curtailed.

At this stage, the maximalist view is a minority opinion.  While this debate
is ongoing, the Indian government seems to have hewed fairly consistently to
the so-called pragmatic position.  In giving shape to the critically important
minimum deterrence doctrine during the past two years, senior scientific per-
sonnel, government leaders, and key strategic thinkers have for the most part
tended to offer positions more reminiscent of India’s traditional prudence and
skepticism about the Western nuclear experience.  With the need for attend-
ant intelligence, delivery systems, and communications support, the cost of
full deterrence may prove to be prohibitive and could derail New Delhi’s
economic experiment in the process.  Prime Minister Vajpayee has stated on
a number of occasions that a secure command-and-control system is already
in place for the Indian nuclear arsenal, thereby deflecting the issue of spiral-
ing preparation costs. However, the efficacy of this command-and-control
system remains under debate.

Others have suggested that under conditions of minimum deterrence, a
fully delineated nuclear weapons program is not needed.  A well-known In-
dian army analyst, Brigadier (retired) Vijai K. Nair, has pointed to differ-
ences between the grand deterrence strategy of the U.S. and the minimum
deterrence India is practicing.  Nair emphasized that while the U.S. philoso-
phy is complex and designed to achieve a large number of variable objec-
tives, the Indian deterrent is required “purely as a defensive instrument to
ensure that no outside power is tempted to coerce the country or initiate a
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nuclear strike in a conflict situation.  Therefore the size [numbers] and capa-
bility [range] of the strategic forces need to be limited to deterring regional
nuclear powers.”12

India’s minimum deterrence thinking is not dissimilar in theory to the prin-
ciples followed by Britain, France, and China.  In a comprehensive study of
those nations’ nuclear doctrines, Bruce Larkin emphasizes that the logic of
their governments’ choices is driven by the notion that “deterrence is not
achieved by vast numbers, but by the credible capability to strike at all.”13

For example, China is believed to possess roughly 20 missiles that can reach
the U.S. and approximately 300 nuclear weapons that can reach Japan, Rus-
sia, and India.  American commentators have referred to China’s nuclear
weaponry as a “bare-bones arsenal compared with the thousands of warheads
still maintained by the United States and Russia.”14  The learning curve
based on the U.S.-Russian overkill of nuclear weapons’ acquisition seems to
be steep.

The experience of the second-tier nuclear powers could in turn have had a
similar impact on India.  After the recent tests, Rajesh Basrur conducted one
of the few empirical surveys taken to discern the views of the influential
nuclear-policy elite in India.  Basrur’s survey suggests that there is still con-
siderable scope for a genuinely minimum deterrent.  Basrur concludes that
the Indian strategic elite “thinks about nuclear weapons in terms character-
ized by restraint and tolerance of ambiguity.”15

Mediating Features against Radical Change
The possibility cannot be ruled out that the logic of nuclear deterrence, plus
the technological momentum gained via the nuclear tests may push India into
a more maximalist minimum deterrent position.  However, there are a num-
ber of continuing mediating features of the Indian polity that suggest other-
wise.  In this connection, the most important features are the persisting
effects of strategic culture described earlier, the key institutional and bureau-
cratic structures of nuclear policy planning, and the inevitable domestic mili-
tary-economic tradeoffs that will confront any government.

12. Brigadier (retired) Vijai K. Nair, “The Structure of an Indian Nuclear Deterrent,” in In-
dia’s Nuclear Deterrent: Pokhran II and Beyond , ed. Amitabh Mattoo (New Delhi: Har-anand
Publications, 1999), p. 83.

13. Bruce Larkin, Nuclear Designs: Great Britain, France and China in the Global Govern-
ance of Nuclear Arms (New Brunswick, N.J.: Transaction Publishers, 1996), p. 298.

14. David Sanger and Erik Eckholm, “Will Beijing’s Nuclear Arsenal Stay Small or Will it
Mushroom?” New York Times, March 15, 1999, p. 1.

15. Rajesh Basrur, “Some Observations on India’s Strategic Culture,” in Nuclear India:
Problems and Perspectives, ed. A. Subramanyam Raju (New Delhi: South Asian Publishers,
2000), pp. 22–26.
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The proposition that a maximalist path is most likely based on the U.S.-
Russian experience or organizational theory needs closer scrutiny.  These ar-
guments would also have to explain how political decision makers in India
resisted the scientific and technological drive for testing for more than two
decades.  Moreover, in the current nuclear debate the technical elite is not
monolithically in favor of a rapid or large-scale buildup of capabilities.  In-
deed, Abdul Kalam (often referred to as the father of Indian missile capabil-
ity) has publicly stated that India could sign the CTBT without compromising
the country’s security.  R. Chidambaram, chairman of the AEC during the
tests, has stated that “[w]e have enough data and we don’t need to test
again.”16

Scientists and defense technologists have been critical to India’s cultiva-
tion of the use of high technology to signal broader messages.  What their
precise role has amounted to in terms of nuclear policy has been the subject
of some debate.  The evidence would indicate that the top echelons were
fiercely nationalistic and that in the post-colonial climate they seized an op-
portunity to redress once and for all what they saw as lingering imperialist
scorn at Indian capabilities.  As such, the role of scientists and defense tech-
nologists needs to be considered in the broader Indian bureaucratic decision-
making context, which essentially afforded no meaningful input to the Indian
military on nuclear issues.  Scientists, defense scientists in particular, gained
singular importance only after India came under the technology embargo re-
gimes as a result of the first nuclear test in 1974 in Pokhran.  Termed a peace-
ful nuclear explosion (PNE) by the Indian government, Pokhran I was a
forceful first demonstration of India’s nuclear capability that responded in
part to perceived negative security developments in the region.  With the
country’s capabilities now tied more than ever to the abilities of these domes-
tic technologists, India’s main objective since 1974 was to demonstrate that
Indian technical capability was second to none.

The strong and consistent links forged between the top scientific strata and
the political leadership seem to have helped ensure that the scientific estab-
lishment was not going to be driven by purely narrow organizational drives.
Without the involvement of the military services, there was no overarching
push from that quarter to shape the Indian nuclear program.  Indeed, it might
be suggested that the sustained, high-level involvement of the scientists
served as a brake on the nuclear program.  In other words, the architects of
the nuclear program were satisfied with proving technological prowess, not
necessarily military might.

Obviously, there is a link between technical proficiency and military capa-
bility, but the Indian scientists in this realm appear to have been more inter-

16. N. Ram, Riding the Nuclear Tiger (New Delhi: LeftWord Books, 1999), p. 73.

This content downloaded from 81.152.81.14 on Wed, 17 Oct 2018 12:43:48 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



940 ASIAN SURVEY, VOL. XLI, NO. 6, NOVEMBER/DECEMBER 2001

ested in technical performance, not military practice.  Even more signifi-
cantly, given the way in which India’s nuclear posture had been structured
(i.e., non-weaponized), there was little incentive for the purveyors of high
technology to rush to make that link operational.

The military brass has yet to challenge its exclusion from the most impor-
tant nuclear decisions; this is in part explained by the institutional and bu-
reaucratic structure of India’s national security planning.  The doctrinal and
operational direction of nuclear policy has remained firmly within the civilian
sector from the start.  Unlike the situation among other nuclear powers, this
standpoint has not been conceded to narrow specialists in dedicated security
organizations.  Prime ministers and scientific leaders in India hold the opin-
ion that militarization of nuclear policy would lead to excessive demands for
resources and an arms race.

India’s Nuclear Establishment
Ashley Tellis has described India’s civil-military relations as having “one of
the most rigid and iron clad systems for ensuring absolute civilian control
over the military.”17  The responsibility for overseeing India’s wide-ranging
nuclear programs, including the critically important Bhabha Atomic Research
Center (BARC), lies with the Atomic Energy Commission.  The AEC com-
prises entirely civilian scientists and managers.  Its bureaucratic parent is the
Department of Atomic Energy (DAE).  Apart from the DAE, the most signif-
icant institution involved is the Department of Defense Research and Devel-
opment Organization (DRDO), headed by a civilian scientific advisor to the
defense minister.  The Ministry of Defense, under which the three military
services fall, has hardly been involved in the nuclear weapons program at all,
apart from its connection to the DRDO.  The AEC and DRDO constitute the
critical links between defense science and nuclear weapons, but they remain
firmly under civilian control.

While the armed forces might be inclined in the post-test era to increas-
ingly fault the political and scientific leadership’s strict control over these
issues, the military  continues to play a secondary role.  Raj Chengappa, a
leading journalist, notes that despite the Indian Army’s provision of all the
logistic support for the nuclear tests, “it was rarely privy to India’s nuclear
secrets.”18  According to Chengappa, only three individuals besides Prime
Minister Vajpayee knew the exact date of the 1998 tests: Abdul Kalam from
the DRDO, AEC Chairman R.  Chidambaram, and Principal Secretary to the

17. Ashley Tellis, “India’s Emerging Nuclear Doctrine: Exemplifying the Lessons of the Nu-
clear Revolution,” NBR Analysis, 12:2 (May 2001), p. 36.

18. Raj Chengappa, Weapons of Peace: The Secret Story of India’s Quest to Be a Nuclear
Power (New Delhi: HarperCollins, 2000), p. 14.
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Prime Minister Brajesh Mishra.  It is telling that this group includes no mili-
tary representative.

Making the Military-Economic Tradeoff
In shaping the nuclear arsenal, Indian decision makers will be confronted
with the need to make tradeoffs between a more ambitious nuclear program
and economic growth.  The absence of significant involvement by the mili-
tary–the most important potential lobby for potential rapid nuclear
buildup–will assure that the armed forces cannot easily hijack the economic
liberalization program, which has wide, if varying, support among the politi-
cal elite.

Conversely, there are important, heavy domestic pressures on the political
leadership to sustain India’s economic growth, which reached record rates
after the mid-1990s following a desultory performance through prior decades.
Despite the initial overwhelming public support for the nuclear tests, this did
not translate into electoral gains for the ruling BJP-led coalition.  Within six
months of the tests, the BJP suffered a huge setback in the November 1998
state assembly elections.  The opposition Congress Party’s resounding vic-
tory in three key Hindi heartland states–Rajasthan, Madhya Pradesh, and
Delhi–highlighted the BJP’s slide from popularity and the public’s growing
disenchantment in BJP-governed areas.  A major lesson for Prime Minister
Vajpayee seemed to be that the BJP’s image needed refurbishment, particu-
larly through reining in the Hindu-nationalist hard-liners, and by pushing the
economic liberalization agenda forward.  The hard-line ideology was viewed
as yielding diminishing returns electorally.

India’s party politics have historically pushed policies toward the center,
and with the onset of serious coalition politics, this aspect will get even
stronger.  The coalitions are increasingly being made up of smaller, regional
parties with policies driven by local interests.  During its brief reign in 1998,
the BJP headed a 13-party alliance.  After the 1999 general election, the BJP
formed a coalition government with the 24-party National Democratic Alli-
ance (NDA).  These parties will be forced to carefully consider the economic-
military tradeoffs and their impact on votes.  In light of the unique nature of
India’s system of coalition governments, the country’s ability to absorb the
costs of a triadic nuclear force remains a matter of contention.  In part based
on differing assumptions regarding the size of the nuclear force, projected
economic growth rates, and the time horizon, realistically India may only be
able to afford a very limited “third-tier” capability.

Conclusion
This article has tried to make the argument that India’s motivations in the
nuclear arena have been mixed, indeed, even contradictory.  While this de-
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rives in part from the historical means-end problem of being a great civiliza-
tional power with inadequate material resources, it also stems from a strategic
culture that nudges the Indian polity toward risk aversion, ambiguity, and a
tolerance for contradictions.  More strikingly, the institutional structure sur-
rounding India’s nuclear decisionmaking is characterized by the absence of
military input.  Moreover, the current political imperative against making
tradeoffs at the cost of economic growth only reinforces this tendency.  Such
a conclusion finds substantial support in official and unofficial views that
demonstrate a strong preference for the least-demanding deterrence strategy.
The dominant tendency thus continues to lean toward developing a nuclear
posture that reflects India’s traditional aversion to risky and expensive mili-
tary solutions.

Against this backdrop, the manner in which India’s security environment
unfolds as China reaches its full potential will be a critical factor in determin-
ing whether India decides to reevaluate its nuclear policy toward a more am-
bitious posture.  There seems to be a general consensus in the country that
India cannot hope to match Chinese capability without disastrous economic
and political results.  In this connection, the lesson from the Soviet Union’s
suicidal attempt to keep up with U.S. military strength has not been entirely
lost on India.  What is most likely, in the event that Sino-Indian relations
deteriorate significantly, is an acceleration of Delhi’s missile program to the
point where no questions remain about India’s nuclear weapons delivery ca-
pabilities vis-à-vis  important Chinese cities.

On the Pakistan front, immediately after the Kargil clash, there was some
speculation as to whether India might embark upon a dramatic military
buildup as part of a strategy to put pressure on Pakistan’s failing economy: in
other words, to use a lesson learned from the Soviet Union’s unhappy experi-
ence.  An internally destabilized Pakistan on India’s borders has traditionally
been viewed as holding enormous, uncertain dangers for India, and there is
no evidence to indicate that this view has shifted despite some speculation to
the contrary.  This problem has acquired added gravity given the American
military campaign in Afghanistan.

In addressing developments related to both Pakistan and China, Indian de-
cision makers are increasingly likely to include the state of U.S.-India rela-
tions in any calculation.  The extent to which Indo-U.S. strategic relations
grow in the near to medium term will be an important external factor in gaug-
ing perceptions of Indian vulnerability and status, and consequently, the na-
ture of the Indian response to regional shifts.
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