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In May ���� India and Pakistan, each by undertaking and announcing a 
series of explosive tests, emerged from their half-concealed closets and 
made themselves known openly as possessors of nuclear weapons. In late 
���� I offered an interim assessment of the strength and stability of mutual 
deterrence between the two countries.1 In brief, I concluded that though the 
security relationship did not seem gravely precarious, there was need and 
scope for doing a good deal more to reduce risks. Half a decade on – seven 
years from the tests – it seems timely to a�empt an updated overview. 

The regional political setting
Five years ago relations between the two countries had recently been soured 
by Pakistan’s ���� military incursion at Kargil across the Line of Control in 
Kashmir, seen by India as both an outrage in itself and particularly treach-
erous in the immediate wake of the fence-mending Lahore agreement2 
between prime ministers earlier in the year. A summit encounter at Agra in 
mid-���� therea�er conspicuously failed to repair the damage. The temper-
ature was then again raised by the close and massive military confrontation 
led by India, and sustained for several months during ����, in the light of 
India’s belief that Pakistan was complicit in lethal terrorist a�acks on the 
Parliament in Delhi in December ���� and on an Indian military base in 
Kashmir not long a�erwards.

More recent years have, however, cumulatively seen a striking improve-
ment in relations. From spring ���� onwards working contacts were 
gradually revived, and these were capped in January ���� by the high-
profile personal initiative of Prime Minister A.B. Vajpayee, heading India’s 
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP)-led coalition government, to meet Pakistan’s 
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President Pervez Musharraf and join with him in a strong affirmation of 
resolve to work constructively together. When the general election of May 
���� unexpectedly substituted a Congress-led coalition in power in Delhi, 
the successor Prime Minister Manmohan Singh swi�ly (and despite notes of 
reservation previously struck by his party while in opposition) put his full 
weight behind sustaining the new drive3. Though the many-sided dialogue 
that has developed actively at several levels4 remains fraught with conten-
tious issues of real and difficult substance, and not infrequently marked 
by sharp exchanges over particular long-standing problems, the general 
momentum has been broadly sustained in subsequent contacts, some of 
them pointing the way towards concrete new projects of cooperation such 
as the proposed pipeline to bring natural gas from Iran through Pakistan to 
India. At a deeper level, vestiges of residual Indian resentment of Pakistan’s 
separate existence seem less o�en detectable than they used to be – for 
example, in June ���� there was a noteworthy expression of acceptance by 
the successor leader of the BJP, L.K. Advani.5 India may moreover increas-
ingly recognise that it would be contrary to its own long-term interest that 
its major westward neighbour should ’fail’ either politically or economically. 
While the apprehensions of outright such failure, Somalia-style, occasion-
ally voiced by external commentators are plainly overblown, it remains by 
no means impossible to imagine circumstances in which Islamist or similar 
political currents much less disposed than President Musharraf towards 
accommodating compromise with India might gain in power in Pakistan; 
and most informed Indian opinion, even when its view of him falls well 
short of whole-hearted approval, seems accordingly to recognise that this 
would not work to India’s lasting advantage. 

United States interests and policies may well have served to underpin 
the rapprochement. The United States made a crucial contribution to de-
fusing the Kargil conflict in ����, and particularly a�er �� September ���� 
it manifested strong concern to maintain close relations with both India 
and Pakistan, with the inevitable corollary that it did not wish tensions 
between them to compel unwelcome US choices about preferences. There is 
no sign that this helpful concern will become less weighty, even where (as 
in respect of Kashmir) direct mediation is not in contemplation. President 
Bush’s administration has made plain, in words and deeds, that it regards 
the stability and well-being of both countries – and therefore the mainte-
nance of peace between them – as an important US interest. In June ���� the 
United States concluded a wide-ranging defence agreement with India.6

The Kashmir situation is itself less precarious and neuralgic than it has 
usually been during the long history of the dispute. A cease-fire along the 
Line of Control has substantially held for over a year, though it has been 
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achieved by the unilateral (and thus readily reversible) choice of each side, 
not ratified by bilateral agreement. Hostile infiltration eastward across the 
line has been markedly reduced, even if India believes that Pakistan could 
do be�er still in preventing it. Elections in Indian-administered Kashmir in 
����–�� were conducted successfully (at least by past standards of compar-
ison) and violent political unrest there and harsh Indian internal-security 
response to it have become less salient. The establishment of a periodic 
bus service between Srinagar and Muzaffarabad and the facilitation of 
contacts between leading Kashmiri figures across the line have symbol-
ised some so�ening of the territorial divide7. Several such figures have 
endorsed President Musharraf’s notable public shelving of Pakistan’s tradi-
tional demand for a Kashmir-wide plebiscite unacceptable to India, and the 
leaders of both countries have expressed a desire – the sincerity of which 
need not be doubted – to find some lasting solution to the Kashmir problem 
before they leave office.

Inescapably, however, Kashmir remains the prime source of danger to the 
long-term relationship. An adversarial and conflict-punctuated half-century 
has le� mistrust deeply ingrained among bureaucracies, media and publics, 
with a tendency in both countries to place worst-case interpretations upon 
whatever the other says or does. Acts of terrorism plainly 
designed to impede reconciliation are sure to recur. Even 
if no specific incident re-ignites tension between the 
governments, and if President Musharraf (in particular) 
can continue to hold off and survive extremist domestic 
pressures, the two leaders will not find it easy to devise 
ways forward without forfeiting the acquiescence of key 
internal constituencies. The earlier collision between rival 
agenda preferences – ‘Kashmir first’ against ’Kashmir 
last’ – has been finessed, but despite personal goodwill between leaders it 
remains unclear whether sufficient manoeuvre room can be found or created 
between Indian and Pakistani ‘red lines’ to yield advances acceptable to both 
countries – and to Kashmiris – especially within a timescale short enough 
to hold off potential suspicion on the Pakistani side that India, as the more 
’status quo’ power, is simply filibustering. Particularly on this account, the 
continuance and success of the general rapprochement is not pre-ordained.

Concepts and doctrines
External appraisals differed on what the dangerous episodes of Kargil and 
the ����–�� confrontation conveyed about underlying a�itudes and future 
dangers in the context of nuclear-weapon possession. Some suggested that 
they implied a judgement – especially but not exclusively on the Pakistani 
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side – that under the shadow of nuclear near-balance military action could 
be taken more safely than before at lower levels of force. But even if such a 
judgement had underlain the start of the episodes, it is hard to see that either 
country, looking in sober hindsight at the outcomes, could readily suppose 
that the initiatives had yielded net profit commensurate with the risks run 
(and indeed at the height of the episodes both sides, by observing impor-
tant constraints, showed their growing awareness of those risks). Public 
governmental breast-beating or expression of regret is not realistically to be 
expected, but it seems more likely than not that – rather as with the Cold-
War confrontations of the early ����s over Berlin and Cuba – the events 
will have provided salutary learning experiences, with lessons drawn in the 
direction of enhanced caution.

It remains evident nevertheless, despite the improved political climate 
of bilateral relations, that neither country can be expected to be willing to 
regard dependable military deterrence, including its now-inevitable nuclear 
element, as less necessary than it was five years ago in order to provide a 
disciplined framework for the peaceful management of the relationship. By 
much the same token, it cannot be in the interest of external powers that that 
framework should be weakened.

In ���� some Indian ministers placed declaratory emphasis on the 
security interface with China as the prime rationale for realising nuclear 
capability, though less has been heard of this since then.8 Rather like the 
United States, albeit for different reasons, China has succeeded in main-
taining good relations with both India and Pakistan without having to make 
continual zero-sum choices between them. Indeed, China has improved 
relations with India both by active choices and by the telling passive one of 
giving no political support to Pakistan’s Kargil adventure. The Himalayan 
territories still in contention between China and India, though extensive, 
have never in recent years seemed central or important enough to either 
country to be a credible trigger for major military escalation, and the dispute 
is moreover being managed now with more positive amity than in the past. 
It seems unlikely, therefore, whatever formal strategic doctrine may state, 
that a deterrent relationship with China need play any urgent part in Indian 
decisions on the size and structure of its nuclear forces.

Since ���� expertise in both countries about the issues of concept and 
doctrine which nuclear-weapon states have to tackle has built up steadily, 
both inside and outside governments. Especially in India, thinking is 
increasingly tested in discussion, though deliberations within government 
remain almost entirely hidden from view and parliamentary a�ention has 
not yet developed greatly. India has published significant information about 
political and strategic doctrine,9 albeit of less extensive scope and less ambi-
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tious content than the ���� report of a distinguished semi-official advisory 
group had foreshadowed.10 An important announcement in January ���� 
included a re-affirmation of political commitment never to initiate the 
use of nuclear weapons, though it qualified this by a new reservation of a 
right to retaliate with nuclear weapons to any use by others of biological 
or chemical weapons (which India, like Pakistan, has forsworn in accord-
ance with global treaties).11 Scarcely anything has been said about doctrine 
at the operational level, and it is ma�er for conjecture precisely how far, 
and with what conclusions reached, India has yet answered for itself ques-
tions about practical military realities at that level. Understanding of such 
questions must certainly have become deeper as military staffs have been 
drawn in more widely, especially with the establishment of a new Strategic 
Forces Command. Indeed, without addressing several of these issues prac-
tical decisions needed even in peacetime – for example on deployments, 
dispersal and protection, weapon custody and handling, and command, 
control and communications – cannot be se�led coherently.

Pakistan has made considerable information available about its govern-
mental organisation for considering nuclear-weapon ma�ers, but has 
otherwise generally been more reticent than India about any category of 
nuclear doctrine. The government has, however, made clear that it declines 
to rule out the option of first use if resistance at lower levels is at risk of 
being overborne in vital respects. This is unsurprising, as the NATO prece-
dent during the Cold War illustrates, in the light of a perception of potential 
inferiority at such lower levels. Occasional suggestions by outside analysts 
that Pakistan’s stance in this regard implies a positive policy of first use, or 
even of aspiration to disarming pre-emptive strike, misconstrue both the 
meaning of the stance and the possibilities realistically open to Pakistan. As 
with India, nothing is directly or officially known about planning concepts 
at operational level, but given the salience of military participation within 
Pakistan’s governmental structure it must be no less likely than in India that 
necessary practical issues have by now been identified and addressed.

The evolution of armouries
Though official announcements have been limited, it remains evident12 that 
in both India and Pakistan the build-up of operational nuclear capability has 
continued at a slower pace than Cold War parallels might have suggested 
and many observers originally expected.

There were early suggestions within the Indian scientific community 
that further explosive tests were desirable in order to guarantee the perform-
ance of an armoury adequate for India’s two-front deterrent needs.13 Both 
countries have, however, declared and observed a moratorium since the 



���  Michael Quinlan

���� series, and as time passes it seems less and less likely (unless the ice 
were to be broken by countries elsewhere) that either would think it worth 
incurring the political costs of breaching the worldwide freeze on testing. 
The production of operational warheads undoubtedly continues, but while 
neither the pace of acquisition nor the eventual level planned has been 
disclosed it remains probable that inventories have not yet approached – and 
indeed not certain that they ever will approach – the level of the smallest 
armoury among the five NPT-accepted nuclear states (believed to be that of 
the United Kingdom, declared as a maximum of two hundred operational 
warheads).14

For delivering their weapons both countries would still have to rely 
heavily upon fighter/ground-a�ack aircra�, though neither has said how 
many and which types have undergone the necessary special adaptation. 
Pakistan, with the smaller and less diverse holding of such aircra�, will have 
warmly welcomed recent United States indications of even-handed willing-
ness – much less to India’s taste – to sell modern F��s to both countries. Both 
meanwhile have continued to develop and test land-based ballistic missiles 
of various types and ranges and progressively to deploy them when ready 
(though the availability of nuclear warheads for them to deliver has not been 
made clear, and it seems in any event that warheads would not be held in 
peacetime close to deployed missiles). India plans a first test-launch later in 
���� of the solid-fuelled Agni-� system capable of reaching significantly into 
China.15 In addition, India formally maintains a declared option – which 
Pakistan could not easily claim to match – of adding a submarine-launched 
ballistic-missile component; but this must lie at best many years (and heavy 
expenditure) away from the present.

It is understandable that India and Pakistan – like most Cold War 
participants, especially in the earlier years of that confrontation – have 
been sparing in their disclosure of details of their capabilities and plans 

for further build-up. Nevertheless, it would be 
desirable, in the interest of the strategic stability 
and confidence which would benefit them both, 
that each should make credibly available to the 
other enough information to allay any fears 
that balance-threatening dominance was being 
achieved or sought. In addition, reassurance 
against fears of arms-racing should make it 
easier for both countries to restrain the finan-

cial costs of their armouries and the consequent opportunity costs amid 
economic and social demands in other fields – a factor notably important 
for Islamabad and therefore indirectly as well as directly for Delhi, given 
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that Pakistan already spends on defence a much higher proportion than 
India of a much less ample public purse. At least to the outside observer 
it seems clear at present that each side possesses nuclear capability suffi-
cient to constitute a credible deterrent to action by the other threatening 
vital interests, and that neither has within reach or early prospect a depend-
able capability to deprive the other of that sufficiency. Pakistan, however, as 
plainly (and perhaps increasingly) the weaker in most other aspects of mili-
tary power, will be impelled towards worst-case evaluation of the balance, 
and on a broad political view it seems contrary to India’s interest to have 
this evaluation become over sombre.16 

The possible introduction of ballistic missile defences (BMD) into the 
region may present special complications – even dangers – in this regard.17 
India, while making clear that there is no firm governmental commitment, 
has indicated some interest in the option of deploying limited such defences, 
and has already embarked upon certain equipment system acquisitions 
which could form part of a BMD capability; the United States has indicated 
in general terms willingness to sell to India materiel of this kind. There seems 
so far, however, to have been no general or thorough debate – or at least none 
visible publicly – about the merits and implications of Indian deployment of 
BMD. It is by no means clear that in the circumstances of South Asia it could 
offer net operational benefit sufficient to warrant the inevitably heavy costs. 
Those costs might not arise in financial terms alone. There could be a risk 
that Pakistan – which has already expressed unease, as has China – would 
interpret deployment as being, in effect if not in intention, a move to erode its 
own deterrent posture, by creating a possible scenario in which a pre-emptive 
first strike could be complemented by a capability to ward off the a�enu-
ated retaliatory forces that survived18. Such a perception, even if arguably too 
pessimistic given the limitations of likely BMD systems, might work both in 
strategic terms against calm and economical stability, and in political terms 
against confidence in shared effort towards more cooperative relations.

Building confidence and reassurance
The idea of adopting military confidence-building measures (CBMs) to 
strengthen reassurance and trust between the two countries has a history 
stretching back into the ����s. Agreements have been in place since well 
before the ���� tests on such ma�ers as not targeting one another’s nuclear-
related facilities (with exchange of relevant information on these), the 
establishment of dependable communication links for use in periods of 
crisis or potential misunderstanding, the conduct of military exercises, and 
the advance notification of missile flight tests. Some of these agreements 
had, however, not been developed in the full detail that was desirable, and 
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uncertainties about how whole-heartedly their spirit was being observed 
occasionally meant that when general relations were uneasy the agreements 
could themselves become sources of suspicion rather than confidence.

The development of military CBMs as a contribution to entrenching 
rapprochement has, however, been re-energised by the wider improve-
ment in the political climate (which has included the implementation of 
significant non-military CBMs on ma�ers like transport links and cultural 
and sporting contacts). Be�er-defined understandings seem close to being 
reached on missile test notifications, and at their mid-���� meeting the two 
foreign ministers agreed to set up swi� and dedicated communication paths 
between their foreign secretaries, to complement those already existing 
between directors-general of military operations. There is agreement also 
on the principle of prompt and candid notification of any accidental or 
unauthorised events involving nuclear systems. There have been informal 
discussions about the possibility of se�ing up Nuclear Risk Reduction 
Centres, in the first instance to systematise the exchanges of information 
required under the various agreements.19

There remains considerable long-term scope for augmenting military 
CBMs. It would be very desirable to revive meticulous observance – li�le 
evident for several years – of the extensive ���� agreement on the design, 
conduct and notification of military exercises,20 and the reciprocal a�endance 
of observers at some of these, on the pa�ern adopted during the later years 
of the NATO/Warsaw Pact relationship, could enhance its value. Still more 
pertinently, the search for strategic stability could, as noted earlier, be directly 
aided by more open exchange of information on such nuclear-force ma�ers 
as numbers and types, deployments, plans, doctrines and budgets. The trade-
off between such exchanges for reassurance and the traditional constraints of 
secrecy need not always be se�led in favour of the la�er. Increased transpar-
ency is not a substitute for practical demonstration – for example by decisions 
taken on force provision and deployment – that mutual deterrence is genu-
inely accepted, but it can be an important complement to that.21

Global concerns
A wide cross-section of the international community reacted with dismay to 
the ���� tests, and United Nations Security Council Resolution ���� quickly 
called upon the two countries to reverse course. Understandable though 
that demand – reiterated in ���� at that year’s review conference of parties 
to the ���� Non-Proliferation Treaty – may have been as a demonstration of 
disapproval, its acceptance was never a realistic expectation, and pragmati-
cally if not formally most other countries have quietly come to acquiesce in 
the facts, especially against the background that India and Pakistan, never 
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having acceded to the treaty, were not acting in breach of it. There remain, 
however, important and legitimate concerns

• that India and Pakistan should not break the priceless worldwide 
nuclear peace that has held since ����;

• that their nuclear arsenals should be safe against accident or inter-
ference;

• that no avoidable political encouragement should be given to other 
states tempted to acquire nuclear weapons; and

• that there should be no leakage of weapon-related materiel or know-
how to illegitimate possessors, whether states, dissidents, terrorists 
or criminals.

On the first of these counts the political evolution described earlier will 
have given reassurance. There will, however, be continuing concern that, in a 
more directly military dimension, the shaping of the two arsenals and of the 
conditions in which they are held and managed should be deliberately – and, 
for preference, collaboratively – designed to entrench deterrent stability as 
dependably as possible on a basis underpinned by practical facts, not just 
declarations and sentiments of goodwill. It was not reasonably to be expected 
that the South Asian situation would immediately a�ain the extreme degree of 
evident stability eventually (as well as very expensively and o�en abrasively) 
achieved in the Cold War, and the current situation is not unduly precarious. 
There is nevertheless a valuable potential agenda of enhancement available 
to be pursued by a mix of dialogue, information-sharing and cooperative 
or parallel action.22 In June ���� the foreign secretaries of the two countries, 
besides giving impetus to the strengthening of CBMs, voiced a shared view 
that the nuclear capabilities of both were a factor for stability.23 Discussions 
directly addressed to exploiting this notable and potentially salutary conver-
gence of a�itudes have not yet been initiated (though the idea of such 
discussions was originally commended in the ���� Lahore Declaration), but 
it would be a natural theme for outside countries to encourage and perhaps 
even to assist informally from their own experience.

There is no reason to doubt that the two countries take very seriously the 
responsibility to hold their arsenals in conditions of safety against accident 
or disruption and that they have taken extensive action to fulfil it, though 
for legitimate reasons of prudence no more than limited details of their 
arrangements have been disclosed. The task of achieving and maintaining 
the necessary standards of assurance against the wide array of potential 
risks is, however, complex and demanding.24 Once more, it would seem to 
be in the global interest that other countries possessing relevant expertise 
and experience should stand ready to help with advice to the maximum 
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extent allowable within the constraints set by the provisions of the NPT 
bearing upon the transfer of knowledge.

The ���� developments cannot on any reckoning be regarded as 
having been positive news for the global nuclear non-proliferation regime. 
The general maintenance of that regime with the minimum of damage is, 
however, of advantage to India and Pakistan (despite long-standing disap-
proval of its asymmetry o�en expressed in the sub-continent) no less than 
to most other countries. There is no politically practicable way of accommo-
dating them directly within the ambit of the Non-Proliferation Treaty itself, 
and similar difficulties about recognising their status might also inhibit their 
accession to some of the treaties establishing nuclear-weapon-free zones 
or to voluntary associations such as the Nuclear Suppliers Group.25 But it 
would be in their interest, and a valuable political signal of their resolve to 
act as responsible nuclear-weapon states, that they should bind themselves 
to act in every practicable and relevant way as though they were parties 
to these various arrangements (as France did in respect of the no-transfer 
provisions of the Non-Proliferation Treaty for many years before its acces-
sion to it in ����). It seems likely that both India and Pakistan are already 
now, in practice, conducting themselves on such a basis; but there would 
be merit in formal commitment to that effect, perhaps even on an explicitly 
cooperative or parallel basis.

At the time of the ���� tests a Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty (CTBT) 
seemed in clear prospect, with a likelihood of negotiations on a Fissile 
Material Cut-off Treaty (FMCT) to follow. It was widely conjectured that 
pressure to accede to these might present problems for India or Pakistan 
or both. Such issues have, however, receded in the light of the facts that 
there is virtually no probability, given the hostile stance of the United 
States, that a CTBT could come into force in the current decade, and that the 
outlook for realistic advance on the FMCT concept remains clouded in the 
continuing absence of credible and generally acceptable proposals for how 
compliance with such a treaty might be verified. By the time that accession 
to either such treaty could be a concrete question for India and Pakistan, 
their nuclear capabilities and holdings might well have evolved in ways that 
materially altered the national considerations they would need to weigh in 
determining their stances.

There remains the crucial ma�er of keeping nuclear-weapon mate-
rial and know-how out of the possession of unauthorised recipients. This 
became a ma�er of grave concern in regard to Pakistan when the perni-
cious activities of A.Q. Khan came to public notice, by his own admission, 
in February ����. External intelligence, built up over a number of years, had 
revealed beyond question that Khan, the scientist who headed Pakistan’s 
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nuclear-weapon development effort, had been the leading figure in an 
extensive and sophisticated clandestine network – involving suppliers 
from several countries, but centred around Pakistan – selling, or offering to 
sell, weapon-related materiel and know-how to states that were of global 
concern in the non-proliferation context, such as Iran, Iraq and Libya. This 
came, moreover, against the background that Pakistan was already known 
to have had extensive dealings with equally worrying North Korea, at least 
over missile delivery systems. Khan was widely revered in Pakistan and 
had been able accordingly to operate with considerable independence, but 
outside observers did not find it altogether easy to believe that there was 
no complicity, knowledge or suspicion among other senior governmental 
circles in respect of his misdeeds. Such misgivings remained unallayed 
when, doubtless for broader reasons including the importance of Pakistan’s 
cooperation in action against international terrorists, the United States and 
others chose not to criticise severely the decisions by President Musharraf 
not to prosecute Khan and also not to make him available for external inter-
rogation. In this situation Pakistan has clearly been under special obligation, 
both practical and political, to provide credible reassurance that the Khan 
network has been irreversibly dismantled and safeguards put in place to 
exclude any risk of recurrence. There is evidence in several ways that the 
force of this obligation is recognised, but it will need both continued effort 
by Pakistan and vigilance by others.

India and Pakistan, like every other United Nations member, are bound 
by the Security Council’s Resolution ���� of April ����, passed unanimously 
under Chapter VII of the Charter, requiring all states to reinforce barriers of 
every kind to the spread of ’weapons of mass destruction’, particularly to non-
state actors. The Indian government has recently introduced to Parliament 
extensive dra� legislation for this purpose, pulling together and building upon 
existing ordinances and systems.26 Pakistan had already, in ���� following the 
Khan revelations, passed new laws with similar objectives, and had sought US 
and Japanese advice on their content.27 Both countries might judge it useful to 
draw further upon the work done by others, including the European Union, 
to develop relevant instruments and procedures and – no less important – to 
sustain them in effective operation.

 *                 *                 *

It is impossible to reduce to a single ‘sound-bite’ any overall judgement upon 
the situation and performance of India and Pakistan as nuclear-weapon 
possessors today and in near prospect. The past five years have seen disqui-
eting events, but these have been substantially surmounted, and the more 
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severe fears expressed in and soon a�er ���� have been, if not everywhere 
dispelled, at least mostly lightened. The security relationship between the 
two countries is less heated and more stable than it seemed in ����; the 
development of armouries and doctrines, so far as outsiders can discern 
them, has not taken unse�ling forms; and responsibilities within the global 
system are plainly recognised. Risks of several kinds nevertheless remain, 
and the improvements made are not securely irreversible. As both countries 
undoubtedly recognise, there is still both scope and need for diverse further 
action – some of it, moreover, capable in principle of being done collabora-
tively – to enhance stability and reduce danger.
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