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INTRODUCTION 
 
The May 2025 conflict was only the most recent in a series of wars, conflicts, 
skirmishes, and crises that have afflicted India-Pakistan relations since 1947, when 
India emerged as an independent nation, and a part of it, Pakistan, was carved out as a 
separate homeland for Muslims in the Indian sub-continent.  

Three wars in 1947±48, 1965, and 1971 failed to yield a decisive outcome over the 
territorial dispute of Kashmir, though the 1971 war did lead to the eastern wing of 
Pakistan seceding and emerging as an independent Bangladesh. In 1998, both countries 
undertook a series of nuclear tests to emerge as nuclear weapon states, adding another 
dimension to their rivalry. The Kargil conflict came one year later, and then militarised 
crises in 2001±02, 2008, 2016, 2019, and 2025. 

Nuclear deterrence has undoubtedly played a role at preventing a full-scale conflict 
between the two rivals since 1998, though some nuclear signalling did take place in 
1987 and 1990, often described as a latent or non-weaponised deterrence. This paper 
explores how both sides²through rhetoric and actions²have or have not manipulated 
their possession of nuclear weapons to achieve their aims during these crises without 
stumbling into nuclear war. The three crises from 2016 to 2025 have seen India ratchet 
up the intensity and scope of its responses to terrorism, and in 2019 and 2025 Pakistan 
responded with increasing intensity. This possible trend has reinforced a decades-old 
FOLFKp�DPRQJ�:HVWHUQ�RIILFLDOV�DQG�FRPPHQWDWRUV�WKDW�6RXWK�$VLD�LV�WKH�ZRUOG¶V�PRVW�
liNHO\�µQXFOHDU�IODVKSRLQW¶�1 This trope appeared in much Western coverage, including 
the New York Times¶�H[SODQDWLRQ�RI�ZK\�8�6��9LFH�3UHVLGHQW�-'�9DQFH�DQG�8�6��
Secretary of State Marco Rubio became intensely involved in negotiating a ceasefire: 
µ7KH�UHDVRQ�ZDV�WKH�VDPH�RQH�WKDW�SURPSWHG�%LOO�&OLQWRQ�LQ������WR�GHDO�ZLWK�DQRWKHU�
major conflict between the two longtime enemies: fear that it might quickly go 
QXFOHDU¶�2 

Yet, more careful study of the 1999 conflict and the crises following the 2001 attack on 
the Indian Parliament, the 2008 attack in Mumbai, and the 2016, 2019, and 2025 attacks 
on terrorist and military targets suggests that leadership on both sides have been 
significantly more restrained in their nuclear rhetoric and actions than is commonly 
recognised. Setting aside the causes and effects of the terrorist attacks that precipitated 
these crises, once the initial violence was done, Indian and Pakistani leaders have rather 
adeptly managed and contained escalation.  

 
1 Bharat Karnad��³6RXWK�$VLD��7KH�,UUHOHYDQFH�RI�&ODVVLFDO�1XFOHDU�'HWHUUHQFH�7KHRU\�´�India Review 4, 
no. 2 (2005): p. 211. 
2 'DYLG�(��6DQJHU��-XOLDQ�(��%DUQHV��DQG�0DJJLH�+DEHUPDQ��³5HOXFWDQW�DW�)LUVW��7UXPS�2IILFLDOV�
,QWHUYHQHG�LQ�6RXWK�$VLD�DV�1XFOHDU�)HDUV�*UHZ�´�New York Times, May 10, 2025, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/05/10/us/politics/trump-india-pakistan-nuclear.html. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2025/05/10/us/politics/trump-india-pakistan-nuclear.html
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This does not mean that the propensity for risk taking has decreased. India has chosen to 
signal its growing military ability and political resolve to damage Pakistan in response 
to further terrorist acts against Indians. The Narendra Modi±led government projects 
itself as strong and decisive compared to its predecessors. However, as a larger and 
more economically successful polity whose nuclear doctrine is not to use nuclear 
weapons first, India has a clear interest in keeping any crisis or conflict non-nuclear. 
Indian leaders have understood that for Pakistan, nuclear weapons could be an equaliser, 
a means of trying to reverse a pending existential defeat. This gives Pakistani leaders a 
temptation to manipulate nuclear weapons in ways that Indian leaders would need to try 
to manage. 

This is the dynamic explored in the paper. The experience of nuclear deterrence and 
crisis management here is different from that between Moscow and Washington during 
the Cold War and now in the Ukraine war where Russia has so frequently manipulated 
nuclear fear. Russia and the United States and the United States and China²unlike 
India and Pakistan²are separated by vast distances and have no direct territorial 
dispute. Terrorism is not a chronic threat among them. North and South Korea²like 
India and Pakistan²were once united, but only one of them possesses nuclear weapons, 
a big difference between the South Asian rivals. Palestine has resonances of partition 
and terrorism, but Palestine has no nuclear capability nor air force nor navy. India and 
China have a territorial dispute, but China does not arouse communal passions in India 
nor engage in terrorism against Indians. The unresolved disputes and relentless passions 
that still surge through India and Pakistan make the two states susceptible to violent 
eruptions and resistant to direct conflict management. When general deterrence fails and 
conflict erupts, as it often does, nuclear deterrence can help contain the violence, but the 
risk of escalation from mistaken judgment, unchecked passion, and broken or misused 
technology is always present.  

The first section of this paper summarises how nuclear deterrence was understood since 
its origins during the Cold War. India and Pakistan sought to learn from the U.S.-Soviet 
experience but clearly there are specific aspects that animate the doctrines of India and 
Pakistan based on their own threat perceptions. The second section deals with the 
nuclear manipulations that took place during the six crises identified above, with the last 
four dealt with in individual sub-sections. The final section draws certain tentative 
conclusions, tentative because both the nature of conflict is being redefined and a new 
revolution in technology is underway. 

MANAGING NUCLEAR DETERRENCE 

Deterrence is an old concept, with clear strategic goals and past practices. Nuclear 
deterrence introduced a new tension at its core, the uniquely destructive nature of 
nuclear weapons that made the consequences of deterrence failure unimaginably 
horrible. Political leaders²especially those individuals who would bear the 
responsibility for the consequences of authorising nuclear explosions²have been 
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acutely conscious of this risk every time tensions have arisen between nuclear 
adversaries. At the same time, at least in the U.S.-Soviet/Russian case, each side feared 
the other could achieve a technical or numerical breakthrough that might enable it to 
blunt its nuclear deterrent and thereby give the superior side a huge strategic advantage. 
Arms racing resulted, with intermittent negotiated agreements to control it and reduce 
the destructiveness of nuclear arsenals. Indeed, arms control and disarmament became 
instruments to help persuade other countries not to acquire nuclear weapons, as 
promised under the 1968 Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty which India and Pakistan 
(like Israel) never signed. 

While most literature on nuclear deterrence is based on the U.S.-Soviet nuclear rivalry, 
there are clear limits on how far this can apply to nuclear rivalries which are asymmetric 
in nature, both in terms of composition of nuclear arsenals and respective nuclear 
doctrines. In 1989, Robert Jervis was undoubtedly reflecting on the lessons of the Cold 
War and nuclear bipolarity when he wrote The Meaning of the Nuclear Revolution: 
Statecraft and Prospect of Armageddon proposing that war between nuclear powers had 
EHFRPH�µXQWKLQNDEOH¶�3 

The credibility of deterrence depends on both capability and resolve. Where the stakes 
are similar, deterrence was seen to be strengthened with clarity, as during the Cold War. 
In the Ukraine war, however, we see how the stakes are different for Russia, NATO 
states, and Ukraine. Russia feels much more resolute than NATO in bearing the costs of 
this war, and it has repeatedly invoked risks of nuclear war to help deter support for 
Ukraine. From the beginning, the United States and other major supporters of Ukraine 
ruled out becoming directly involved in the war (for multiple reasons) and have 
HPSKDVLVHG�WKDW�WKH�µWKUHDW�RU�XVH�RI�QXFOHDU�ZHDSRQV�LV�LQDGPLVVLEOH¶��DV�WKH�*���KHDGV�
of state proclaimed in November 2022.4 Ukraine is most resolved, feeling its very 
H[LVWHQFH�WKUHDWHQHG�E\�5XVVLD¶V�LQLWLDO�LQYDVLRQ��VR�.\LY�KDV�DFWHG�XQGHWHUUHG�E\�
5XVVLD¶V�QXFOHDU�PDQLSXODWLRQV�� 

In the Indo-Pacific, the United States has adopted ambiguity to deter China from 
pursuing a military option in Taiwan. Washington acknowledges there is only one 
China, but continues to support and arm Taiwan so long as Taipei does not declare 
independence. As China modernises and expands its nuclear arsenal, the United States 
is seeking to introduce a degree of clarity to bolster deterrence.  

Most portentously, whereas during the Cold War deterrence was a two-player equation, 
today, the United States considers both Russia and China as rivals and seeks to deter 
both. And, while the United States has long acknowledged mutual vulnerability vis-à-
vLV�5XVVLD��LW�KDV�QHYHU�FRQYH\HG�DQ�DFFHSWDQFH�RI�µPXWXDO�YXOQHUDELOLW\¶�WR�&KLQD��7KLV�

 
3 Robert Jervis, The Meaning of the Nuclear Revolution: Statecraft and the Prospect of Armageddon 
(Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1989). 
4 ³*���%DOL�/HDGHUV¶�'HFODUDWLRQ�´�*����1RYHPEHU���±16, 2022, accessed July 22, 2025, 
https://g20.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/09/2022-11-16-g20-declaration-data.pdf.  

https://g20.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/09/2022-11-16-g20-declaration-data.pdf
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KHLJKWHQV�%HLMLQJ¶V�FRQFHUQV�WKDW�WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV�FRXOG�WU\�WR�SUH-emptively destroy 
&KLQD¶V�VHFRQG-strike deterrent (using more ambitious missile defences to block 
retaliation by surviving Chinese weapons). 

,QGLD¶V�QXFOHDU�FKDOOHQJH�KDV�DOZD\V�ODFNHG�WKH�VLPSOLFLW\�RI�D�WZR-player deterrence 
equation. Since 1998, India has maintained that its nuclear capability was intended as a 
deterrent against both China and Pakistan. The close ties between the two also need to 
be factored in by Indian defence planners. While Pakistan describes its capability as 
India-VSHFLILF��&KLQD¶V�WKUHDW�SHUFHSWLRQV�DUH�IRFXVHG�RQ�LWV�ULYDOU\�ZLWK�WKH�8QLWHG�
States. Therefore, it is apparent that the strategic shift from the Euro-Atlantic to the 
Indo-Pacific brings more actors into a crowded geopolitical space. This imposes limits 
on how far the India-Pakistan equation can be analysed as a stand-alone nuclear dyad. If 
anything, the two dyads, India-Pakistan and India-China, are loosely linked just as they 
are linked to the U.S.-China dyad, creating a nuclear chain of loosely linked dyads.  

Of these countries, nuclear weapons have a more limited role and utility for India 
because it can deal with most foreseeable threats with its conventional forces. It needs 
nuclear weapons to deal with nuclear threats only because both its adversaries possess 
nuclear weapons. For Pakistan, nuclear weapons provided the ultimate security 
guarantee because (rightly or wrongly) it is convinced that its conventional capabilities 
are inferior. China needs nuclear weapons and may even be enhancing their role 
because it is caught up in a geopolitical rivalry with the United States. What this implies 
is that all three will continue to retain and, depending on their respective resources, 
build up and diversify their nuclear capabilities.  

In addition, there are doctrinal asymmetries between India and Pakistan. While both 
countries profess to have a nuclear deterrent that is both minimal and credible, India 
looks to deter two potential adversaries while Pakistan seeks to deter India. Further, 
though India has maintained a no-first-use policy since 2003, it has conditioned its sole-
purpose doctrine to permit retaliation to a chemical or biological weapon attack.5  

Given the compressed time frames and high population densities, India does not make a 
distinction between tactical and strategic nuclear weapons. In other words, India does 
not consider nuclear weapons as weapons for war fighting but only for deterring nuclear 
threats. However, survivability of an assured retaliatory capability requires that India 
maintain a triad which is still a work in progress, particularly the submarine (strategic 
submarine ballistic nuclear, or SSBN) leg.  

3DNLVWDQ¶V�GRFWULQH�UHIOHFWV�D�GLIIHUHQW�DSSURDFK�LQ�WHUPV�RI�PDLQWDLQLQJ�WKDW�DPELJXLW\�
VWUHQJWKHQV�GHWHUUHQFH�DQG�RI�XVLQJ�LWV�QXFOHDU�ZHDSRQV�DV�DQ�HTXDOLVHU�DJDLQVW�,QGLD¶V�
FRQYHQWLRQDO�VXSHULRULW\��7KHUHIRUH��LW�KDV�DGRSWHG�D�SROLF\�RI�µIXOO�VSHFWUXP�GHWHUUHQFH¶�

 
5 Alicia Sanders-Zakre and Kelsey Davenport, ³,V�,QGLD�6KLIWLQJ�1XFOHDU�'RFWULQH"�´�Arms Control 
Today, May 2017, accessed July 22, 2025, https://www.armscontrol.org/act/2017-05/news/india-shifting-
nuclear-doctrine.  

https://www.armscontrol.org/act/2017-05/news/india-shifting-nuclear-doctrine
https://www.armscontrol.org/act/2017-05/news/india-shifting-nuclear-doctrine
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at strategic, operational, and tactical levels, irrespective of whether the threat is 
conventional or nuclear.6 The lower nuclear threshold coupled with ambiguity 
LQWURGXFHV�XQFHUWDLQW\��WKHUHE\�VWUHQJWKHQLQJ�3DNLVWDQ¶V�GHWHUUHQW��3DNLVWDQ�DOVR�
maintains a triad, the sea leg consisting of ballistic/cruise missiles on surface ships.  

Neither India nor Pakistan have made any official statements regarding the size of their 
nuclear arsenals. Based on the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI) 
World Nuclear Forces 2024 report, both countries have built modest arsenals ranging 
between 160 to 180 warheads.7 Both countries have nuclear-capable aircraft, and these 
were the first delivery vectors. India has depended on the Jaguar and the Mirage 2000, 
though the forty-year-old Jaguar will be replaced with the more recently acquired 
Rafale. Pakistan has relied on Mirage III and Mirage V but is transitioning to the more 
modern JF-17, co-developed and co-produced with China. Having relied on gravity 
ERPEV��3DNLVWDQ�KDV�EHHQ�WHVWLQJ�5D¶DG�,�,,�DLU-launched cruise missiles (ALCMs), with 
ranges between 350 to 600 km.  

Both countries have land-based missiles. India has deployed the Prithvi II with a range 
of 350 km and Agni I-IV with ranges from 700 to 3,500 km. Agni V and Agni VI are 
being developed to achieve intermediate and inter-continental ranges. Agni VI, 
currently in the design stage, could be equipped with a multiple independently 
targetable reentry vehicle (MIRV) capability. Agni P is being developed as an 
intermediate range mobile missile with a maneuverable reentry vehicle (MaRV) 
capability. To reduce deployment time, India is also developing canisterisation for its 
PRELOH�PLVVLOHV��3DNLVWDQ¶V�JURXQG�EDVHG�EDOOLVWLF�PLVVLOHV�UDQJH�IURP�WKH�VKRUW-range 
Nasr (70 km) to Abdali (200 km), Ghaznavi (300 km), Shaheen I/IA (750±900 km,) to 
the medium range Ghauri (1,250 km) and Shaheen II (2,000 km). Shaheen III with a 
range of 2750 km has also been tested as a medium range Ababeel, potentially with 
MIRV capability. In addition, Pakistan has also been testing the Babur series of ground-
launched cruise missiles (GLCMs) with ranges between 400 to 900 km.  

$�QDYDO�YDULDQW�RI�%DEXU�LV�LQWHQGHG�WR�EH�GHSOR\HG�RQ�3DNLVWDQ¶V�FRQYHQWLRQDO�
submarines. To complete its triad and an assured retaliatory capability, India has been 
developing an SSBN capability. The first of the series of four Arihant class SSBNs has 
been commissioned and is equipped with 750 km range K-15 SLBMs. The second 
SSBN was commissioned in August 2024 and the subsequent boats will be equipped 
with the 3,500 km range K-4 SLBM. Doctrines are likely to evolve as hypersonics and 
missile defence capabilities are developed though asymmetry. This will continue given 
,QGLD¶V�UHTXLUHPHQW�IRU�GHWHUULQJ�WZR�DGYHUVDULHV�� 

 
6 Sitara Noor, ³3DNLVWDQ¶V�(YROYLQJ�1XFOHDU�'RFWULQH�´�Arms Control Today, October 2023, accessed July 
22, 2025, https://www.armscontrol.org/act/2023-10/features/pakistans-evolving-nuclear-doctrine#bio.  
7 +DQV�0��.ULVWHQVHQ�DQG�0DWW�.RUGD��³:RUOG�1XFOHDU�)RUFHV�´�LQ�SIPRI Yearbook 2024: Armaments, 
Disarmament and International Security (Stockholm: Stockholm International Peace Research Institute), 
pp. 271±367. Accessed July 22, 2025, https://www.sipri.org/sites/default/files/YB24%2007%20WNF.pdf. 

https://www.armscontrol.org/act/2023-10/features/pakistans-evolving-nuclear-doctrine#bio
https://www.sipri.org/sites/default/files/YB24%2007%20WNF.pdf
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In recent years, China has accelerated its nuclear expansion and modernisation, 
currently estimated at 500 warheads, with expectations that it would treble over the next 
decade to match U.S. and Russian levels. The nuclear posture is undergoing a change 
with deployment of quick-launch solid-fuelled missiles accompanied with an early-
warning counterstrike strategy. Despite the growing sophistication and size of the 
arsenal that has led to speculation that China may be planning to shift to a Launch on 
Warning strategy, there has been no official statement to indicate a shift from its no-
first-use policy. However, India needs to monitor these developments. So far, despite 
the downturn in relations since the 2020 showdown in Aksai Chin (eastern Ladakh), a 
positive signal is that nuclear rhetoric has been noticeably absent on both sides.8 In the 
absence of any dialogue, it is difficult to judge whether this is on account of both 
countries maintaining no-first-XVH�SROLFLHV�RU�WKDW��JLYHQ�&KLQD¶V�IRFXV�RQ�LWV�ULYDOU\�
with the United States, any reference to a less capable adversary would diminish it.  

In politico-military terms, there is a difference between the India-Pakistan dyad and the 
India-China dyad. India as the lesser power and the victim has sought to block Chinese 
advances by building up its conventional forces in the area and implementing deterrence 
by (conventional) denial. China, as the major power, is also unlikely to use nuclear 
threats to press home its advantage in a remote area that, though important strategically, 
is not as vital as the Taiwan unification issue. Therefore, as long as the conflict is 
limited to eastern Ladakh, there is no temptation for either country to resort to nuclear 
coercion thereby posing existential threats to the other. Doctrinal symmetry and the 
politico-military context have provided a degree of nuclear stability despite the 
sharpening rivalry between India and China. This is significant to better understand 
what makes the India-Pakistan rivalry more crisis prone. However, China could well 
have a different response if it begins to perceive the United States as an existential 
WKUHDW��D�SRZHU�WKDW�LV�GHWHUPLQHG�WR�WKZDUW�&KLQD¶V�ULVH��,W�LV�WKLV�WKUHDW�SHUFHSWLRQ��
coupled with a growing ambition to claim its leading position, that has been the driver 
IRU�&KLQD¶V�QXFOHDU�H[SDQVLRQ�LQ�D�ZRUOG�ZKHUH�WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHs and Russia have made 
arsenal size a sign of global power.  

NUCLEAR CRISES AND SIGNALLING 

Just as the India-China dyad is asymmetric in terms of military capabilities, so is the 
India-Pakistan dyad. However, in the India-China dyad, India, as the weaker power, 
does not feel compelled to mount a persistent challenge to China whereas in the India-
Pakistan dyad, Pakistan has been unwilling to accept the differences in relative strength 
DQG�UHVRXUFHV�DQG�UHPDLQV�REVHVVHG�WR�HQJDJH�LQ�SHUVLVWHQW�GHILDQFH��3DNLVWDQ¶V�LQWLPDWH�
enmity makes it a convenient proxy for China to be able to keep India preoccupied.  

 
8 $DGLO�%UDU��³$QDO\]LQJ�&KLQHVH�1XFOHDU�6LJQDOLQJ�WRZDUGV�,QGLD�LQ������´�Stimson Center, May 30, 
2023, https://www.stimson.org/2023/analyzing-chinese-nuclear-signaling-towards-india-in-2021/. 

https://www.stimson.org/2023/analyzing-chinese-nuclear-signaling-towards-india-in-2021/
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5REHUW�-HUYLV¶V�UDWLRQDOLW\�ZRXOG�VXJJHVW�WKDW�WHUULWRULDO�GLVSXWHV�ZRXOG�EHFRPH�IUR]HQ�
when both parties acquire nuclear capability that is robust and survivable enough to 
make all sides conclude they will suffer catastrophically if they engage in warfare that 
escalates to nuclear exchanges.9 :LWK�WKH�DGYHQW�RI�QXFOHDU�ZHDSRQV��3DNLVWDQ¶V�LQIHULRU�
conventional force security concerns stand addressed and therefore its threat perception 
DQG�FRQVHTXHQWO\��DQWDJRQLVP��VKRXOG�KDYH�UHGXFHG��+RZHYHU��WKH�µLQWLPDWH�HQPLW\¶�
and potential concerns about IRUFH�VXUYLYDELOLW\�ZRXOG�GLOXWH�-HUYLV¶V�µUDWLRQDOLW\¶�
proposition. 

Indeed, when the leaders of India and Pakistan²Atal Bihari Vajpayee and Nawaz 
Sharif²PHW�LQ�)HEUXDU\������LQ�/DKRUH��3DNLVWDQ��VWDELOLVDWLRQ�RI�WKH�WZR�FRXQWULHV¶�
relationship, and perhaps even peace, appeared possible. The Lahore gathering was 
preceded by a private meeting of the two prime ministers on the sidelines of the UN in 
September 1998 followed by a phone conversation in which Sharif invited Vajpayee to 
visit Lahore, his hometown. This meeting could be portrayed as a personal gesture, as 
Lahore is not the capital of Pakistan, and Vajpayee had previously planned on the 
appointed day to be on a bus ride to Amritsar which is only 30 miles from Lahore. The 
meeting led to the Lahore Declaration and an agreement on conventional ballistic 
missiles (CBMs).10 Equally important from a political perspective, Vajpayee decided to 
visit Minar-e-Pakistan, a monument that marks the site where the call for a separate 
homeland for the Muslims of the subcontinent was raised in 1940. There, Vajpayee, the 
leader of the HiQGX�QDWLRQDOLVW�%KDUDWL\D�-DQDWD�3DUW\��GHFODUHG��µ$�VWURQJ��VWDEOH��DQG�
SURVSHURXV�3DNLVWDQ�LV�LQ�,QGLD¶V�LQWHUHVW��/HW�QR�RQH�LQ�3DNLVWDQ�EH�LQ�GRXEW��,QGLD�
VLQFHUHO\�ZLVKHV�3DNLVWDQ�ZHOO¶�11 These political gestures reflected the lessons of the 
nuclear revolution.    

THE KARGIL CONFLICT 

7KH�OLPLWV�RI�WKH�µQXFOHDU�UHYROXWLRQ¶�LQ�6RXWK�$VLD�EHFDPH�YLVLEOH�PRQWKV�ODWHU�ZLWK�
the Kargil incursions and the resulting conflict. For, while nuclear weapons may likely 
avert direct full-scale warfare between antagonists, this strategic stability may 
encourage smaller-scale acts of violence or subversion to weaken the opponent or 
compel them to negotiate on strategic problems. The Pakistani military perceives its 
nuclear weapons not only as a means of eliminating the prospects of territorial conflict 
and freezing the status quo but also providing another instrument in its toolkit to 
ZHDNHQ�,QGLD��DQG�NHHS�LW�RII�EDODQFH��DV�WKH�VROXWLRQ�WR�3DNLVWDQ¶V�VHDUFK�IRU�SHUPDQHQW�

 
9 Jervis, The Meaning of the Nuclear Revolution. 
10 ³7KH�/DKRUH�6XPPLW�´�Stimson Center, February 21, 1999, https://www.stimson.org/1999/lahore-
summit/. 
11 0DQL�6KDQNDU�$L\DU��³:K\�$WDO�%LKDUL�9DMSD\HH�5HPDLQV�3DNLVWDQ¶V�%HVW-Loved Indian Prime 
0LQLVWHU�´�Indian Express, June 5, 2022, https://indianexpress.com/article/books-and-literature/atal-
bihari-vajpayee-pakistan-best-loved-indian-prime-minister-book-7951792/. 

https://www.stimson.org/1999/lahore-summit/
https://www.stimson.org/1999/lahore-summit/
https://indianexpress.com/article/books-and-literature/atal-bihari-vajpayee-pakistan-best-loved-indian-prime-minister-book-7951792/
https://indianexpress.com/article/books-and-literature/atal-bihari-vajpayee-pakistan-best-loved-indian-prime-minister-book-7951792/
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security. And the Pakistan military, in 1999 as in other times before and since, can 
impose its will on elected civilian officials. 

For India, its nuclear weapons serve the limited role of principally deterring nuclear 
threats or nuclear attacks by China and Pakistan, its two adversaries. Other security 
threats are to be dealt with by conventional means. For Pakistan, the role of its nuclear 
weapons is not only to guarantee its security against Indian conventional or nuclear 
aggression but, as Kargil demonstrated, to seek changes in the territorial status quo by 
using its nuclear weapons as strategic immunity.  

Given this temptation, while nuclear weapons give it full agency for its security, 
Pakistan would like to introduce external intervention to restrain India from retaliating 
in response to a sub-conventional/hybrid attack, since any nuclear use between the two 
would have serious regional and global consequences too. Nuclear manipulations are 
meant to draw in external powers, primarily the United States and China, to press for 
the former to urge restraint on India and the latter for political support.12  

In a pre-emptive move near Kargil in the spring of 1999, Pakistani soldiers intruded 
across the Line of Control (LoC) to occupy certain heights in northern Kashmir that 
threatened Indian access into the Ladakh region.13 Given the mountainous terrain, India 
is dependent on a road link that connects Srinagar to Leh in the Ladakh region where it 
confronts China on the eastern flank. Pakistani forces had sought to occupy heights 
(between 14,000 and 16,000 feet) on the Indian side of the LoC to overlook and threaten 
the highway. It was a brazen attempt to alter the territorial status quo.14 It subsequently 
emerged that the preparations for it had begun before the previous winter set in. 
Initially, Pakistan claimed that the incursion was an operation by Kashmiri militants. 
India mounted an uphill assault and deployed the air force, but in a restrained manner as 
the aircraft were directed not to cross the LoC. As the Indian counterattack proceeded, it 

 
12 Moeed Yusuf, Brokering Peace in Nuclear Environments: U.S. Crisis Management in South Asia 
(Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2018). 
13 5DPHVK�9LQD\DN��³.DUJLO�$VVDXOW��3DN�%DFNHG�,QILOWUDWRUV�2FFXS\�6QRZERXQG�+HLJKWV��7ULJJHU�
5HVSRQVH�E\�$UP\�´�India Today, May 31, 1999, 
https://www.indiatoday.in/magazine/nation/story/19990531-kargil-assault-pak-backed-infiltrators-
occupy-snowbound-heights-trigger-response-by-army-780994-1999-05-30. 
14 Some Pakistanis, including General Pervez Musharraf, the architect of the Kargil incursion, try to draw 
a parallel with the 1984 operation by Indian forces to occupy the heights of Siachen glacier. There are 
many differences. Siachen glacier lay beyond the final delineated and demarcated point NJ 9842 of the 
LoC whereas the Kargil operation violated the clearly delineated and demarcated portion of the LoC. 
Second, since access to Siachen was easier from the Pakistani side, every year Pakistani forces would be 
able to occupy the Siachen heights thereby creating a de facto reality that was being gradually converted 
into a de jure reality by also taking responsibility for issuing mountaineering expedition licences. Third, it 
was prior to the nuclearization. ThH�IDFW�LV�WKDW�.DUJLO�ZDV�D�³URJXH´�RSHUDWLRQ�ZLWK�ERWK�WKH�Pakistani 
political leadership and a large part of its military leadership kept in the dark. It also reflected a streak of 
UHFNOHVV�DGYHQWXULVP�DQG�ODFN�RI�³QXFOHDU�OHDUQLQJ�´�)RU�PRUH�GHWDLO��VHH��Ashley J. Tellis, C. Christine 
Fair, and Jamison Jo Medby, Limited Conflicts under the Nuclear Umbrella: Indian and Pakistani 
Lessons from the Kargil Crisis (Santa Monica, CA: RAND Corporation, 2001), 
https://www.rand.org/pubs/monograph_reports/MR1450.html. 

https://www.indiatoday.in/magazine/nation/story/19990531-kargil-assault-pak-backed-infiltrators-occupy-snowbound-heights-trigger-response-by-army-780994-1999-05-30
https://www.indiatoday.in/magazine/nation/story/19990531-kargil-assault-pak-backed-infiltrators-occupy-snowbound-heights-trigger-response-by-army-780994-1999-05-30
https://www.rand.org/pubs/monograph_reports/MR1450.html?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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soon became apparent that the operation was undertaken by Pakistani soldiers and 
special forces.  

During the conflict that ended on 26 July when the intrusions were cleared, 
communications were maintained, including at the highest level. On 24 May, Vajpayee 
spoke on the telephone to Sharif who maintained that these were Mujahideen and the 
Pakistan military had nothing to do with it.15 Vajpayee told Sharif that India would not 
µDOORZ�DQ\�LQWUXVLRQ�WR�WDNH�SODFH�LQ�RXU�WHUULWRU\¶�16 Directors General of Military 
Operations (DGMOs) were tasked to discuss measures to defuse the situation. In the 
communications at the DGMO level, however, Pakistan maintained that these were 
militants and its army was not involved. Pakistan Foreign Minister Sartaj Aziz stated on 
���0D\��µ1R�RQH�NQRZV�ZKHUH�WKH\��WKH�LQILOWUDWRUV��FDPH�IURP�DQG�ZKR�WKH\�DUH¶�17 
While the initial Indian intelligence had been lacking, by the third week of May, 
KRZHYHU��LW�ZDV�EHFRPLQJ�DSSDUHQW�WKDW�WKH�QXPEHU�RI�µLQILOWUDWRUV¶�ZHUH�LQ�WKH�
hundreds, larger than earlier presumed. There was a growing suspicion about Pakistani 
military involvement, presumably special forces. On 24 May, India decided to deploy 
air power to aid the ground operations. To ensure that it not be construed as escalation, 
it was made explicit that the Indian forces would not cross the LoC but operate on its 
own side to clear the intruders.  

2Q����0D\��WKH�HYH�RI�WKH�DQQLYHUVDU\�RI�3DNLVWDQ¶V�QXFOHDU�WHVWV��6KDULI�DGGUHVVHG�WKH�
QDWLRQ�DQG�UHIHUULQJ�WR�.DUJLO��VDLG��µ7KH\��SHRSOH��DUH�FRQILGHQW�IRU�WKH�ILUVW�WLPH�LQ�
their history that in the eventuality of an armed attack they will be able to meet it on 
HTXDO�WHUPV¶�18 This was the first oblique allusion to nuclear deterrence. The previous 
night, Indian intelligence got lucky and intercepted a phone call between President 
Pervez Musharraf (who was visiting Beijing) and his Chief of General Staff Lieutenant 
General Mohammad Aziz Khan in Islamabad. The call made it clear that the operation 
had been planned and executed by the army and special forces.  

On 28 May, the two prime ministers had a follow up conversation. Sharif offered to 
VHQG�$]L]�µWR�GHIXVH�WKH�FXUUHQW�VLWXDWLRQ�DQG�SDYH�WKH�ZD\�IRU�D�SHDFHIXO�VHWWOHPHQW�RI�
WKH�-DPPX�DQG�.DVKPLU�LVVXH¶�19 Vajpayee accepted the offer but also informed Sharif 
that among the casualties, Indian soldiers had found at least one Pakistani army soldier. 
Sharif reiterated that there was no involvement of the army. A second phone 

 
15 Raj Chengappa��³)URP�WKH�,QGLD�7RGD\�DUFKLYHV��������_�0XVKDUUDI�KLG�DOO�.DUJLO�GHWDLOV�IURP�PH��
1DZD]�6KDULI�´�India Today, December 12, 2023, https://www.indiatoday.in/india-today-
insight/story/from-the-india-today-archives-2004-musharraf-hid-all-kargil-details-from-me-nawaz-sharif-
2475158-2023-12-12. 
16 V. P. Malik, Kargil: From Surprise to Victory (New Delhi: HarperCollins, 2006), p. 127. 
17 Brian Cloughley, A History of the Pakistan Army: Wars and Insurrections, second edition (New Delhi: 
Lancer, 2002) 379. The second edition includes a new chapter on the Kargil issue. 
18 Malik, Kargil: From Surprise to Victory, p. 136. 
19 Peter R. Lavoy, ed., Asymmetric Warfare in South Asia: The Causes and Consequences of the Kargil 
Conflict (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), p. 184. 

https://www.indiatoday.in/india-today-insight/story/from-the-india-today-archives-2004-musharraf-hid-all-kargil-details-from-me-nawaz-sharif-2475158-2023-12-12
https://www.indiatoday.in/india-today-insight/story/from-the-india-today-archives-2004-musharraf-hid-all-kargil-details-from-me-nawaz-sharif-2475158-2023-12-12
https://www.indiatoday.in/india-today-insight/story/from-the-india-today-archives-2004-musharraf-hid-all-kargil-details-from-me-nawaz-sharif-2475158-2023-12-12


 

|    Rakesh Sood 14 

conversation between Musharraf and Khan was intercepted the following night.20 By 
now the intelligence assessment was veering to the view that it was primarily and 
perhaps exclusively a Pakistani military operation.  

By 28 May, India had lost a helicopter and two aircraft to Pakistani fire. Warning 
DJDLQVW�DLU�RSHUDWLRQV��3DNLVWDQ¶V�)RUHLJQ�6HFUHWDU\�6KDPVKDG�$KPDG�VDLG�RQ����0D\��
µ:H�ZLOO�QRW�KHVLWDWH�WR�XVH�DQ\�ZHDSRQ�LQ�RXU�DUVHQDO�WR�GHIHQG�RXU�WHUULWRULDO�
integrit\¶�21 Indian Navy Chief Admiral Sushil Kumar responded that India was fully 
ready to counter the strikes.22 On 1 June, a Pakistani spokesman clarified, in the words 
of the New York Times¶�UHSRUWHU��µMr. Ahmad had not meant to suggest that Pakistan 
would use nuclear weapons, only that Pakistan would not hesitate to defend itself as it 
did when it shot down two Indian jet fighters that crossed over the ceasefire line into 
Pakistan-held Kashmir on ThursdD\¶�23 It is reasonable to conclude that this level of 
QXFOHDU�VLJQDOOLQJ�ZDV�LQWHQGHG�IRU�GRPHVWLF�DXGLHQFHV��,QGLD¶V�1DWLRQDO�6HFXULW\�
$GYLVRU�%UDMHVK�0LVKUD�WHUPHG�$KPDG¶V�VWDWHPHQW�µXWWHUO\�LUUHVSRQVLEOH¶�24 

On 12 June, Aziz landed in Delhi via Beijing with a three-point proposal: a ceasefire, 
creation of a joint working group to review the LoC and its demarcation, and a follow 
up visit within a week by the Indian foreign minister to finalise any pending details. 
,QGLD�UHMHFWHG�WKH�SURSRVDO�RXWULJKW��PDNLQJ�LW�FOHDU�WKDW�µWKH�DJJUHVVLRQ�KDV�WR�EH�
XQGRQH��PLOLWDULO\�RU�GLSORPDWLFDOO\��ZKLFKHYHU�LV�GRQH�ILUVW¶��DQG�DQ\�QHJRWLDWLRQV�
would only happen after.25 There was a suspicion that perhaps Sharif (and the civilian 
leadership) was not fully in the loop. Within a week, the transcripts of the intercepted 
conversations were sent to Sharif through a back channel (R K Mishra, a former 
journalist and founder of the Observer Research Foundation and Niaz Naik, a former 
Foreign Secretary, constituted an active back channel during the Kargil crisis).26 The 
transcripts had also been shared with leaders in other capitals to expose Pakistani 
duplicity and the potential risks of divisions between civilian and military leadership.  

Bruce Reidel, a senior official in the National Security Council, has written that the U.S. 
intelligence picked up signals of Pakistani plans to introduce nuclear weapons.27 This 

 
20 Pranay Sharma, ³'HOKL�3OD\V�.DUJLO�7DSHV�EHIRUH�7DONV�´�The Telegraph Online, June 11, 1999. 
https://www.telegraphindia.com/india/delhi-plays-kargil-tapes-before-talks/cid/920906. 
21 81,��³3DN�:RQ¶W�µ+HVLWDWH�WR�8VH�$Q\�:HDSRQ¶�´�Rediff.com, May 31, 1999. 
https://m.rediff.com/news/1999/may/31kash10.htm. 
22 7��'��+R\W��³.DUJLO��WKH�QXFOHDU�GLPHQVLRQ�´�LQ�Asymmetric warfare in South Asia: The causes and 
consequences of the Kargil conflict (144-170). Cambridge University Press. 
23 Celia W. Dugger, ³$WPRVSKHUH�,V�7HQVH�DV�,QGLD�DQG�3DNLVWDQ�$JUHH�WR�7DONV�´�New York Times, June 
1, 1999, https://www.nytimes.com/1999/06/01/world/atmosphere-is-tense-as-india-and-pakistan-agree-to-
talks.html. 
24 Malik, Kargil: From Surprise to Victory, p. 273. 
25 Malik, Kargil: From Surprise to Victory, p. 145 
26 6X]DQQH�*ROGHQEHUJ��³(DUO\�GHDO�WR�HQG�.DVKPLU�FRQIOLFW�ZDV�LJQRUHG�´�The Guardian, July 22, 1999, 
https://www.theguardian.com/world/1999/jul/22/kashmir.india 
27 Press Trust of India, ³3DN�:DV�5HDG\�WR�'HSOR\�µ1XNHV¶�GXULQJ�.DUJLO�:DU��%UXFH�5LHGHO�´�Business 
Standard, December 3, 2015, https://www.business-standard.com/article/pti-stories/pak-was-to-deploy-
nukes-against-india-during-kargil-war-115120201353_1.html. 
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FRQWULEXWHG�WR�WKH�&OLQWRQ�DGPLQLVWUDWLRQ¶V�GHWHUPLQDWLRQ�WR�KHOS�GH-escalate and end the 
conflict. It is possible the United States had satellite imagery of activity at the Tilla 
Jogian missile test range and Sargodha air base where Pakistani ballistic missiles and 
nuclear-capable aircraft were located. Vipin Narang reported in his 2014 book, Nuclear 
Strategy in the Modern Era, that ambiguity and uncertainty surrounded possible 
military preparations, and that both Musharraf and India denied having moved nuclear 
assets.28 In any case, the reported nuclear gesture by Pakistan, intended for India, 
backfired on Pakistan as India did not respond to it.  

3DNLVWDQ¶V�DWWHPSW�DW�YLRODWLQJ�WKH�/R&�DQG�FKDQJLQJ�WHUULWRULDO�VWDWXV�TXR�SURYRNHG�
wide international concern and condemnation. China publicly advised a return to pre-
conflict positions. By July, the Pakistani military was losing ground and credibility. The 
G8 and the European Union issued statements calling on Pakistan to respect the sanctity 
of the LoC. The U.S. Congress began consideration of a resolution recommending 
suspension of all loans from international financial institutions to Pakistan until it 
withdrew its troops to its side of the LoC. On 3 July, Sharif flew to Washington to seek 
U.S. support. Instead, Clinton bluntly refused to intervene, blaming Pakistan for 
derailing the Lahore peace process and advising that Pakistani forces should 
withdraw.29 

Even after Pakistan committed to withdraw, Aziz maintained the fig leaf in his 
VWDWHPHQW�RQ����-XO\��µ)ROORZLQJ�0XMDKLGHHQ¶V�SRVLWLYH�UHVSRQVH�WR�RXU�DSSHDO�WR�
GHHVFDODWH�LQ�.DUJLO¶�LW�LV�KRSHG�WKDW�WKH�VLWXDWLRQ�FDQ�EH�GHIXVHG�VRRQ�30 Speaking in the 
National Assembly on 6 August, Minister of State Mohammad Kanju claimed that the 
Sharif-&OLQWRQ�PHHWLQJ�µKDG�DYHUWHG�D�ZLGHU�FRQIOLFW�LQ�D�QXFOHDU�HQYLURQPHQW¶�31 In 
FRQWUDVW�WR�3DNLVWDQ��,QGLD¶V�DSSURDFK�ZDV�PRUH�UHVWUDLQHG�LQ�NHHSLQJ�ZLWK�LWV�GRFWULQDO�
position that nuclear weapons are not for warfighting and a no-first-use policy. In Indian 
assessment, this position paid political dividends. 

2Q�3DNLVWDQ¶V�,QGHSHQGHQFH�'D\�LQ�$XJXVW��QHDUO\�RQH�KXQGUHG�VROGLHUV�ZHUH�DZDUGHG�
gallantry awards, most of them posthumously.32 It later emerged that Pakistani political 
leadership had not been fully briefed about the pre-emptive move by the army 

 
28 For a detailed discussion of this episode, see Vipin Narang, Nuclear Strategy in the Modern Era: 
Regional Powers and International Conflict (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2014) p. 271. 
29 ³%DFNJURXQG�%ULHILQJ�RQ�3UHVLGHQW¶V�0HHWLQJ�ZLWK�3ULPH�0LQLVWHU�6KDULI�RI�3DNLVWDQ�´�2IILFH�RI�WKH�
Press Secretary of the White House, July 4, 1999. https://clintonwhitehouse6.archives.gov/1999/07/1999-
07-04-background-briefing-on-meeting-with-prime-minister-sharif.html. 
30 Basu Ray Chaudhury, Sabyasachi, and Shahid Fiaz, eds, Ten Week War in Kargil: From the News 
Files, SAFHR Paper Series 7 (Kathmandu: South Asia Forum for Human Rights, 2000) p. 53. 
31 Lowell Dittmer, ed., 6RXWK�$VLD¶V�1XFOHDU�6HFXULW\�'LOHPPD��,QGLD��3DNLVWDQ��DQG�&KLQD (Armonk, 
NY: M. E. Sharpe, 2005).  
32 Muzaffar H. Sayed, et al, History of Indian Nation: Post-Independence India (New Delhi: K. K. 
Publications, 2022), p. 324. 
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generals.33 Growing internal differences eventually contributed to the ouster of the 
civilian government in a military coup in October 1999; the military rule lasted nearly a 
decade.  

THE 2001 ATTACK ON INDIAN PARLIAMENT 

The next crisis was triggered by an attack on the Indian parliament on 13 December 
2001 by individuals belonging to Pakistani-based internationally proscribed terrorist 
JURXSV��7DUJHWLQJ�,QGLD¶V�SROLWLFDO�OHDGHUVKLS�LQ�SDUOLDPHQW�LQ�'HOKL�ZDV�VHHQ�DV�D�UHG 
line. India responded by demanding the ringleaders of the two terrorist groups involved 
be handed over and backed it with a large-scale military mobilisation on the border. A 
list of twenty names was conveyed to Pakistan.34 Pakistan responded with its counter 
mobilisation leading to nearly a million soldiers in eyeball-to-eyeball confrontation.35 

7KH�PRELOLVDWLRQ�ZDV�LQWHQGHG�WR�GHPRQVWUDWH�D�SURDFWLYH�VWDQFH��FRXSOHG�ZLWK�,QGLD¶V�
growing impatience with cross-border terrorism. A second message was to keep the 
focus on conventional means and downplay any nuclear rhetoric. Indian officials knew 
that Pakistani counterparts saw value in raising the profile of Kashmir by projecting it 
DV�D�µQXFOHDU�IODVKSRLQW¶�36 

Barely three months after the 9/11 attacks, international terrorism was now at the top of 
the global agenda. On the other hand, U.S. intervention in Afghanistan meant that the 
8QLWHG�6WDWHV�QHHGHG�3DNLVWDQ¶V�FRRSHUDWLRQ�LQ�WHUPV�RI�WLJKWHQLQJ�PRYHPHQW�DFURss the 
Afghanistan-Pakistan border. Pakistan pointed to the tensions created by Indian 
mobilisation implying a quid pro quo for its cooperation. Clearly the United States 
would become involved, which Pakistan welcomed.  

9DMSD\HH�VWUXFN�D�UHVWUDLQHG�QRWH�LQ�SDUOLDPHQW�RQ����'HFHPEHU�VWDWLQJ��µ:H�ZLOO�WKLQN�
through everything before making any decision. Decisions on war or peace are not taken 
LQ�KDVWH¶�37 However, with rising tensions, exchanges of artillery fire across the LoC 
intensified. The United States placed the two Pakistan-based organisations, Lashkar-e-
Taiba and Jaish-e-Mohammad, on its foreign terrorist organisations list. India banned 
overflight facilities to Pakistan. Responding to media on 30 December, Defence 
0LQLVWHU�*HRUJH�)HUQDQGHV�PDGH�D�YDJXH�DOOXVLRQ�WR�ERWK�VLGHV¶�SRVVHVVLRQ�RI�QXFOHDU�

 
33 ³0XVKDUUDI�NHSW�.DUJLO�PLVDGYHQWXUH�VHFUHW�IURP�PH²ZKDW�1DZD]�6KDULI�VDLG�LQ������´�The Print, 
July 27, 2025, https://theprint.in/walk-the-talk/musharraf-kept-kargil-misadventure-secret-from-me-what-
nawaz-sharif-said-in-2007/2704059/. 
34 3DUOLDPHQWDU\�0RQLWRULQJ�*URXS��³3DNLVWDQ�DQG�,QGLD��%ULHILQJ�E\�,QGLDQ�'HOHJDWLRQ�´�)RUHLJQ�$IIDLUV�
Portfolio Committee, National Assembly, January 29, 2002, https://pmg.org.za/committee-meeting/1370/. 
35 &HOLD�:�'XJJHU��³,QGLD�DQG�3DNLVWDQ�0RELOL]LQJ�7URRSV�$ORQJ�WKH�%RUGHU�´�New York Times, 
December 25, 2001, https://www.nytimes.com/2001/12/25/world/india-and-pakistan-mobilizing-troops-
along-the-border.html. 
36 5DM�&KHQJDSSD��³)URP�WKH�,QGLD�7RGD\�DUFKLYHV��������_�,I�QXFOHDU�3DNLVWDQ�GRHV�WKH�XQWKLQNDEOH�RQ�
,QGLD«´�India Today, May 5, 2025. https://www.indiatoday.in/india-today-insight/story/from-the-india-
today-archives-2002-if-nuclear-pakistan-does-the-unthinkable-on-india-2719829-2025-05-05. 
37 ³,QGLD��:H�GRQ
W�ZDQW�ZDU�´�CNN, December 19, 2001, 
https://edition.cnn.com/2001/WORLD/asiapcf/south/12/19/india.response/index.html. 
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ZHDSRQV��DQG�WR�,QGLD¶V�UHODWLYH�YDVWQHVV��ZKHQ�KH�VDLG��µ:H�FRXOG�WDNH�D�VWULNH��
VXUYLYH��DQG�WKHQ�KLW�EDFN��3DNLVWDQ�ZRXOG�EH�ILQLVKHG¶�38 On 1 January, India and 
Pakistan exchanged lists of nuclear facilities as mandated by the longstanding bilateral 
Non-Attack agreement.39 The first positive signal came on 12 January 2002, when 
0XVKDUUDI�VRXJKW�WR�GHIXVH�WKH�VLWXDWLRQ�E\�FRQGHPQLQJ�WKH�µWHUURULVW�DWWDFN¶�DQG�
announcing a ban on five jihadi organisations including the two responsible for the 
attack.40 He added that no organisation would be allowed to carry out terrorist strikes 
within Pakistan or anywhere else. The following day, more than 800 militants were 
taken into custody by Pakistani authorities. On 16 January, U.S. Secretary of State Colin 
Powell was in Pakistan to lower tensions.  

$�VHFRQG�VLJQDO�ZDV�WKH�VSHOOLQJ�RXW�RI�3DNLVWDQ¶V�QXFOHDU�UHGOLQHV�E\�/LHXWHQDQW�
General Khalid Kidwai to two visiting Italian physicists from the Pugwash movement. 
.LGZDL�ZDV�WKH�VHQLRU�PLOLWDU\�RIILFHU�RYHUVHHLQJ�3DNLVWDQ¶V�QXFOHDU�HQWHUSULVH��
including GHYHORSPHQW�RI�GRFWULQH��,Q�WKH�LQWHUYLHZ��.LGZDL�HPSKDVLVHG�WKDW�3DNLVWDQ¶V�
QXFOHDU�ZHDSRQV�ZRXOG�EH�XVHG�RQO\�µLI�WKH�YHU\�H[LVWHQFH�RI�3DNLVWDQ�DV�D�VWDWH�LV�DW�
VWDNH¶���,QGLDQ�RIILFLDOV�GLG�QRW�SXEOLFO\�UHDFW�WR�.LGZDL¶V�LQWHUYLHZ��41 Meanwhile, 
flight tests of missiles continued, and these were notified to the other side in advance. 
The flight tests raised public concerns while notifications conveyed a message of 
restraint to the adversary. On 25 January, India tested an Agni II IRBM followed by a 
short-range SAM Akash on 6 March.42 Addressing the nation on 23 March, Musharraf 
GHFODUHG�WKDW�,QGLD�ZRXOG�EH�JLYHQ�µDQ�XQIRUJHWWDEOH�OHVVRQ¶�LI�LW�FKDOOHQJHG�3DNLVWDQ�43 
On 6 April, the German daily Der Spiegel published an interview with Musharraf 
TXRWLQJ�µDV�D�ODVW�UHVRUW��>XVH�RI@�WKH�DWRP�ERPE�LV�DOVR�SRVVLEOH¶�44 

 
38 Bharat Karnad, Nuclear Weapons and Indian Security: The Realist Foundations of Strategy (New 
Delhi: Macmillan, 2002), p. 529. 
39 ³,QGLD�	�3DNLVWDQ�([FKDQJHG�/LVWV�RI�1XFOHDU�,QVWDOODWLRQV�´�Ministry of External Affairs, Government 
of India, January 1, 2002, https://www.mea.gov.in/press-
releases.htm?dtl/12652/india+amp+pakistan+exchanged+lists+of+nuclear+installations.  
In late 1988, India and Pakistan concluded a bilateral agreement on the Prohibition of Attack Against 
Nuclear Installations and Facilities and on 1 January every year, each side was obliged to convey a list of 
facilities, together with geographical coordinates, to be covered by the agreement. Neither country 
possessed nuclear weapons at that time, though both were pursuing programmes toward it. After 
3UHVLGHQW�=LD�XO�+DT¶V�VXGGHQ�GHDWK�LQ�$XJXVW�������WKHUH�ZDV�D�UHWXUQ�WR�GHPRFUDF\�DQG�%HQD]LU�%KXWWR�
had become a popularly elected prime minister. India was led by Rajiv Gandhi. Their respective parents, 
Zulfiqar Bhutto and Indira Gandhi, had concluded the Simla Agreement in 1972 after the 1971 war. 
40 Steve Coll, ³7KH�6WDQG-off�´�New Yorker, February 5, 2006, 
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2006/02/13/the-stand-off. 
41 3HWHU�/DYR\��³3DNLVWDQ¶V�1XFOHDU�3RVWXUH��6HFXULW\�DQG�6XUYLYDELOLW\�´�Nonproliferation Policy 
Education Center, 2007, https://www.npolicy.org/article.php?aid=291&rid=6. 
42 $OH[�:DJQHU��³,QGLD�7HVWV�6KRUW-5DQJH�$JQL�%DOOLVWLF�0LVVLOH�´�Arms Control Association, March 
2002, https://www.armscontrol.org/act/2002-03/press-releases/india-tests-short-range-agni-ballistic-
missile��37,��³$NDVK�WHVW-ILUHG�VXFFHVVIXOO\�´�The Tribune, March 6, 2002. 
https://www.tribuneindia.com/2002/20020306/spotlite.htm. 
43 Rahul Roy-&KDXGKXU\��³1XFOHDU�'RFWULQH��'HFODUDWRU\�3ROLF\��DQG�(VFDODWLRQ�&RQWURO�´�Stimson 
Center, 2004, https://www.stimson.org/2004/nuclear-doctrine-declaratory-policy-and-escalation-control/. 
44 Roy-&KDXGKXU\��³1XFOHDU�'RFWULQH��'HFODUDWRU\�3ROLF\��DQG�(VFDODWLRQ�&RQWURO�´ 

https://www.mea.gov.in/press-releases.htm?dtl/12652/india+amp+pakistan+exchanged+lists+of+nuclear+installations
https://www.mea.gov.in/press-releases.htm?dtl/12652/india+amp+pakistan+exchanged+lists+of+nuclear+installations
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2006/02/13/the-stand-off
https://www.npolicy.org/article.php?aid=291&rid=6
https://www.armscontrol.org/act/2002-03/press-releases/india-tests-short-range-agni-ballistic-missile
https://www.armscontrol.org/act/2002-03/press-releases/india-tests-short-range-agni-ballistic-missile
https://www.tribuneindia.com/2002/20020306/spotlite.htm
https://www.stimson.org/2004/nuclear-doctrine-declaratory-policy-and-escalation-control/
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By this time, however, the opportunity had passed for Indian forces to enter and conduct 
punishing operations in Pakistan and then withdraw before Pakistan could counter-
PRELOLVH��$V�9LSLQ�1DUDQJ�VXPPDULVHV��µRQFH�WKH�ZLQGRZ�IRU�OLPLWHG�UHWDOLDWRU\�
options SDVVHG¶��VHQLRU�,QGLDQ�RIILFLDOV�ZHUH�ZDU\�RI�WKH�ULVNV�RI�XQFRQWUROOHG�
escalation.45 9DMSD\HH¶V�1DWLRQDO�6HFXULW\�$GYLVRU�%UDMHVK�0LVKUD�ODWHU�UHIOHFWHG��µ:H�
were pretty sure ± fairly certain ± that if we crossed the border, Pakistan would threaten 
the use of nuclear weapons. Actual use is uncertain, perhaps doubtful . . . but if you 
cross the Line of Control or the Punjab border there is bound to be an all-RXW�ZDU¶�46 
Importantly, Pakistani leaders did not need to threaten or allude to this possibility: it 
was inherent in the situation as Indian leaders understood. 

Before matters could be formally stabilised, tensions escalated again on 14 May when 
three Pakistani fedayeen attacked an army camp at Kaluchak killing thirty-four soldiers 
and their family members.47 Authorities in Delhi were of the view that Musharraf had 
failed to act on his assurances. Artillery exchanges across the LoC intensified. India 
strengthened its troop presence closer to the border areas and surveillance air patrols 
increased. India maintained that these measures were necessary to prevent any more 
terrorist infiltration while Pakistan accused India of preparing for offensive action. On 
21 May, Pakistan conducted a flight test of nuclear-capable ballistic missile Shaheen 
3.48 ,Q�DQ�LQWHUYLHZ�WR�&11��)HUQDQGHV�GLVPLVVHG�LW��UHPDUNLQJ��µ:H�DUH�QRW�
LPSUHVVHG¶�49 Between 25 and 28 May, Pakistan flight tested Ghaznavi, Abdali, and 
Ghauri ballistic missiles.50 Once again, the Foreign Office spokesperson responded, 
µ,QGLD�LV�QRW�SDUWLFXODUO\�LPSUHVVHG�E\�WKHVH�PLVVLOH�DQWLFV�FOHDUO\�WDUJHWHG�DW�WKH�
GRPHVWLF�DXGLHQFH�LQ�3DNLVWDQ¶�51  

This sequence of events amounted to dual-manipulation by both sides, missile testing 
for domestic audiences and prenotification observance to each other.  

,Q�D�QDWLRQDO�DGGUHVV�RQ����0D\��9DMSD\HH�VDLG��µ7KH�LQWHUQDWLRQDO�FRPPXQLW\�VKRXOG�
XQGHUVWDQG�WKDW�WKHUH�LV�D�OLPLW�WR�,QGLD¶V�WROHUDQFH��+RZ�FDQ��DQG�KRZ�ORQJ�FDQ�ZH�

 
45 9LSLQ�1DUDQJ��³3RVWXULQJ�IRU�3HDFH"�3DNLVWDQ¶V�1XFOHDU�3RVWXUHV�DQG�6RXWK�$VLDQ�6WDELOLW\�´�
International Security 34, no. 3 (2009): 38±78, p. 63. http://www.jstor.org/stable/40389233. 
46 Quoted in Narang, Nuclear Strategy in the Modern Era, p. 278. 
47 /DNVKPL�5DQMLWK��³0D\�����7KH�'D\�7HUURU�.QRFNHG�2Q�6ROGLHUV¶�'RRUVWHSV�± Remembering 
.DOXFKDN�0DVVDFUH�7KDW�&ODLPHG����/LYHV��,QFOXGLQJ�:RPHQ�$QG�&KLOGUHQ�´�News 24, May 14, 2025. 
https://news24online.com/india/may-14-the-day-terror-knocked-on-soldiers-doorsteps-remembering-
kaluchak-massacre-that-claimed-31-lives-including-women-and-children/561638/ 
48 ³3DNLVWDQ�0LVVLOH�&KURQRORJ\�´�1XFOHDU�7KUHDW�,QLWLDWLYH��ODVW�XSGDWHG�0D\��������
https://media.nti.org/pdfs/pakistan_missile.pdf. 
49 $VVRFLDWHG�3UHVV��³3DNLVWDQ�GRHV�ILQDO�PLVVLOH�WHVW�´�The Vindicator, May 28, 2002, 
https://books.google.co.in/books?id=AvRIAAAAIBAJ&pg=PA12. 
50 $OH[�:DJQHU��³3DNLVWDQ�7HVWV�7KUHH�1XFOHDU-&DSDEOH�%DOOLVWLF�0LVVLOHV�´�Arms Control Today, June 
2002, https://www.armscontrol.org/act/2002-06/news/pakistan-tests-three-nuclear-capable-ballistic-
missiles. 
51 ³,QGLD��3DNLVWDQ�WR�&DUU\�2XW�0LVVLOH�7HVWV�6DWXUGD\�´�9RLFH�RI�$PHULFD��0D\�����������
https://www.voanews.com/a/a-13-a-2002-05-24-30-india-67270242/379758.html. 
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https://media.nti.org/pdfs/pakistan_missile.pdf
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https://www.armscontrol.org/act/2002-06/news/pakistan-tests-three-nuclear-capable-ballistic-missiles
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WROHUDWH�WHUURULVW�DFWLYLWLHV�LQ�RXU�FRXQWU\"¶52 The following day, Musharraf in his 
DGGUHVV�GHFODUHG�WKDW�µ3DNLVWDQ�ZRXOG�QRW�LQLWLDWH�D�ZDU�RYHU�.DVKPLU��EXW�LW�ZRXOG�
UHVSRQG�LI�DWWDFNHG�E\�,QGLD¶�DQG�UHLWHUDWHG�DOO�PHDVXUHV�ZRXOG�EH�XVHG�WR�VDIHJXDUG�
3DNLVWDQ¶V�WHUULWRULDO�LQWHJULW\�53 Days later, the United States and other Western 
countries issued travel advisories, moving out family members from embassies.  

The key event during the crisis was a visit by U.S. Deputy Secretary Richard Armitage 
to the region in early June. In Islamabad, he was able to secure a pledge from Musharraf 
WR�GR�KLV�XWPRVW�WR�FHDVH�LQILOWUDWLRQ�µSHUPDQHQWO\¶�DFURVV�WKH�/R&�54 This pledge was 
relayed to the Indian leaders in Delhi, and at Indian request, he went public with the 
Pakistani assurance while in India.  

After the visit, the situation began to ease with India reopening its airspace to Pakistani 
aircraft and Indian naval vessels returning to Mumbai. Defense Secretary Donald 
Rumsfeld undertook a follow-up visit and by late June firing across the LoC and cross-
border infiltration had come down by 90 percent.55 A key factor in high level U.S. 
responsiveness to the signalling was its need for Pakistani military cooperation on the 
Afghanistan-Pakistan border in its war against Al Qaeda and the Taliban.  

Eventually tensions eased when Pakistan began to dismantle the terrorist training camps 
and the launch pads close to the LoC, which led to de-escalation. Finally, a ceasefire 
across the LoC was announced in November 2003 that lasted for five years.56  

,QGLD¶V�DVVHVVPHQW�ZDV�WKDW�WKH�ODUJH-scale military mobilisation had yielded some 
results. At the same time, it was clear that it had been a costly exercise: estimated 
financial costs reached Rs 65 billion, approximately $ 1.5 billion, and human costs of 
798 casualties.57 The time taken to implement the mobilisation was considered too long. 

 
52 ³9DMSD\HH��µ$�OLPLW�WR�,QGLD¶V�WROHUDQFH¶�´�%%&�1HZV��0D\�����������
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/south_asia/2010636.stm. 
53 ³µ3DNLVWDQ�'RHV�1RW�:DQW�:DU�¶�$VVXUHV�0XVKDUUDI�- 2002-05-���´�VOA News, October 30, 2009, 
https://www.voanews.com/a/a-13-a-2002-05-27-17-pakistan-67568407/287676.html. 
54 3ROO\�1D\DN�DQG�0LFKDHO�.UHSRQ��³86�&ULVLV�0DQDJHPHQW�LQ�6RXWK�$VLD¶V�7ZLQ�3HDNV�&ULVLV�´�
Stimson Center, report 57, second edition September 2014, p. 19. https://www.stimson.org/wp-
content/files/file-attachments/Twin_Peaks_Crisis.pdf. 
55 ³0LQLVWU\�RI�'HIHQFH�± <HDU�(QG�5HYLHZ������´�3UHVV�,QIRUPDWLRQ�%XUHDX��'HFHPEHU�����������
https://www.pib.gov.in/PressReleaseIframePage.aspx?PRID=1884353&reg=3&lang=2��37,��³6LJQLILFDQW�
GHFOLQH�LQ�LQILOWUDWLRQ�LQ�-	.��VD\V�86�´�Times of India, July 13, 2002. 
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/significant-decline-in-infiltration-in-jk-says-
us/articleshow/15846673.cms 
56 Suhasini Haidar and Dinakar Peri, ³,QGLD��3DNLVWDQ�$JUHH�WR�2EVHUYH������&HDVHILUH�´�The Hindu, 
February 25, 2021, https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/india-pakistan-agree-to-ceasefire-along-
border/article61746932.ece. 
57 $GLWL�3KDGQLV��³3UDNDUDP�&RVW�3XW�$W�5V�������&URUH�´�Business Standard, February 6, 2013, 
https://www.business-standard.com/article/economy-policy/prakaram-cost-put-at-rs-6-500-crore-
103011601049_1.html?utm_source��711��³2S�3DUDNUDP�&ODLPHG�����6ROGLHUV�´�Times of India, July 31, 
2003, https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/india/op-parakram-claimed-798-
soldiers/articleshow/104948.cms?utm_source��$SDUQD�3DQGH��³6RXWK�$VLD��&RXQWHU-terrorism Policies & 
3RVWXUHV�$IWHU������´�South Asia Terrorism Portal, 2001, 
https://www.satp.org/satporgtp/publication/faultlines/volume15/article4.htm?utm_source. 
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Indian reserve formations had taken over a month, whereas Pakistan, with less distance 
to cover, was able to complete its counter deployments faster. This led to a 
consideration of alternatives. One of the alternatives that gained considerable 
commentary was Cold Start.58 The basic idea was that India could quickly deploy 
integrated brigade-size formations, instead of the time-consuming mobilisation of 
massive corps, and conduct shallow punitive strikes across the border in Pakistan. The 
relatively limited, quick strikes would not be so strategically threatening to motivate 
Pakistani leaders to respond with nuclear weapons. Whatever the appeal of this 
approach was to scholars and commentators in India and internationally, at the official 
level, it was clarified that this had not been adopted.59  

$VVHVVLQJ�,QGLD¶V�SHUIRUPDQFH�LQ�WKH������FULVLV��.LGZDL�DVVHUWHG�WKDW�,QGLD¶V�FRHUFLYH�
H[HUFLVH�KDG�IDLOHG�DV�WKH�,QGLDQ�PLOLWDU\�KDG�µORVW�WKH�DGYDQWDJH�RI�UHODWLYH�DV\PPHWU\�
LQ�FRQYHQWLRQDO�IRUFHV�EHFDXVH�RI�3DNLVWDQ¶V�QXFOHDU�HTXDOLVHU¶�60 Nevertheless, the talk 
of a Cold Start strategy provided a perfect justification for Pakistan to develop tactical 
QXFOHDU�ZHDSRQV��:KLOH�3DNLVWDQ¶V�ILUVW-use policy to compensate for conventional 
LQIHULRULW\�PLUURUV�1$72¶V�&ROG�:DU�GRFWULQH��WKH�GRFWULQH�now evolved to full 
spectrum deterrence with the deployment of the 70-km-range Nasr missile. In short, it 
enabled Pakistan to undertake sub-conventional conflict (terrorist attacks or the Kargil 
type operation) under the nuclear shadow while blunting an Indian response with the 
threat of asymmetric escalation and simultaneously ensuring great power intervention to 
persuade both countries to step back from the brink. It needs emphasis that third party 
intervention was not for mediation for resolving the conflict but only for conflict 
management.  

India was compelled to look for new options, and its approach evolved in the crises that 
followed.    

THE 2008 MUMBAI CRISIS 

The five-year ceasefire after the 2001±02 crisis laid the grounds for a backchannel 
dialogue that was promising, both in terms of small CBMs and a long-term security 
outlook for the region. The backchannel focused on Kashmir but the dialogue also 
contributed to positive atmospherics. In 2005, an agreement on providing advance 
notification of flight testing of ballistic missiles was concluded, followed by another 
agreement on reducing the risks from accidents relating to nuclear weapons two years 

 
58 :DOWHU�&��/DGZLJ�,,,��³$�&ROG�6WDUW�IRU�+RW�:DUV"�7KH�,QGLDQ�$UP\¶V�1HZ�/LPLWHG�:DU�'RFWULQH�´�
International Security 32, no. 3 (Winter 2007±08): 158±190. 
59 1��9��6XEUDPDQLDQ��³,QGLD�'HQLHV�µ&ROG�6WDUW¶�3ODQ�´�The Diplomat, September 11, 2010, 
https://thediplomat.com/2010/09/india-denies-cold-start-plan/. 
60 5DNHVK�6RRG��³,QGLD±3DNLVWDQ�1XFOHDU�'\QDPLFV�´�$VLD�3DFLILF�/HDGHUVKLS�1HWZRUN��$3/1���
December 1±4, 2020, https://rakeshsood.in/2020/12/01/341/. 
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later.61 In Kashmir, travel across the LoC eased, cross-LoC trade was initiated, and a 
bus service between Srinagar and Muzaffarabad began in 2005.  

The peace was broken on 28 November 2008 by an audacious strike by ten Lashkar-e-
Taiba (LeT) terrorists who came by boat and simultaneously attacked a number of 
targets in Mumbai. The attacks lasted three days and claimed 174 lives. Among the 
dead were twenty-six foreign nationals (including six U.S. citizens).62 

The huge intelligence failure coupled with the fact that it took three days for the Indian 
authorities to neutralise the attackers stunned India. Communication intercepts of the 
attackers with their handlers and the capture of one of the attackers (the other nine were 
NLOOHG�LQ�WKH�ILUH�ILJKWV��SURYLGHG�FUHGLEOH�HYLGHQFH�WKDW�3DNLVWDQ¶V�,QWHU-Services 
Intelligence (ISI) was involved in the attack.63 

In July, the Indian embassy in Kabul had been targeted in a deadly suicide car attack. 
The death toll of fifty-eight included the Press Counsellor, the Military Attache, security 
officials, and a large number of Afghans. It was soon revealed that the attack was 
carried out by the Haqqani network and coordinated by ISI.64 6LQFH�������0XVKDUUDI¶V�
domestic position had been weakening. In March 2007, he sacked the chief justice, 
provoking widespread protests across the country leading to the Supreme Court 
reinstating the chief justice. In November, Musharraf suspended the constitution and 
imposed a state of emergency but was again obliged to retract his action. He stepped 
down from his position as army chief General Ashfaq Pervez Kayani took over as Chief 
RI�$UP\�6WDII��7KHVH�ZHUH�FOHDU�LQGLFDWRUV�RI�0XVKDUUDI¶V�ZHDNHQLQJ�GRPHstic 
position. Elections were held in February 2008 and a coalition government consisting of 
WKH�WZR�PDMRU�SDUWLHV��3DNLVWDQ�3HRSOH¶V�3DUW\�DQG�WKH�3DNLVWDQ�0XVOLP�/HDJXH-Nawaz) 
came to power. In August, the coalition announced that Musharraf would be facing 
impeachment charges, leading to his resigning and stepping down on 18 August. The 
newly elected democratic government in Pakistan initially promised to cooperate in the 

 
61 ³$JUHHPHQW�%HWZHHQ�WKH�5HSXEOLF�RI�,QGLD�DQG�WKH�,VODPLF�5HSXEOLF�RI�3DNLVWDQ�RQ�5HGXFLQJ�WKH�5LVN�
IURP�$FFLGHQWV�5HODWLQJ�WR�1XFOHDU�:HDSRQV�´�0LQLVWU\�RI�([WHUQDO�$IIDLUV��)HEUXDU\�����������
https://www.mea.gov.in/Portal/LegalTreatiesDoc/PA07B0425.pdf��³$JUHHPHQW�%HWZHHQ�WKH�5HSXEOLF�RI�
,QGLD�DQG�WKH�,VODPLF�5HSXEOLF�RI�3DNLVWDQ�RQ�3UH�1RWLILFDWLRQ�RI�)OLJKW�7HVWLQJ�RI�%DOOLVWLF�0LVVLOHV�´�
Ministry of External Affairs, October 3, 2005, 
https://www.mea.gov.in/portal/legaltreatiesdoc/pa05b0591.pdf. 
62 %UXFH�5LHGHO��³0XPEDL�$WWDFNV�)RXU�<HDUV�/DWHU�´�%URRNLQJV��1RYHPEHU�����������
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/mumbai-attacks-four-years-later/?utm_source; Ministry of Home 
$IIDLUV��³+0�$QQRXQFHV�0HDVXUHV�WR�(QKDQFH�6HFXULW\�´�Press Information Bureau, December 11, 2008, 
https://www.pib.gov.in/newsite/erelcontent.aspx?relid=45446&utm_source&reg=3&lang=2. 
63 5LHGHO��³0XPEDL�$WWDFNV�)RXU�<HDUV�/DWHU�´� 
64 Mark Mazzetti and Eric Schmitt, ³3DNLVWDQLV�+HOSHG�3ODQ�.DEXO�%ODVW��8�6��6D\V�´ New York Times, 
August 1, 2008, https://www.nytimes.com/2008/08/01/world/asia/01iht-pakistan.4.14953617.html. 
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investigation including by sending the ISI chief to India, but the suggestion made the 
army unhappy and the offer was subsequently withdrawn.65 

The Mumbai attack was a far bigger shock and provocation compared to the embassy 
attack in Kabul. Further, India was heading into general elections in the spring of 2009 
and the Congress-led United Progressive Alliance (UPA) government did not wish to be 
accused of appearing weak. There was widespread expectation that once the shock was 
absorbed India would respond with military action. It was soon clear that the 
perpetrators belonged to the Lashkar-e-Taiba, a Pakistan-based jihadi group. This 
placed Pakistan in a difficult position, unable to engage in aggressive rhetoric.  

In Delhi, frequent meetings continued between 29 November and 2 December to decide 
on a suitable response, including at the highest political level. Anticipating this, 
Pakistani leaders reached out to the United States and other Western and Gulf leaders 
conveying their apprehensions and pointing out that Pakistan itself had been a victim of 
terrorism. By 3 December, Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice and Chairman Joint 
Chiefs of Staff Admiral Mike Mullen were in the region, doing the rounds in both 
capitals.66  

Compared to 2001, by the end of 2008, India-U.S. relations were on a stronger footing 
with the conclusion of the bilateral civil nuclear cooperation agreement. Further, after 
VHYHQ�\HDUV�LQ�$IJKDQLVWDQ��WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV�ZDV�IXOO\�DZDUH�RI�3DNLVWDQ¶V�GRXEOe 
dealing of providing sanctuary to the Taliban while claiming to be a close ally of the 
United States in its war against the Taliban and Al Qaeda in Afghanistan. The U.S. 
message to Pakistan was to take visible action against the LeT while counselling 
restraint to India.  

Given that prospects for military retaliation were receding, there was little reason for 
nuclear signalling by either side. Even earlier, India was always reluctant to engage in 
nuclear manipulation or rhetoric compared to Pakistan. But this time, the clear 
involvement of Pakistan-based militants in the attack put Pakistani leaders (and 
commentators) on the defensive, which India could exploit by not escalating the crisis 
militarily, and certainly by not raising the spectre of nuclear weapons. Within days, 
Pakistan had taken the LeT leaders into custody including Zakiur Rehman Lakhvi, the 
mastermind behind the Mumbai attack.67 To ensure the United States remained 
engaged, Pakistan kept alive the prospect that it may redeploy some of its forces from 

 
65 3UHVV�7UXVW�RI�,QGLD��³=DUGDUL�$JUHHG�WR�6HQG�,6,�&KLHI�WR�,QGLD�$IWHU����VODVK����´�1'79��'HFHPEHU�
2, 2010, https://www.ndtv.com/wikileak/zardari-agreed-to-send-isi-chief-to-india-after-26-11-
440871?utm_source. 
66 3HWHU�:DONHU�DQG�DJHQFLHV��³0XPEDL�7HUURU�$WWDFNV�5LFH�$UULYHV�LQ�'HOKL�WR�6DOYH�,QGLD�3DNLVWDQ�
5HODWLRQV�´�The Guardian, December 3, 2008, https://www.theguardian.com/world/2008/dec/03/mumbai-
terror-attacks-india-pakistan-suspects?utm_source. 
67 1HZV�$JHQFLHV��³3DNLVWDQ�DUUHVWV�0XPEDL�DWWDFNV�µSORWWHU¶�IRU�WHUURULVP�ILQDQFLQJ�´�Al Jazeera, 
January 2, 2021, https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/1/2/pakistan-arrests-mumbai-attacks-plotter-for-
terrorism-financing. 
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the Afghanistan-Pakistan border to the Indian border, leading Mullen to visit again in 
December.  

By the end of December, the crisis had eased and Pakistan assured the United States 
WKDW�LW�KDG�EHJXQ�LWV�LQYHVWLJDWLRQV�LQWR�/H7¶V�UROH��*LYHQ�WKH�LQWHUFHSWV�RI�/DNKYL¶V�
FRQYHUVDWLRQV�ZLWK�WKH�DWWDFNHUV�ZKLOH�WKH\�ZHUH�LQ�0XPEDL��/H7¶V�UROH�FRXOG�QRW�EH�
denied. What Pakistan wanted was to prevent any link between the ISI and LeT from 
surfacing.  

Tensions remained high as Pakistan alleged that India violated its air space on 12±13 
December, and apprehension grew about an Indian kinetic response.68 This led Pakistan 
WR�FDXWLRQ�WKDW�DQ\�,QGLDQ�DFWLRQ�ZRXOG�UHFHLYH�µD�EHILWWLQJ�UHSO\¶�69 Indian foreign 
PLQLVWHU�3UDQDE�0XNKHUMHH�PDLQWDLQHG�WKDW�µWKH�PLOLWDU\�RSWLRQ�UHPDLQHG�RSHQ¶�DQG�
while blaming Pakistan for its disinformation campaign, reiterated that India would 
FRQVLGHU�µWKH�HQWLUH�UDQJH�RI�RSWLRQV¶�WR�SURWHFW�LWVHOI�IURP�FURVV-border terrorism.70 

Opinion was divided as to why India did not take any military retaliation despite 
IUHTXHQWO\�DVVHUWLQJ�WKDW�DOO�RSWLRQV�ZHUH�RQ�WKH�WDEOH��,Q�WKH�DXWKRU¶V�FRQYHUVDWLRQV�ZLWK�
some of the individuals in Delhi at the time, it is clear that one school of thought felt 
WKDW�3DNLVWDQ¶V�ILUVW-use policy acted as a deterrent; another school believed that India 
lacked the capacity to undertake targeted strikes on LeT headquarters and its leadership 
without avoiding collateral damage and, consequently, relied on its ability to get the 
United States to lean on Pakistan. Given that the twenty-six foreign nationals from over 
a dozen countries including the United States, Israel, Canada, and the United Kingdom 
were among those killed, pursuing a policy to ensure international condemnation of 
Pakistan and keeping it under Financial Action Task Force (FATF) monitoring seemed 
a better approach, while garnering credit for strategic restraint.  

A debate did emerge in India about the utility of the no-first-use doctrine. Most critics 
questioned how an attack could take place on a country that had nuclear weapons; this 
reflected a conflation of conventional and nuclear deterrence and overlooked the fact 
that nuclear weapons were never intended to deter terrorists. Military practitioners often 
find it difficult to reconcile the idea that a weapon in their arsenal is intended to credibly 
deter an equivalent threat but not meant to be used.  

 
68 ,$16��³,QGLD�DJDLQ�UHIXWHV�3DN�DOOHJDWLRQ�RI�DLUVSDFH�EUHDFK�´�India Today, December 18, 2008, 
https://www.indiatoday.in/latest-headlines/story/india-again-refutes-pak-allegation-of-airspace-breach-
35488-2008-12-18. 
69 5H]DXO�+��/DVNDU��³3DN�VD\V�LW�LV�SUHSDUHG�WR�GHIHQG�LWVHOI�´�Hindustan Times, December 22, 2008, 
https://www.hindustantimes.com/world/pak-says-it-is-prepared-to-defend-itself/story-
SK8VIg93vOhdRAXMA17HGI_amp.html. 
70 3UDQDE�0XNKHUMHH��³3UDQDE�0XNKHUMHH�VD\V�PLOLWDU\�RSWLRQ�RSHQ�´�Bangalore Mirror, 2013, 
https://bangaloremirror.indiatimes.com/pranab-mukherjee-says-military-option-
open/articleshow/22303163.cms��37,��³,QGLD�REOLJHG�WR�FRQVLGHU�DOO�RSWLRQV��3UDQDE�´�Times of India, 
December 19, 2008, https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/india/india-obliged-to-consider-all-options-
pranab/articleshow/3863468.cms. 
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+RZHYHU��WKH�0XPEDL�DWWDFN�DQG�,QGLD¶V�UHVSRQVH�WR�LW�GUHZ�XQIDYRXUDEOH�FRPSDULVRQV�
with Israel and exposed the lack of kinetic options available to India.71 Nuclear strategic 
analysts, having theorised about deterrence between two nuclear superpowers that 
enjoyed parity and mutual vulnerability, were unfamiliar with asymmetric nuclear 
dyads. Now they had the additional challenge of thinking through nuclear deterrence of 
localised violence (terrorism) by non-state actors that enjoyed covert state support. The 
coercive option of mobilisation in 2001 ended without a war,72 leading to a drawdown 
without having satisfied either domestic sentiment or strategic objective. This was not 
worth repeating. The option of international condemnation and pressure on Pakistan in 
2008 did deliver results without the risks inherent in military attack into Pakistan, but 
they were partial. Therefore, Indian policymakers were still left with the challenge of 
finding a new and optimal response to the next terrorist attack, still determined to try to 
keep nuclear threats and gestures out of the picture.  

THE 2016 URI CRISIS 

The 2016 Uri crisis is often not viewed as a crisis because there was no nuclear 
manipulating and the United States did not get involved. Since both of these attributes 
made it qualitatively different, it is worth exploring. Moreover, the Uri crisis marked a 
qualitative shift into hitherto uncharted political territory. The Modi government wanted 
to convey an image of being bold and decisive, of taking the fight to the adversary, but 
without appearing reckless or irresponsible. This meant careful messaging aimed at 
domestic and external audiences. 

On 18 September 2016, four militants (later identified as Jaish-e-Mohammed, or JeM) 
targeted an army camp in Uri (Kashmir).73 As there was a changeover of battalions 
underway, the strength in the camp was much higher than normal and temporary tented 
accommodation had been set up, adding a dimension of vulnerability. The attackers 
were armed with incendiary ammunition, indicating there had been advance planning 
and intelligence, which suggested involvement of Pakistani authorities. Nineteen 
soldiers were killed before the attackers were neutralised.  

The attacks were condemned and India declared that the time for restraint was over and 
UHVHUYHG�WKH�ULJKW�WR�UHVSRQG�µDW�WKH�WLPH�DQG�SODFH�RI�RXU�FKRRVLQJ¶�74 Modi had come 

 
71 5LFKDUG�%RXGUHDX[��³+RZ�0XPEDL�DWWDFN�RQ�-HZV�XQIROGHG�´�Los Angeles Times, December 3, 2008, 
https://www.latimes.com/archives/la-xpm-2008-dec-03-fg-israelis3-story.html. 
72 George Perkovich and Toby Dalton, Not War, Not Peace: Motivating Pakistan to Prevent Cross-
Border Terrorism (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2016), 
https://carnegieendowment.org/research/2016/08/not-war-not-peace-motivating-pakistan-to-prevent-
cross-border-terrorism?lang=en.  
73 9LYHN�&KDGKD��5XPHO�'DKL\D��1HKD�.RKOL��DQG�6KUXWL�3DQGDODL��³Uri, Surgical Strikes and 
International Reactions�´�0DQRKDU�3DUULNDU�,QVWLWXWH�IRU�'HIHQFH�6WXGLHV�DQG�$QDO\VHV��2FWREHU����������
https://www.idsa.in/publisher/issue-brief/uri-surgical-strikes-and-international-reactions. 
74 ([SUHVV�1HZV�6HUYLFH��³5HVSRQVH�DW�D�WLPH��SODFH�RI�RXU�FKRRVLQJ��/W�*HQHUDO�5DQELU�6LQJK�´�Indian 
Express, September 20, 2016, https://indianexpress.com/article/india/india-news-india/uri-terror-attack-
kashmir-response-at-a-time-place-of-our-choosing-lt-general-ranbir-singh-3039785/. 
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to power two years earlier on the political platform of a more muscular foreign policy. 
International condemnation and diplomatic isolation, downgrading diplomatic ties, and 
giving notice on the 1960 Indus Waters Treaty were among the non-military options 
considered and assessed to be inadequate.  

A set of military options were developed. These included, inter alia: 

a. shallow incursions across the LoC to strike launch pads that Pakistan had used to 
push the militants across the LoC under covering fire provided by the Pakistani 
military;  

b. special forces raids and/or precision missile strikes against terrorist camps that 
were located some distance away from the border, often in isolated areas;  

c. neutralising Pakistani artillery positions across the LoC that provided covering 
fire for cross-border infiltration (Indian action which would lead to Pakistani 
military casualties); and,  

d. surgical strikes to take out leaders of terror outfits (which would require 
surveillance but could also cause collateral casualties in Pakistan).  

By 22 September, the decision was taken in favour of simultaneous multiple strikes 
across the LoC to take out terrorist launch pads. In the past, without any publicity or 
acknowledgement, specially constituted Border Action Teams of Indian soldiers had 
carried out limited cross-border raids to inflict costs and demonstrate to Pakistani 
authorities that India would counter them.   

This approach changed in 2015, when on 9 June, Indian special forces crossed the 
Myanmar border to take out two camps of NSCN-K, a Naga militant group that had 
ambushed an army post a few days earlier.75 The army authorities put out a statement 
that the operation was along the border, but the political leadership declared that 
µVXUJLFDO�VWULNHV�KDG�EHHQ�FDUULHG�RXW�D�IHZ�NLORPHWUHV�LQVLGH�0\DQPDU¶�IURP�WKH�
border.76 No details of numbers of Naga militants killed were given nor was any 
evidence provided.  

Media interpreted the Myanmar border operation as a signal to Pakistan, though the 
situation was very different. The relationship with the Myanmar military was a 
cooperative one providing for coordinated patrolling, intelligence sharing, and joint 
operation, undertaken quietly. The public declaration by India was a departure and 
caused some discomfiture in Naypyidaw.  

 
75 0DLO�7RGD\�%XUHDX��³$UP\�VD\V�0\DQPDU�DWWDFN�MXVW�WKH�EHJLQQLQJ��PRUH�VWULNHV�FRXOG�IROORZ�´�India 
Today, June 11, 2015, https://www.indiatoday.in/india/story/myanmar-operation-manipur-attack-indian-
army-256807-2015-06-10. 
76 $UXQ�9LVKZDQDWKDQ��³,QGLD�JHWV�WKH�PHVVDJH�DOO�ZURQJ�DIWHU�0\DQPDU�IRUD\�´�East Asia Forum, July 2, 
2015, https://eastasiaforum.org/2015/07/02/india-gets-the-message-all-wrong-after-myanmar-foray/. 
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Preceding the Uri crisis, the Northern Army commander (the seniormost military officer 
in the state of Jammu and Kashmir responsible for the LoC on the west with Pakistan 
and the Line of Actual Control in the east with China) Lieutenant General D S Hooda 
had anticipated that, faced with a cross-border terrorist attack, Indian leaders would 
want to respond by attacking the perpetrators even if they were outside Indian territory. 
The command therefore created special teams to train for such operations and identified 
potential targets.77 The teams, together with special forces, were activated and equipped 
to attack five targets where militants were assembling.  

On the night of 28 September, five teams crossed the LoC across a frontage of over 150 
km and returned safely before dawn. Thereafter, the Indian DGMO conveyed to his 
Pakistani counterpart that the limited operation had been completed.78  

A few hours later, in a joint briefing by the army and the foreign ministry, media was 
informed that the surgical strikes were based on credible specific intelligence justifying 
anticipatory self-defence and had achieved the limited tactical goals.79 No figures of the 
number of militants killed were put out, but media speculation put it between thirty and 
seventy.80  

The Pakistani authorities denied that there had been any such operation. Two Pakistani 
soldiers had died that night, but authorities attributed this to significant artillery 
exchanges during the night across the LoC.81 This helped keep the Pakistani denial 
intact. Had Pakistan acknowledged these to be casualties of the raid, the government 
would have come under domestic pressure to retaliate. While Indian media played up 
the details (a film, Uri: The Surgical Strike, was released in 2019) and the government 
WRRN�FUHGLW�IRU�GHFLVLYH�DQG�PXVFXODU�DFWLRQ��3DNLVWDQ¶V�DSSURDFK�ZDV�WR�GHQ\�DQ\�
Indian success or any presence of launch pads, thus preventing any escalation. 

Since the Indian operation needed secrecy, there had been little provocative rhetoric 
from Indian officials other than the condemnation of the initial attack by JeM militants. 
After the surgical strike India dampened any prospects of escalation by declaring that 
WKH�OLPLWHG�RSHUDWLRQ�KDG�FRQFOXGHG�DQG�DOO�REMHFWLYHV�KDG�EHHQ�PHW��3DNLVWDQ¶V�GHQLDO�
of any such operation enabled both sides to save face, and the international community 

 
77 Lt Gen (Retd) D. S. Hooda, ³)URP�SODQQLQJ�WR�H[HFXWLRQ�´�1HZV����-DQXDU\�����������
https://www.news18.com/news/opinion/from-planning-to-execution-lt-gen-ds-hooda-reveals-inside-story-
of-the-surgical-strikes-1637629.html. 
78 5DMDW�3DQGLW��³6XUJLFDO�VWULNHV��,QGLD�FURVVHV�/R&��KLWV���WHUURU�ODXQFKSDGV��NLOOV���±���WHUURULVWV�´�
Times of India, 2016, https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/india/surgical-strikes-india-crosses-loc-hits-7-
terror-launchpads-kills-40-45-terrorist/articleshow/54595054.cms. 
79 ³7UDQVFULSW�RI�-RLQW�%ULHILQJ�E\�0($�DQG�0R'�´�0LQLVWU\�RI�([WHUQDO�$IIDLUV��6HSWHPEHU�����������
https://www.mea.gov.in/media-
briefings.htm?dtl/27446/Transcript_of_Joint_Briefing_by_MEA_and_MoD_September_29_2016. 
80 711��³&OLSV�UHYHDO�VXUJLFDO�VWULNH�GHWDLOV�´�Times of India, 2018, 
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/india/clips-reveal-surgical-strike-details/articleshow/64786298.cms. 
81 6DOPDQ�0DVRRG��³,Q�.DVKPLU��3DNLVWDQ�4XHVWLRQV�,QGLD¶V�µ6XUJLFDO�6WULNHV¶�RQ�0LOLWDQWV�´�New York 
Times, October 2, 2016, https://www.nytimes.com/2016/10/02/world/asia/kashmir-pakistan-india.html. 
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was relieved that the incident had not turned into a crisis. The Modi government 
claimed credit for being bold and decisive (in contrast to the inaction of the Congress-
led government of Dr. Manmohan Singh after the Mumbai attack in 2008) while the 
Pakistani government maintained that no such action had taken place. The fact that the 
Modi government did not produce any evidence of the strike was glossed over in Indian 
media and enabled Pakistan to maintain its narrative.  

+RZHYHU��,QGLD¶V�SROLF\�RI�VWUDWHJLF�UHVWUDLQW��DV�LQ�WKH�FDVH�RI�.DUJLO�ZKHUH�WKH�DLU�IRUFH�
was directed not to cross the LoC, and in the case of Mumbai, which was interpreted by 
Pakistan as successful deterrence, was now a matter of history. Some kind of calibrated 
kinetic retaliation would now become the new norm. More important was the 
accompanying rhetoric by the Modi government pointing to a more muscular policy. In 
the past such shallow cross-border operations were not publicised but conveyed a 
message to the adversary. Publicising such action meant that it was meant for domestic 
and external audiences. Further, neither the United States nor any of the other Western 
FRXQWULHV�H[SUHVVHG�FULWLFLVP�RI�,QGLD¶V�XVH�RI�IRUFH��LQVWHDG��WKHUH�ZDV�WDFLW�VHQVH�RI�
acceptance that kinetic retaliation was justified. At the diplomatic level, the South Asian 
Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC) Summit was postponed and SAARC 
has been in limbo since. 

THE 2019 PULWAMA-BALAKOT CRISIS 

In the afternoon of 14 February 2019, an Indian Kashmiri militant drove an explosives-
laden SUV into a convoy transporting para-military forces from Jammu to Srinagar, as 
it crossed Pulwama district, killing forty-six troops. Within hours, JeM claimed 
responsibility for the Pulwama strike.82 With general elections less than two months 
away, the Modi government vowed retaliation.  

Twelve days later, in the early hours of 26 February, twelve Mirage 2000 aircraft 
crossed into Pakistani airspace and bombed a JeM training camp at Balakot in Khyber-
Pakhtunkhwa province, and returned safely. Hours later, Indian officials put out a 
statement indicating that the site was targeted on the basis of intelligence that a large 
number of JeM cadres were being trained there for fidayeen action and called on 
Pakistan to take steps to dismantle the terrorist infrastructure. The messaging 
emphasised thDW�,QGLD�KDG�FKRVHQ�µD�QRQ-PLOLWDU\�WHUURULVW�WDUJHW¶�DQG�WKH�RSHUDWLRQ�ZDV�
successfully concluded.83  

7KH�SXEOLF�UKHWRULF�ZDV�WKDW�,QGLD�KDG�FDOOHG�3DNLVWDQ¶V�QXFOHDU�EOXII�DQG�FUHDWHG�D�QHZ�
normal, in sharp contrast to the measured official briefing.84 Whether or not Pakistani 

 
82 5LIDW�)DUHHG��³.DVKPLU�VXLFLGH�DWWDFN�NLOOV�GR]HQV�RI�,QGLDQ�VHFXULW\�IRUFHV�´�Al Jazeera, February 14, 
2019, https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2019/2/14/kashmir-suicide-attack-kills-dozens-of-indian-security-
forces. 
83 6RRG��³,QGLD-3DNLVWDQ�1XFOHDU�'\QDPLFV�´ 
84 Rakesh Sood, ³'RHV %DODNRW�'HILQH�D�1HZ�1RUPDO"�´�Observer Research Foundation, March 22, 
2019, https://www.orfonline.org/expert-speak/does-balakot-define-a-new-normal-49198. 
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OHDGHUV�LVVXHG�QXFOHDU�DOOXVLRQV�RU�WKUHDWV��3DNLVWDQ¶V�VWDWHG�GRFWULQH�RI�VHDPOHVV�IXOO�
spectrum deterrence was intended to deter India from any kinetic retaliation. The fact 
that India was not deterred but undertook an air strike enabled India to claim that the 
0RGL�JRYHUQPHQW�KDG�FDOOHG�3DNLVWDQ¶V�QXFOHDU�EOXII��HVSHFLDOO\�ZLWK�JHQHUDO�HOHFWLRQV�
around the corner.  

3DNLVWDQ�SURWHVWHG�DW�WKH�YLRODWLRQ�RI�LWV�DLU�VSDFH�DQG�DVVXUHG�D�µILWWLQJ�UHVSRQVH¶�85 The 
following morning, several Pakistani aircraft crossed the LoC into Kashmir as Indian 
fighters scrambled. In the ensuing dogfight, an Indian pilot (Wing Commander 
Abhinandan Varthaman) ejected from his damaged aircraft and parachuted down across 
the LoC in Pakistani occupied Kashmir.86 Tensions arose as did rhetoric.  

On 27 February, a Pakistan military spokesman specifically pointed out that a meeting 
of the Nuclear Command Authority had taken place. This was an obvious attempt to up 
the ante since the capture of the Indian pilot had raised the crisis a notch higher.87 The 
same day, the Pakistani foreign secretary interrupted her briefing for the U.S., British, 
and French ambassadors on the crisis to add that Pakistan had received intelligence that 
India had moved its missile unit closer to the border, and she urged that India be 
restrained from any further aggressive behaviour.88 Prithvi missiles are dual-use 
missiles, and the first variant, Prithvi I with a 150-km range, by 2019 carried only a 
conventional payload, following the deployment of longer range Prithvi II and Prithvi 
III which remain with the Strategic Forces.89 An announcement to this effect had been 
made in 2013.90  

Whatever its factual basis, the invocation of nuclear risk ensured that U.S. Secretary of 
State Mike Pompeo and National Security Advisor John Bolton engaged with both 
Indian and Pakistani officials. According to Pompeo, he was told by the Indians that 
their intelligence indicated that Pakistan was preparing its nuclear attack and India was 
contemplating escalation in response.91 Bolton spoke to Pakistani army chief General 

 
85 &��&KULVWLQH�)DLU��³,QGLD¶V�DQG�3DNLVWDQ¶V�/LHV�7KZDUWHG�D�:DU�)RU�1RZ�´�The Atlantic, March 8, 2019, 
https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2019/03/india-pakistan-kargil-kashmir/584392/. 
86 'LQDNDU�3HUL��³,QGLD�VFUDPEOHV�LWV�ILJKWHUV�DV�3DNLVWDQL�MHWV�FURVV�RYHU�/R&�´�The Hindu, February 27, 
2019, https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/india-scrambles-its-fighters-as-pakistani-jets-cross-over-
loc/article26391022.ece.  
87 Hans M. Kristensen, Matt Korda, and Eliana Johns, ³3DNLVWDQ�1XFOHDU�:HDSRQV�������´�Bulletin of the 
Atomic Scientists, September 11, 2023, https://thebulletin.org/premium/2023-09/pakistan-nuclear-
weapons-2023/. 
88 Ajay Bisaria, Anger Management: The Troubled Diplomatic Relationship Between India and Pakistan 
(Delhi: Aleph Book Company, 2024).  
89 *DXUDY�.DPSDQL��³3ULWKYL��7KH�&DVH�)RU�µ1R-)LUVW�'HSOR\PHQW�´ Rediff.com, 1997, 
https://m.rediff.com/news/jul/10kamp.htm.  
90 7DPLU�(VKHO��³$IWHU����\HDUV�LQ�VHUYLFH��WKH�3ULWKYL�,�PLVVLOH�ZLOO�JLYH�ZD\�WR�VPDOOHU�DQG�EHWWHU�
3UDKDU�´�Defense Update, July 1, 2013, https://defense-
update.com/20130701_prahar_to_replace_privthi.html. 
91 1HZV�$JHQFLHV��³,QGLD��3DNLVWDQ�&DPH�&ORVH�WR�D�1XFOHDU�:DU�LQ�������3RPSHR�´�Al Jazeera, January 
25, 2023, https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2023/1/25/india-pakistan-came-close-to-a-nuclear-war-in-
2019-pompeo. 
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Qamar Javed Bajwa who asserted that India had moved first to deploy its nuclear 
weapons.92 Whether or not Pakistani or Indian personnel had increased readiness to 
deploy or use nuclear weapons, the fact that officials from both countries invoked 
QXFOHDU�FRQFHUQV�ZLWK�8�6��RIILFLDOV�HQVXUHG�:DVKLQJWRQ¶V�DWWHQWLRQ�DQG�GLSORPDWLF�
intervention. AccRUGLQJ�WR�3RPSHR��µ,W�WRRN�XV�D�IHZ�KRXUV²and remarkably good 
work by our teams on the ground in Delhi and Islamabad²to convince each side that 
QHLWKHU�VLGH�ZDV�SUHSDULQJ�IRU�QXFOHDU�ZDU¶�93  

:KLOH�WKHUH�PD\�EH�D�GHJUHH�RI�H[DJJHUDWLRQ�LQ�3RPSHR¶V�DFFRXQW��LW�LV�FOHDU�WKDW�8�6��
intervention was critical in giving both India and Pakistan off-ramps to defuse the crisis 
and persuade Pakistan to announce the immediate return of the captured Indian pilot. 
Early on 28 February, ahead of any announcement by the belligerents, U.S. President 
'RQDOG�7UXPS�FKDUDFWHULVWLFDOO\�VWDWHG�WKDW�µUHDVRQDEO\�GHFHQW�QHZV¶�ZDV�DQWLFLSDWHG�94 

Following a high level of diplomatic intervention by the United States and others, 
Pakistan Prime Minister Imran Khan made a statement in parliament on 28 February 
blaming India for escalation and announcing that the Indian pilot would be returned as a 
µSHDFH�JHVWXUH¶�95 The following evening, Wing Commander Varthaman was back in 
India. Pakistan maintained that there was no JeM training camp at Balakot and Indian 
aircraft had dropped their ordnance on a hillside. Its counterattack the following day 
showed its resolve to defend its sovereignty and the prompt return of the captured pilot 
its responsible behaviour. 

The use of the nuclear card by both countries had helped to engage the attention of 
external actors. The political move by the Modi government was to make the immediate 
return of the captured Indian pilot the demand which was easy for Pakistan to accede to. 
It enabled Pakistani leaders to demonstrate humaneness and responsible behaviour 
while the Indian leaders claimed credit for their firm stand that made Pakistan agree to 
the immediate return.  

6XEVHTXHQWO\��GXULQJ�WKH�HOHFWLRQ�FDPSDLJQ�0RGL�GHFODUHG�WKDW�,QGLD¶V�FRHUFLYH�
diplomacy had prevailed because the following day Pakistan announced its decision to 

 
92 ³,QGLD��3DNLVWDQ�&DPH�
&ORVH
�WR�1XFOHDU�:DU�$IWHU������3XOZDPD�$WWDFN��0LNH�3RPSHR�´�The Wire, 
January 25, 2023, https://m.thewire.in/article/diplomacy/us-nuclear-war-india-pakistan-2019-pulwama-
attack-mike-pompeo/amp. 
93 PTI, ³0LNH Pompeo Claims India Informed Him Pakistan Was Preparing for Nuclear Attack Post-
%DODNRW�6XUJLFDO�6WULNH�´�Indian Express, January 25, 2023, https://indianexpress.com/article/world/mike-
pompeo-claims-india-informed-him-pakistan-was-preparing-for-nuclear-attack-post-balakot-surgical-
strike-8402447/. 
94 1HZV�$JHQFLHV��³,QGLD�3DNLVWDQ�&ULVLV��:KDW�:H�.QRZ�6R�)DU�´�Al Jazeera, February 28, 2019, 
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2019/2/28/india-pakistan-crisis-what-we-know-so-far; Other countries 
also claimed to have played a role in defusing the crisis. Saudi Crown Prince Mohammad bin Salman was 
in the region, in Pakistan on 15 February, followed by a visit to India on 21 February, and he remained in 
touch with the leaders in both countries. The United Arab Emirates also claimed to have played a role. 
95 'LSDQMDQ�5R\�&KDXGKXU\��³3DNLVWDQ�WR�UHOHDVH�,QGLDQ�SLORW�DV�D�SHDFH�JHVWXUH��,PUDQ�.KDQ�´�Economic 
Times, March 1, 2019, https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/international/world-news/pakistan-to-
release-indian-pilot-tomorrow-as-peace-pakistan-pm-imran-khan/articleshow/68201851.cms. 
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return the captured Indian pilot²otherwise it would have led to bloodshed.96 
Statements like this indicated that domestic pressures for escalation were in play on 
both sides. However, Lieutenant General (retired) Khalid Kidwai maintains that this 
ZDV�\HW�DQRWKHU�DWWHPSW�E\�,QGLD�WR�µLQGXFH�VWUDWHJLF�LQVWDELOLW\¶�DQG�WKDW�3DNLVWDQ¶s 
FDOLEUDWHG�UHVSRQVH�KDG�µUHVWRUHG�VWUDWHJLF�VWDELOLW\�DQG�QR�QHZ�QRUPDO�ZDV�DOORZHG�WR�
SUHYDLO¶�97 +H�VXJJHVWHG�WKDW�µ3DNLVWDQ�KDV�HQVXUHG�VHDPOHVV�LQWHJUDWLRQ�EHWZHHQ�
nuclear strategy and conventional military strategy, in order to achieve the desired 
outcomes in the realms of peacetime deterrence, pre-war deterrence as also in intra-war 
GHWHUUHQFH¶��%DVHG�RQ�FRQYHUVDWLRQV�ZLWK�VHQLRU�,QGLDQ�SROLF\�PDNHUV��.LGZDL¶V�
DVVHVVPHQW�DERXW�µVHDPOHVV�LQWHJUDWLRQ¶�DQG�DOO-time deterrence was much too sanguine 
and self-congratulatory. It does not adequately capture the political compulsions of the 
Modi government on the eve of national elections. This compulsion led Modi to raise 
the threshold to air strikes that struck targets beyond the disputed territory of Kashmir.  

$Q�LPSRUWDQW�RXWFRPH�ZDV�D�JURZLQJ�DFFHSWDQFH�RI�,QGLD¶V�ULJKW�WR�VHOI-defence that 
has helped make kinetic retaliation the new normal. Any government in Delhi in the 
future, if faced with a similar situation, will find it difficult to observe restraint and rely 
exclusively on international pressure and diplomatic condemnation.  

The 2025 Pahalgam and Operation Sindoor 

Since the fragile ceasefire came into effect on 10 May, it is possible to discern some 
similarities and some departures emerging from the latest crisis. Most important for the 
purposes of this paper, neither India nor Pakistan made nuclear threats nor allusions and 
gestures that raised the prospect of nuclear escalation. This, despite the fact that India 
ratcheted up the intensity and geographic scale of its military reprisals against Pakistan 
and the two countries engaged in more extensive fighting than previously. 

The crisis began on 22 April with a terrorist attack in which twenty-six civilians were 
killed at a picnic spot near Pahalgam in Kashmir.98 In recent years, there had been a 
gradual return to normalcy, with local elections having been held in 2024 and tourism 
on the upswing. The targeting of innocent tourists, who were identified first as Hindus 
before being killed, was therefore seen as a seWEDFN�WR�WKH�0RGL�JRYHUQPHQW¶V�QDUUDWLYH��
The Resistance Front, a militant outfit that surfaced in 2019 and has ties to the Pakistan-

 
96 Neeta Sharma, ³µ4DWDO�.L�5DDW¶��30�6SHDNV�RI�86�&ODLPV�DIWHU�3DN�&DSWXUH�RI�,$)�3LORW�´�NDTV, 
April 22, 2019, https://www.ndtv.com/india-news/lok-sabha-elections-2019-qatal-ki-raat-pm-narendra-
modi-speaks-of-us-claims-after-pakistan-capture-o-2026340. 
97 Khalid Kidwai, ³.H\QRWH�$GGUHVV�DQG�'LVFXVVLRQ�6HVVLRQ�ZLWK�/LHXWHQDQW�*HQHUDO��5HWG��.KDOLG�
.LGZDL�´��WK�,,66±CISS South Asian Strategic Stability: Deterrence, Nuclear Weapons and Arms Control 
Workshop, February 6, 2020, https://www.iiss.org/events/2020/02/7th-iiss-and-ciss-south-asian-strategic-
stability-workshop.  
98 0LVKUD�6DPLUDQ��³���.LOOHG�,Q�'HDGO\�3DKDOJDP�$WWDFN��/H7�/LQNHG�*URXS�&ODLPV�5HVSRQVLELOLW\�´�
NDTV, April 23, 2025, https://www.ndtv.com/india-news/pahalgam-terrorist-attack-26-killed-in-deadly-
pahalgam-attack-let-linked-group-claims-responsibility-8233100. 
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based LeT, claimed responsibility but backtracked later.99 India alleged that Pakistan 
was behind the attack while Pakistan called it a false-flag operation by India. Pakistan 
called for India to present evidence of Pakistani complicity and to allow an international 
investigation. India vowed to act against Pakistan on its own judgment.  

The following day, India announced a number of political and diplomatic measures 
against Pakistan: reducing diplomatic presence, closing the Wagah-Attari border 
crossing, cancelling existing visas, and, most portentously, putting in abeyance the 
water sharing Indus Waters Treaty (IWT). Pakistan reciprocated by closing its airspace 
to Indian overflights, denouncing the action on the IWT as an act of war, and 
threatening to suspend all bilateral agreements including the 1972 Shimla Agreement. 
However, it was clear that after the precedents set by the Modi government in 2016 and 
2019, India would undertake kinetic retaliation. Further, this time the scope would be 
larger, in keeping with the charged atmosphere and the expectations it generated.  

In the early hours of 7 May, India attacked nine terrorist locations, including iconic 
locations such as the LeT and JeM headquarters in Punjab, using loitering munitions, 
stand-off air-to-surface missiles, and smart bombs. India claimed that a hundred 
terrorists had been killed.100 The operation lasted twenty-five minutes and the Pakistani 
DGMO was informed thereafter that India had specifically targeted terrorist locations; 
no military locations were targeted; the exercise was intended to be measured, 
responsible, and non-escalatory; and the operation was over unless Pakistan escalated 
matters.  

Pakistan claimed that six locations had been hit²thirty-one civilians, including women 
and children had been killed²and threatened retaliation.101 Pakistan also asserted that 
five Indian aircraft had been downed, though this was denied by Indian authorities. An 
off-ramp was available here for Pakistan to claim success in blunting the strike and 
India to claim success in striking the terrorists. The opportunity was missed and 
Pakistan indicated that there would be retaliation.  

Over the next three nights, strikes and counter-strikes escalated gradually, with both 
sides using drones and stand-off missiles, while aircraft remained in their respective 
airspaces. Artillery and heavy mortar shelling across the LoC intensified, leading to 
civilian casualties on both sides. On the night of 9 May, air attacks escalated. Pakistan 

 
99 0XNHVK�5DQMDQ��³/DVKNDU�SUR[\��7KH�5HVLVWDQFH�)URQW��QRZ�GHQLHV�LWV�UROH�LQ�3DKDOJDP�WHUURU�DWWDFN�´�
New Indian Express, April 26, 2025, https://www.newindianexpress.com/nation/2025/Apr/26/lashkar-
proxy-the-resistance-front-now-denies-its-role-in-pahalgam-terror-attack. 
100 ³,QGLD�LQIOLFWHG�KHDY\�ORVVHV�WR�3DNLVWDQ�PLOLWDU\��WHUURULVWV�GXULQJ�2SHUDWLRQ�6LQGRRU��'*02�´�News 
On Air, May 12, 2025, https://www.newsonair.gov.in/operation-sindoor-over-100-terrorists-killed-high-
value-targets-eliminated-across-pakistan-pojk/��6KLY�$URRU��³+RZ�,QGLD�8VHG�+$00(5�$QG�6&$/3�
7R�+LW�7HUURU�&DPSV�,Q�2SHUDWLRQ�6LQGRRU�´�NDTV, May 7, 2025, https://www.ndtv.com/india-
news/operation-sindoor-scalp-and-hammer-the-weapons-used-in-operation-sindoor-to-hit-terror-sites-
8349826. 
101 ³���FLYLOLDQV�NLOOHG�����LQMXUHG�LQ�,QGLDQ�DWWDFN��ERUGHU�FODVK�ZLWK�3DNLVWDQ��RIILFLDO�´�Xinhua, May 9, 
2025, https://english.news.cn/20250509/5405f3e5893b4f76b0fc5712910bf629/c.html. 
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claimed to have struck twenty-VL[�,QGLDQ�WDUJHWV�µWR�UHHVWDEOLVK�GHWHUUHQFH�DIWHU�UHSHDWHG�
,QGLDQ�DWWDFNV¶��,QGLD�DFNQRZOHGJHG�µOLPLWHG�GDPDJH�WR�HTXLSPHQW�DQG�SHUVRQQHO�DW�DLU�
IRUFH�VWDWLRQV�8GKDPSXU��3DWKDQNRW��$GDPSXU��DQG�%KXM¶��,QGLD�UHWDOLDWHG�LQ�WKH 
morning hours of 10 May targeting nine military airfields from Skardu and Chaklala in 
the north to Rahim Yar Khan and Jacobabad in the south as well as three forward air 
defence units.102 The stand-off weapons used included the Scalp and BrahMos cruise 
missiles as well as Crystal Maze, Hammer, and Spice 2000 precision guided munitions. 
Pakistan used PL-15, Fatah I and II, and CM 400 AKG missiles and YIHA and Songar 
drones.  

The last 24 hours beginning 9 May saw heightened diplomatic activity with a flurry of 
telephone calls between Washington, Islamabad, and Delhi. Following a conversation 
between the two DGMOs in the afternoon, a ceasefire came into effect at 5:00 p.m. on 
10 May. Even before the two sides officially announced it at 6:00 p.m., Trump had pre-
HPSWHG�LW�ZLWK�D�SRVW�RQ�7UXWK�6RFLDO��µ$IWHU�D�ORQJ�QLJKW�RI�WDONV�PHGLDWHG�E\�WKH�86��,�
am pleased to announce that India and Pakistan have agreed to a FULL AND 
COMPLETE CEASEFIRE. Congratulations to both countries for using common sense 
DQG�JUHDW�LQWHOOLJHQFH¶�103 Pakistani Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif was quick to thank 
Trump for his intervention while India insisted that the ceasefire was bilaterally 
FRQFOXGHG�ZLWKRXW�8�6��LQYROYHPHQW��7KH�8�6��6WDWH�'HSDUWPHQW�DQQRXQFHG�LW�DV�µD�86�
EURNHUHG�FHDVHILUH¶�104  

During the early days of the crisis, the United States had adopted a hands-off approach 
with Vice President JD Vance suggesting on 8 May that the United States was not going 
WR�JHW�LQYROYHG�µLQ�WKH�PLGGOH�RI�D�ZDU�WKDW�LV�IXQGDPHQWDOO\�QRQH�RI�RXU�EXVLQHVV¶�105 
However, within twenty-four hours the U.S. assessment changed as it picked up signs of 
more cross-border strikes and reports that Pakistan was scheduling a meeting of its 
National Command Authority (NCA), the body formally responsible for Pakistani 
nuclear decisionmaking. Vance spoke to Modi on the evening of 9 May (Indian time), 
VKDULQJ�8�6��FRQFHUQV�DERXW�D�µGUDPDWLF�HVFDODWLRQ¶�106 The following day (Indian time), 
U.S. Secretary of State Marco Rubio spoke with Pakistani Army Chief General Asim 
0XQLU��IROORZLQJ�LW�XS�ZLWK�FDOOV�WR�KLV�FRXQWHUSDUWV��,QGLD¶V�([WHUQDO�$IIDLUV�0LQLVWHU�6��

 
102 5DNHVK�6RRG��³7KH�QHZ�QRUPDO�DIWHU�3DKDOJDP��,QGLD¶V�UHVSRQVH�´�The Hindu, May 17, 2025, 
https://www.thehindu.com/opinion/lead/the-new-normal-after-pahalgam-indias-
response/article69584702.ece. 
103 6WHOD�'H\��³,QGLD�3DNLVWDQ�DJUHH�WR�IXOO�DQG�LPPHGLDWH�FHDVHILUH��DQQRXQFHV�'RQDOG�7UXPS�´�Indian 
Express, May 10, 2025, https://indianexpress.com/article/india/india-pakistan-agree-to-full-and-
immediate-ceasefire-announces-donald-trump-9994840/. 
104 0DUFR�5XELR��³$QQRXQFLQJ�D�8�6�-%URNHUHG�&HDVHILUH�EHWZHHQ�,QGLD�DQG�3DNLVWDQ�´�U.S. Department 
of State, May 10, 2025, https://www.state.gov/releases/office-of-the-spokesperson/2025/05/announcing-a-
u-s-brokered-ceasefire-between-india-and-pakistan. 
105 3UDNDVK�6LQJK��³1LQH�OHVVRQV�IURP�2SHUDWLRQ�6LQGRRU�´�Indian Express, May 27, 2025, 
https://indianexpress.com/article/opinion/columns/nine-lessons-from-operation-sindoor-10031487. 
106 ³9DQFH�KDG�WR�FDOO�30�0RGL��86�UROH�OLPLWHG�WR�JHWWLQJ�,QGLD�DQG�3DN�WR�WDON��&11�´�India Today, 
May 11, 2025, https://www.indiatoday.in/india/story/jd-vance-call-pm-modi-us-role-limited-getting-
india-pak-talk-cnn-2722975-2025-05-11. 
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-DLVKDQNDU�DQG�3DNLVWDQ¶V�'HSXW\�3ULPH�0LQLVWHU�DQG�)RUHLJQ�0LQLVWHU�,VKDT�'DU��
Pakistani Defence Minister Khwaja Asif announced on 10 May that no meeting of the 
NCA had taken place. Other than this one incident, nuclear allusions and gestures 
appeared to be absent. However, since then Trump has repeatedly claimed credit for 
KRZ�KH�SUHYHQWHG�µD�QXFOHDU�ZDU¶�EHWZHHQ�,QGLD�DQG�3DNLVWDQ�107 

However, there are some indications that suggest next time higher escalation levels 
FRXOG�EH�EUHDFKHG��,PDJHV�RI�IXQHUDOV�ZLWK�FRIILQV�GUDSHG�LQ�3DNLVWDQ¶V�IODJ��GHVLJQDWHG�
terrorists leading the prayers, and presence of senior military and police officers in 
uniform contributed to growing criticism in India against the ceasefire,108 with senior 
Indian officials coming in for intense social media trolling.109 

Addressing the nation on 12 May, Modi announced that Operation Sindoor had only 
EHHQ�SDXVHG��DGGLQJ�WKDW�LW�µKDV�UHGHILQHG�WKH�ILJKW�DJDLQVW�WHUURU�������DQG�D�QHZ�QRUPDO�
in counter-WHUURULVP�PHDVXUHV¶�110 +H�UHLWHUDWHG�,QGLD¶V�ULJKW�WR�UHVSRQG�PLOLWDULO\�WR�DQ\�
WHUURU�DWWDFN�FDOOLQJ�WHUURULVP�µDQ�DFW�RI�ZDU¶��,QGLD�ZRXOG�QRW�EH�GHWHUUHG�E\�µQXFOHDU�
EODFNPDLO¶��+H�DGGHG�WKDW�,QGLD�ZRXOG�QRW�PDNH�DQ\�GLVWLQFWLRQ�EHWZHHQ�WHUURULVWV�DQG�
their masterminds nor the governments sponsoring terrorism. All these additions put 
3DNLVWDQL�PLOLWDU\�RQ�QRWLFH�WKDW�WKH�QH[W�WLPH��,QGLD¶V�NLQHWLF�UHVSRQVH�PD\�QRW�EH�
limited to terrorist targets as has been the case since 2016.  

At the same time, Modi has refused to engage in discussions or dialogue with Pakistan, 
DVVHUWLQJ�µWHUURU�DQG�WDONV�FDQQRW�FRH[LVW��WHUURU�DQG�WUDGH�FDQQRW�UXQ�SDUDOOHO��DQG�EORRG�
DQG�ZDWHU�FDQQRW�IORZ�WRJHWKHU¶�111 It is unclear if this also excludes private back 
channels that, by nature, are confidential. De-escalation requires a mutual face saver 
and, in the absence of any communication channels, it will be difficult to prevent 
external involvement and intervention.  

So far, if India has been careful in raising the threshold of its kinetic retaliation, 
Pakistan too has been guarded in its military response. The accompanying rhetoric 
intended for domestic consumption has been more shrill than the restraint shown by the 

 
107 Vani Mehrotra, ³µ:RXOG�+DYH�%HHQ�,Q�1XFOHDU�:DU¶��'RQDOG�7UXPS�$JDLQ�&ODLPV�0HGLDWLRQ�
%HWZHHQ�,QGLD��3DNLVWDQ�´�News18, July 15, 2025, https://www.news18.com/world/donald-trump-claims-
stopped-india-pakistan-nuclear-war-trade-deal-india-pak-tensions-9440739.html. 
108 ³6WDWH�KRQRXUV�JLYHQ�WR�WHUURULVWV�LQ�3DNLVWDQ�´�Economic Times, May 11, 2025, 
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/india/state-honours-given-to-terrorists-in-pakistan-india-
exposes-the-deadly-alliance-of-pak-army-terror-hand-in-hand/articleshow/121081676.cms?from=mdr. 
109 ³)RUHLJQ�6HFUHWDU\�9LNUDP�0LVUL DEXVHG�RQ�VRFLDO�PHGLD�´�The Hindu, May 12, 2025, 
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associations-come-out-in-support/article69565140.ece. 
110 ³Operation Sindoor &UHDWHG�D�µ1HZ�1RUPDO¶��30�0RGL¶V�6WURQJ�:DUQLQJ�WR�3DNLVWDQ�´ Times of 
India, May 13, 2025, https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/india/operation-sindoor-created-a-new-normal-
pm-modis-strong-warning-to-pakistan/articleshow/121116161.cms. 
111  1DUHQGUD�0RGL��³$GGUHVV�WR�WKH�1DWLRQ�DIWHU�2SHUDWLRQ�6LQGRRU�´�3ULPH�0LQLVWHU�RI�,QGLD�KRPHSDJH��
May 12, 2025, https://www.pmindia.gov.in/en/news_updates/pm-addresses-the-nation-5. 
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militaries. However, the new normal outlined by Modi indicates an upward jump in 
escalation thresholds.  

Conclusion 

7KLV�HVVD\�LV�QRW�DERXW�WKH�HIIHFWLYHQHVV�RU�LQHIIHFWLYHQHVV�RI�,QGLD¶V�HIIRUWV�WR�GHWHU�
terrorism against it and to compel Pakistani authorities to do their utmost to prevent 
such terrorism. Nor is it about crisis and conflict management and the value of steady 
diplomatic engagement and dialogue. Rather, it explores whether and how India has 
perceived Pakistan to manipulate nuclear risk, and how India itself has or has not 
manipulated its nuclear potential to affect Pakistan. There is no way to know whether 
this restraint will be maintained if and when the two states move up the ladder of 
military conflict.  

What lessons can we draw from the nature and management of the crises between India 
and Pakistan since 1998 that have a bearing for a future crisis, since relations between 
the two countries will remain adversarial in the foreseeable future? While nuclear 
weapons will induce restraint and neither country is likely to engage in an all-out war to 
change the territorial status quo, the likelihood of cross-border terrorist attacks followed 
by kinetic retaliation and consequent escalation cannot be ruled out.  

Accordingly, five distinct levels of potential conflict between India and Pakistan can be 
defined: 

a. Sub-conventional conflict or attacks by terrorist groups that are based in 
Pakistan and have an established modus vivendi with the Pakistani authorities as 
in the attack on the Indian parliament in 2001 or Mumbai in 2008; 

b. Hybrid sub-conventional conflict employing both militant groups and regular 
troops, but trying to deny the role of latter as in the case of Kargil in 1999; 

c. Conventional conflict below the nuclear threshold; 

d. Conventional conflict escalated to the use of tactical or battlefield nuclear 
weapons; 

e. Full-scale conflict with large-scale use of nuclear weapons.112 

7KH�VL[�LQVWDQFHV�FRQVLGHUHG�DERYH�IDOO�LQ�WKH�ILUVW�WZR�FDWHJRULHV��3DNLVWDQ¶V�PHVVDJH�WR�
India is that its possession of nuclear weapons will not deter such attacks. In each of 
these instances, India faced the challenge of finding appropriate retaliation that could 
combine both deterrence by denial and deterrence by punishment, while preventing 
hostilities escalating to the last two categories. Since the 1999 Kargil conflict was the 
RQO\�LQVWDQFH�RI�FKDQJLQJ�WHUULWRULDO�VWDWXV�TXR��,QGLD¶V�SULPDU\�REMHFWLve was to 

 
112 5DNHVK�6RRG��³Nuclear Asymmetry DQG�(VFDODWLRQ�'\QDPLFV�´�&KDR�7UDFN, January 20, 2023, 
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strengthen deterrence by driving home the message that possession of nuclear weapons 
was not a shield to permit such adventurism. Given that this has not been repeated, it is 
prudent to conclude that despite doctrinal asymmetry, this lesson has been absorbed and 
understood. Military professionals are well aware that given current force levels, 
surveillance capabilities, and the terrain, neither side can change territorial status quo in 
Kashmir. The possibility of accidents and miscalculation cannot be ruled out, however, 
especially in times of tensions and heightened rhetoric and in the current absence of 
established communication channels.  

The other five instances are cases of cross-border terrorism with varying degrees of 
LQYROYHPHQW�RI�3DNLVWDQ¶V�LQWHOOLJHQFH�DJHQFLHV��,QGLD¶V�UHVSRQVHV�KDYH�EHHQ�D�
combination of diplomatic isolation and condemnation, coercion, and, since 2016, also 
kinetic retaliation. While external intervention proved successful in defusing the crisis, 
it remained unsuccessful as a deterrent against recurrence.  

The 2016 Uri and the 2019 Pulwama attacks responses were short, targeted kinetic 
retaliation. In each case, however, the international environment of that moment 
contributed to the political outcome. Each option was a tactical move because India 
cannot claLP�WKDW�LW�KDV�VXFFHVVIXOO\�FKDQJHG�3DNLVWDQ¶V�VWUDWHJLF�EHKDYLRXU��7KH�
problem is that India needs to keep the kinetic retaliation targeted and limited and avoid 
FROODWHUDO�FLYLOLDQ�FDVXDOWLHV�WKDW�FRXOG�OHDG�WR�HVFDODWLRQ��+RZHYHU��0RGL¶V�µQHZ�
QRUPDO¶�UHflects a willingness to be more aggressive in kinetic retaliation. This raises 
the likelihood of casualties, thereby making de-escalation off-ramps more difficult. How 
this leads to more rapid escalation is a question that is bound to occupy strategic 
analysts in future.  

Kinetic retaliation, while retaining the element of surprise, has to prevent any casualties 
on its own side, either due to accident or enemy action, as this could inadvertently 
escalate matters. In the case of the Uri surgical strike, all the Indian teams returned 
without losing a single person; and, in Balakot, the Indian aircraft were in Pakistani 
airspace for four minutes and back in Indian airspace by the time Pakistani aircraft 
scrambled. The following day, the dog fight however introduced the unexpected, 
moving matters higher on the escalation ladder.  

Clearly there has to be a face saver that enables both to declare so-called victory. In the 
case of Uri, Pakistan denied that any surgical strike had taken place, blaming increased 
cross-border firings for the death of its two soldiers even as Indian TV channels 
engaged in chest thumping. Balakot enabled Pakistan to claim the release of the Indian 
SLORW�DV�D�µKXPDQLWDULDQ�JHVWXUH¶�RI�D�µUHVSRQVLEOH�QXFOHDU�VWDWH¶�HYHQ�DV�,QGLD�
PDLQWDLQHG�WKDW�LWV�µFRHUFLYH�VLJQDOOLQJ¶�KDG�VFDUHG�3DNLVWDQ�113 Post-Pahalgam, India 
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PDLQWDLQHG�WKDW�LWV�VWULNHV�RQ�3DNLVWDQ¶V�IRUZDUG�DLU�EDVHV�LQFOXGLQJ�WKRVH�WKDW�KRVW�
nuclear assets (though this has been refuted by U.S. observers and Pakistani sources) led 
Pakistan to ask for a ceasefire while Pakistan claims victory at having downed five 
Indian aircraft demonstrating air superiority.  

It is clear that the lessons of the nuclear revolution have been absorbed and internalised 
differently by India and Pakistan. A comparison with the lessons of the Cold War with 
regard to nuclear stability brings out the differences. Since the doctrines and the role 
attributed to nuclear weapons by the two adversaries is different, deterrence stability is 
lacking. Risks of escalation remain, especially because non-use of established dialogue 
platforms in times of crisis indicates a crisis management deficit. Finding a face-saving 
exit from the escalation ladder therefore needs an external player(s) because the two 
adversaries may find it difficult to do so even as emotions are being aroused through 
incendiary rhetoric. Since the arms race continues along predictable lines, there is a 
degree of arms race stability in the bilateral equation.  

However, the deployment of tactical nuclear weapons by Pakistan justified by the 
GRFWULQH�RI�µIXOO�VSHFWUXP�GHWHUUHQFH¶�VHHNV�WR�HQVXUH�D�FRPIRUW�]RQH�IRU�3DNLVWDQ�ZKLOH�
the resort to kinetic retaliation ensures that India will seek to find space for asserting 
deterrence by delivering punishment below the nuclear threshold, creating a tension 
point that can lead to unintended escalation. India faces a strategic challenge with 
Pakistan, but its options are tactical. Clearly, Indian action is not enough to change 
Pakistani behaviour, especially its reliance on jihadi groups, and deterrence by 
punishment under current capabilities is merely intended to assuage domestic audiences. 
But will external actors be able to provide an off-ramps outcome in future as readily as 
in the past?  

Virtually all India-Pakistan nuclear escalation scenarios begin with a terrorist strike on 
Indian territory, limited kinetic action by India using ground and/or airpower, Pakistani 
retaliation, and matters getting into an escalatory spiral. It is worth reflecting as to 
whether this implies a tacit acceptance all around that the Pakistan army will continue to 
host and use such terrorist groups in a proxy war against India. Since this factor was 
absent in the U.S.-USSR deterrence theories, it marks the first point of departure 
leaving India with the dilemma of discovering the scope and limits of kinetic action 
below the nuclear threshold, even as Pakistan seeks to diminish this space with its full 
spectrum deterrence policy. In the absence of a dialogue, nuclear manipulation between 
India and Pakistan does not rely on raising prescribed alert thresholds but often involves 
rhetorical noise to heighten perceptions of risk.  

There is a new challenge for India. China has steadily emerged as the biggest arms 
supplier to Pakistan. However, in a network-centric battlefield, the role of real-time 
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information for early warning, targeting, communication, coordination, and control of 
the assets for optimal employment becomes vital. Early assessments indicate that in the 
Pahalgam crisis, during the eighty-seven hours from 7 May to 10 May when the 
ceasefire came into effect, China played a critical role by assisting Pakistan in this 
regard. India will have to factor this in to any future conflict with Pakistan.  

New technologies are emerging that add complexity to the old deterrence equations. 
Foremost among these are missile defence capabilities, hypersonics, particularly as a 
dual capable system, vastly improved surveillance, and early warning systems that 
permit development of left-of-launch postures, and finally, offensive cyber activities 
that can hack into nuclear command and control networks. While Pakistan is developing 
dual-use cruise systems and MIRV technologies, India is focusing on MIRVs, 
hypersonics, and missile defences. Any or all of these bring in new instability factors 
and render the uncertain deterrence equations more fragile in future.  
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