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CHALLENGES IN NUCLEAR POSTURE
AND DETERRENCE 

FROM PAKISTAN’S PERSPECTIVE

Adil Sultan1

India and Pakistan are engaged in a nuclear arms competition with new technologies 
and systems that have a direct bearing on their respective doctrines and nuclear 
postures. The statements by senior Indian leadership over the past few years throw 
into question the viability of India’s no-first-use posture and have placed further 
stress on the deterrence relationship between these two regional adversaries. 
India’s efforts to explore space for a limited war in a nuclearised environment 
have encouraged Pakistan to introduce remedial measures in the form of short-
range ballistic missiles. These are part of its full spectrum deterrence, which aims 
to deter an entire spectrum of conventional and nuclear threats. India’s work to 
operationalise its second-strike capability, acquisition of ballistic missile defences 
and development of hypersonic weapons could undermine regional strategic 
stability. These efforts require countermeasures on the part of Pakistan to ensure 
deterrence stability between the two nuclear armed neighbours.  

Key Words: cold start strategy, pro-active operations strategy, full spectrum 
deterrence, no first use, South Asia 

Introduction

China, India and Pakistan are building military nuclear capabilities and developing new 
doctrines that are generally perceived to be part of a triangular competition.1 Howev-
er, the scope and trajectories of their military developments suggest that even if these 
three are embroiled in an arms race, they seem to be moving on different tracks. China 
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is building capabilities to counter the US threat. In turn, India reacts to China by mak-
ing qualitative and quantitative improvements to its own nuclear arsenal, which forces 
Pakistan to take corrective measures to ensure the credibility of its deterrence posture 
against India. This action-reaction phenomenon may give a perception of triggering a 
triadic nuclear competition in South Asia. Yet it could best be described as a set of two 
asymmetric dyads between China and India, and between India and Pakistan.   

There are several explanations behind this. India perceives China to be its principal ad-
versary but continues to maintain Pakistan-specific conventional and nuclear postures. 
As India grows in size in terms of conventional and nuclear capabilities, in the process 
reorienting its security interests, it may decide to ‘decouple’ its military doctrines to 
deal with China and Pakistan differently.2 This could result in a more aggressive posture 
against Pakistan to assert its dominance over relatively smaller regional powers, while 
ensuring credible deterrence against China. Maintaining two different sets of doctrines 
and planning to fight a ‘two-front’ war would have its own inherent problems of oper-
ationalisation.3 This is due to the fact that no nuclear state has the capacity to maintain 
two different sets of nuclear postures against two different nuclear powers. Thus, while 
Indian discourse may argue that both China and Pakistan are linked, in reality India 
deals with the two differently, as was witnessed during its recent border skirmishes with 
both China and Pakistan. Notwithstanding the discourse in India, the reality is that 
neither China nor Pakistan will fight for each other against India. Both have their own 
security interests and military doctrines. To better understand these shifting dynamics, 
this essay will address prevailing uncertainties and misperceptions about nuclear use 
policies of India and Pakistan to analyse South Asian nuclear developments that keep 
the region in a state of flux between stability and instability. 

The Controversy Surrounding India’s NFU Posture  

India’s draft nuclear doctrine of 1999 included a commitment that it ‘will not be the first 
to initiate nuclear strike’.4 However, this pledge became conditional in the 2003 nuclear 
doctrine released by the Indian government, which stated that India will retain the 
right to use nuclear weapons ‘in response to the use of chemical or biological weapons 
against India or the Indian forces anywhere’.5 While this latter doctrine may not have 
been released as an official document, Indian officials continue to cite it and no one has 
ever contradicted it. Thus, with this caveat in its 2003 nuclear doctrine, India effectively 
nullified its no-first-use (NFU) commitment, in spite of the fact that it officially contin-
ues to assert that there is no change in India’s NFU stance.6

Further, commentary by senior members of India’s Nuclear Command Authority has 
also made this NFU pledge less credible. Former National Security Advisor, Shiv Shan-
kar Menon, wrote in his book that: ‘[T]here is potential grey area as to when India 
would use nuclear weapons first against another NWS [nuclear weapon state]. Circum-
stances are conceivable in which India might find it useful to strike first, for instance, 
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against an NWS that had declared it would certainly use its weapons, and if India were 
certain that adversary’s launch was imminent’.7 The possibility of a first use—or a first 
strike in response to the threat of nuclear weapon use—particularly when India lacks 
the requisite intelligence, reconnaissance and early warning means to verifiably reach 
such a conclusion, is not only escalatory but negates the basic principle of a NFU pledge. 

Nevertheless, India is seeking to rectify some of these gaps by investing in its 
intelligence, information, surveillance and reconnaissance (I2SR) capabilities. It has 
a number of indigenously launched military satellites and has also demonstrated the 
capability to neutralise adversaries’ satellites by testing an anti-satellite weapon.8 More 
recently, India and the United States have concluded foundational agreements as part 
of their overarching strategic partnership, which also includes the Basic Exchange and 
Cooperation Agreement (BECA).9 This collaboration will give India access to sensitive 
geospatial information from US space-based assets, as well as other navigational 
equipment used on US aerial platforms, such as drones and reconnaissance aircraft.    

However, rather than bolstering NFU, India’s improved situational awareness may in-
centivise Indian military planners to launch pre-emptive counterforce strikes against 
Pakistan. Alternatively, it may enable them to use this capability, along with precision 
weapons, to deter Pakistan from early deployment of its short-range ballistic missiles 
(SRBMs) in a future military crisis. This could potentially open the space for the Indian 
military to launch its pro-active operations strategy, which evolved from its cold start 
strategy.10 These strategies had been previously considered difficult to execute due to 
the threat of use of SRBMs by Pakistan against India’s integrated battle groups.11 

A Limited Nuclear War Versus a Cold War Model 

To better understand the current debate over limited nuclear war, it is instructive to 
begin by discussing the Cold War model. Escalate to de-escalate strategy was used by 
the United States during the Cold War and included the possibility of engaging in a lim-
ited nuclear war. Russia’s 2020 ‘Basic Principles on Nuclear Deterrence’ has also been 
interpreted by some as part of an escalate to de-escalate strategy.12 While the major 
nuclear powers can afford to plan for nuclear wars—notwithstanding the disastrous 
consequences for the rest of the international community—this may not hold true for 
smaller nuclear powers. This is particularly the case with Pakistan, which continues to 
strengthen its nuclear deterrence with the primary objective of preventing an entire 
spectrum of war with India. 

To this end, Pakistan introduced its SRBMs as part of its posture of full spectrum deter-
rence, which aims at deterring the complete spectrum of threats and includes options 
to deter limited to all-out war between the two nuclear adversaries.13 In addition to 
nuclear options, Pakistan has also developed adequate conventional responses that help 
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to keep the nuclear threshold reasonably high. Pakistan’s deliberate ambiguity regarding 
its nuclear threshold has helped achieve this objective but has been misinterpreted by 
some as a nuclear warfighting strategy.14

Pakistan’s nuclear strategy is unlike the United States’ and North Atlantic Treaty Orga-
nization’s strategy of limited nuclear options that were practiced during the Cold War. 
This is because the United States and the former Union of Soviet Socialist Republics 
(USSR) were engaged in developing nuclear warfighting strategies premised upon a be-
lief that limited nuclear wars could be fought without completely annihilating the other 
side. Unlike the case of proxies used by the USSR and the United States during the Cold 
War, any use of nuclear weapon by Pakistan or India will have direct bearing for both 
the countries, and therefore remains a major consideration by the leadership on both 
the sides. 

To reduce the possibility of early nuclear use, Pakistan maintains adequate conventional 
responses to counter India’s offensive military strategy of pro-active operations, and the 
relatively new strategy of surgical strikes. These were on display during the 2019 crisis 
in Pulwama and Balakot, when Pakistan retaliated with a matching response and did 
not resort to the use or even the threat to use nuclear weapons.15 

During this crisis, Pakistan effectively used its Air Force to launch counter aerial strikes 
in response to the Indian aggression and managed to shoot down two aircraft of India’s 
Air Force.16 These events surrounding Pulwama and Balakot may have enhanced Paki-
stan’s confidence in its application of conventional deterrence. However, in light of the 
longstanding nature of such threats from India, it is unlikely that Pakistan would ever 
rule out the possibility of nuclear weapons use under a pre-defined set of conditions 
that are unlikely to be made public. 

Impact of Technology on Nuclear Postures and Deterrence

India and Pakistan are modernising their military capabilities in line with their national 
security priorities. If both adversaries possess a credible second-strike capability, this is 
generally viewed as a stabilising factor. This is due to the fact that a lack of second-strike 
capability on the part of one country could encourage the other in possession of this ca-
pability to contemplate pre-emptive strikes. These concerns become more prominent in 
South Asia, in view of the statements emerging from within India about the possibility 
of a first strike against Pakistan.17 

SSBNs

India has operationalised its Arihant-class nuclear-powered ballistic missile subma-
rines (SSBNs).18  India’s Arihant-class SSBNs can reportedly carry strategic weapons 
with ranges between 750-1,000 km, which are not adequate to cover major Pakistani 
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cities and much less Chinese targets.19 In the absence of a robust command and control 
system for authorising the use of nuclear weapons—as India is still in the process of 
developing a credible second-strike capability—there would always be a risk of mis-
communication leading to an unauthorised use of nuclear weapons. 

One illustration of this was India’s deployment of a nuclear submarine during the 
2019 Pulwama and Balakot crisis, which was likely not authorised by its political 
leadership.20 This deployment during a crisis could have led to miscommunication that 
India was preparing for a pre-emptive first strike. Likewise, if Pakistan’s Navy had not 
demonstrated restraint and instead destroyed the SSBN, it could have escalated the 
crisis with serious consequences for regional stability.

MIRVs, ICBMs and Tactical Missiles

India is also developing multiple independently targetable re-entry vehicles (MIRVs) 
and intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs) that would significantly improve the 
penetration and range of India’s ballistic missiles.21 The reported development of Surya 
ICBM missile with a range from 12,000-16,000 kilometres would significantly enhance 
India’s reach beyond China to other continents.22 

In addition to these longer range missiles, India has also developed shorter range tac-
tical missiles, such as the Prahaar that is reportedly capable of ‘carrying different war-
heads’.23 While reports have not clarified whether these warheads would be both nucle-
ar and conventional, such flexibility in platforms could encourage India to contemplate 
limited nuclear warfighting, in the event that Pakistan decides to use its SRBMs against 
India’s pro-active operations strategy.  

Missile Defences 

Ballistic missile defence (BMD) systems are unlikely to be effective in South Asia due 
to the close proximity of the two nuclear adversaries and the short flight time of mis-
siles, making it difficult for any defensive system to detect and intercept the incoming 
missiles. Nevertheless, BMD could provide a false sense of security and an incentive for 
Indian decision makers to launch a pre-emptive counterforce strike against Pakistan. 

Moreover, in addition to India’s indigenous multi-layered Prithvi Air Defence (PAD) 
and Advanced Air Defence (AAD) systems, it is in the process of acquiring an an-
ti-missile system that includes Russian supplied S-400s surface-to-air missiles.24 It has 
also demonstrated its capability to shoot down space-based satellites and more recently 
has tested hypersonic weapons.25 In response to these various developments, Pakistan 
could resort to the early use of nuclear weapons to avoid a ‘use or lose’ dilemma. Paki-
stan could also decide to further increase the number and mobility of its nuclear arsenal 
to ensure that it would retain a sufficient capability to cause unacceptable damage to its 
adversary after absorbing a first strike. 
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Hypersonic Weapons
Acquisition of hypersonic weapons by India is likely to lead to further instability. Hyper-
sonic weapons are more suitable for employment against mobile ground-based missile 
systems, such as Pakistan’s SRBMs. Within Pakistan, these systems are seen as a major 
factor in preventing India from launching its limited warfighting strategy of pro-active 
operations. Since India’s hypersonic weapons are likely to be equipped with conven-
tional warheads, India may be hoping that a conventional hypersonic strike against 
Pakistan’s SRBMs may make it difficult for the latter to respond with nuclear weapons. 

From an Indian perspective, this could open the aperture for a limited conventional 
military conflict. The threat of a pre-emptive counterforce strike against its SRBMs is 
likely to push Pakistan to take steps that may include putting the missiles on a higher 
alert status. Much like with BMD, Pakistan would also be compelled to increase its 
numbers and mobility of its nuclear arsenal. When combined with other countermea-
sures, these shifts could adversely affect strategic stability in the region.

Conclusion
South Asia remains one of the most vulnerable regions in the world, in which the possi-
bility of a breakdown of nuclear deterrence cannot be ruled out. Due to the nature of the 
rivalry between India and Pakistan and their long history of mutual distrust, it would 
be unrealistic to expect that the two countries would be able to resolve their disputes in 
the near future. Furthermore, involvement of extra-regional powers and their ongoing 
efforts to help India improve its conventional as well as nuclear capabilities continue to 
compound the regional security matrix and have made the region highly unstable. 

The ambiguity surrounding India’s NFU posture, its ongoing military developments 
that include the introduction of limited warfighting doctrines in a nuclearised environ-
ment, development of a second-strike capability, acquisition of missile defence systems 
and the hypersonic weapons, are together seen by Pakistan as destabilising for strategic 
stability in the region. Notwithstanding the commonly held perception that India’s mili-
tary modernisation is aimed at China, most of the ongoing developments impinge upon 
Pakistan’s security interests, forcing the latter to take corrective measures that in turn 
could trigger a new arms race between the two nuclear neighbours. 

India would like to be competetive with China in the region, but it is unlikely that 
it would want to confront China militarily in the foreseeable future, as was the case 
during the 2020 border skirmishes in the Galwan Valley.26 Thus, in reviewing the na-
ture of competition in the region, if there is a potential for a conflict or a deterrence 
breakdown, it will most likely occur in the India-Pakistan dyad and not necessarily in 
the China-India dyad. The latter two countries do not want to entangle themselves in 
a serious bilateral military conflict. Therefore, the most likely possibility of deterrence 
breakdown remains between India and Pakistan.
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