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Abstract

The India-Pakistan rivalry, based on the territorial competition for Kashmir, is one of the longest and mainly
insecure rivalry since the partition of British India in 1947. Both nations have fought several wars and crises
over the decades, with the 1998 nuclear tests being a turning point in the strategic context of South Asia. This
article discusses the development of the conflict with an emphasis on how nuclear deterrence has influenced
regional stability. It deconstructs significant clashes such as the wars of 1947, 1965, and 1971, the 1999
Kargil war, and post-nuclear crises such as the 2001-2002 crisis, the 2008 Mumbai attacks, and the 2019
Balakot airstrikes. The research examines India’'s No First Use policy against Pakistan's more pragmatic
posture in the use of nuclear weapons and the effect these postures have on deterrence. The research also
examines the stability-instability paradox in which the possession of nuclear weapons deters major war but
facilitates limited-duration war through the use of proxy fighters and cross-border terrorism. New challenges
in the form of tactical nuclear weapons, missile technology, and cyber warfare are analyzed for their effect on
escalation during crises. The article also addresses the influence of international actors, especially China and
the United States, in regulating tensions at the regional level and shaping strategic action. The main thesis is
that nuclear deterrence has prevented war at the conventional level but has not created long-term strategic
stability. Rather, it has produced a fragile and precarious equilibrium. The report ends with policy
suggestions to enhance transparency, crisis management, and pursue sustained bilateral dialogue in an

attempt to bring long-term peace and stability to South Asia.
Introduction

The India-Pakistan rivalry, which was born of the traumatic 1947 Partition of British India, has run for more
than seven decades, mostly driven by the Jammu and Kashmir territory controversy. This conflictual
relationship has witnessed four full-scale wars—in 1947, 1965, 1971, and 1999—along with several military

confrontations, diplomatic confrontations, and ongoing tensions. Despite sporadic peace initiatives, long-

IJCRT2506096 ‘ International Journal of Creative Research Thoughts (IJCRT) www.ijcrt.org ‘ a822


http://www.ijcrt.org/

www.ijcrt.org © 2025 IJCRT | Volume 13, Issue 6 June 2025 | ISSN: 2320-2882

standing historical animosities, nationalism, and competing regional aspirations continue to shape the
bilateral relationship. A dramatic change came when both nations openly nuclearized. India's first nuclear test
in 1974 was followed by the Pakistani tests in 1998, which were undertaken in reaction to India's nuclear
displays in earlier that year. This made both countries nuclear powers, introducing a sophisticated dimension
to their long-standing rivalry. Nuclear deterrence became a key feature in their strategic calculations. Though
nuclear weapons, it has been argued, have dissuaded the expansion of conflicts into large-scale war, as was
the case during the Kargil War (1999), the 2001-2002 Twin Peaks crisis, and the 2019 Pulwama-Balakot
incident, they have also opened up fresh dangers. The "stability-instability paradox™ indicates that nuclear
deterrence prevents large-scale war but might facilitate low-intensity conflict. Pakistan's claimed sponsorship
of proxy actors and India's limited retaliatory actions—Ilike surgical strikes—have perpetuated a cycle of
provocation and response, creating an environment of enduring volatility. This paper examines whether
nuclear deterrence has created a fragile peace or intensified instability in South Asia. Through examination of
pivotal military crises, strategic doctrines, and diplomatic engagements since 1998, the study assesses how
nuclear weapons have influenced Indo-Pakistani relations. The key question is whether the nuclear shadow
offers true strategic stability or simply obscures a volatile and changing war, susceptible to miscalculation,

escalation, and technological upheaval.

Literature Review: The Indo-Pakistani rivalry has attracted significant scholarly interest, with a focus on the
application of nuclear deterrence and strategic stability. South Asia's peculiar strategic setting—characterized
by proximity, old grievances, unbalanced capabilities, and the involvement of non-state actors—is at odds

with standard deterrence theory and underscores the area's vulnerable equilibrium.

Nuclear Deterrence Theory and South Asia‘'s Dynamics : Traditional nuclear deterrence theory, based on
the MAD logic, contends that nuclear weapons deter war by threatening to impose unacceptable costs
(Schelling, 1966). Though the theory can account for the non-occurrence of full-scale war between India and
Pakistan after 1998, its application is made complex by variables at the regional level. Ganguly and Kapur
(2010) contend that even though nuclear weapons have inhibited extensive wars since the 1998 tests, they
have thereby facilitated ongoing low-level wars. They are in accord with the stability-instability paradox in
which strategic stability at the nuclear level gives actors the confidence to practice sub-conventional warfare.
Tellis (2001) examines India's minimum credible deterrence and No First Use (NFU) nuclear doctrine to
avoid escalation hazards and preserve strategic autonomy. Conversely, Krepon and Thompson (2013) point to
Pakistan's more ambiguous nuclear stance, including its pursuit of tactical nuclear weapons and exploration
of doctrines such as "Cold Start." Such doctrinal asymmetries, they contend, lower crisis stability by

minimizing decision-time horizons and heightening the chance for misperception.
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Non-State Actors, Proxy Conflicts, and Deterrence Limitations Peter Lavoy (2009) gives a classic
exploration of the limitations of nuclear deterrence against asymmetric threats. Considered the case of the
Kargil war, Lavoy argues that nuclear arms were unable to deter Pakistan from using hidden military tactics,
thinking India would still be held back by the threat of nuclear escalation. His arguments are repeated in the
analyses of the 2001 Indian Parliament attack and the 2008 Mumbai attacks, both blamed on Pakistan-based
extremists. These incidents, though serious, did not lead to war, supporting the argument of Lavoy that
nuclear deterrence does not do much to deter proxy war. Kapur (2007) elaborates the point in Dangerous
Deterrent, arguing that nuclearization in South Asia has provided a situation where sub-conventional war can
flourish. He bolsters the argument that the stability-instability paradox is not a theory but actually influences
strategic choices in the region. Consequently, Sagan (2001) cautions that nuclear proliferation coupled with
organizational vulnerabilities and vague attribution mechanisms—familiar to non-state actors—undermines
deterrence potency and elevates the prospect of inadvertent escalation. Ganguly and Hagerty (2005), in
Fearful Symmetry, examine the global context, positing that India's cautious reactions are not merely the
product of deterrence, but also of diplomatic pressures from global actors who fear nuclear escalation. This
perspective highlights the external pressures on regional conflict dynamics. Measures to contain these
challenges, including India's changing Cold Start doctrine, are examined by Tellis (2010), who sees them as a
means of keeping credible retaliation below the nuclear threshold open. In the presence of Pakistan's full-
spectrum deterrence approach that entails tactical nuclear weapons, however, such doctrines still pose
escalation risks.

International Non-Proliferation, Emerging Technologies, and Historical Context of Indo-Pakistani
Nuclear Deterrence : The Indo-Pakistani nuclear dynamic is part of a larger context of international non-
proliferation and regional historical competition. Perkovich (1999) criticizes the ineffectiveness of the global
non-proliferation regime in South Asia, with India and Pakistan outside the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty
(NPT), restricting international scrutiny. While such powers as the U.S., China, and Russia have periodically
intervened in regional crises, deeply ingrained enmities often prove resilient to external pressure (Ganguly &
Kapur, 2010). Confidence-building measures (CBMs), e.g., hotlines and nuclear risk reduction agreements,
have been pursued but often fail amidst political instability (Krepon, 2013). Contributing to these challenges
are new technologies such as cyber warfare, missile defence, and space-based reconnaissance. Krepon and
Thompson (2013) contend that cyber attacks, by virtue of their unclear attribution, could cause unintended
escalation. Likewise, missile defenses might disable perceived second-strike capabilities, causing arms races
and doctrinal instability. These deterrence challenges have their roots in a history of turmoil. The Partition of
1947 had ignited huge communal violence and set the stage for long-lasting hostility. The countries waged
wars in 1947-48, 1965, and 1971, mainly about Kashmir. The 1971 war that resulted in the establishment of
Bangladesh was most traumatic for Pakistan and stimulated its nuclear desires. India's 1974 nuclear
experiment and Pakistan's 1998 experiments made mutual deterrence official. Nuclear deterrence theory,

founded on mutual assured destruction (MAD), suggests that fear of utter destruction deters war. But, South
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Asia’s closeness, political uncertainty, and existence of non-state actors dilute this stability. Events such as
the 2001 Parliament attack and 2019 Pulwama bombing illustrate how proxy actors can de-stabilize
deterrence. India's constrained retaliatory strikes, including the 2016 surgical strikes, pose a challenge to
conventional models. Consequently, although nuclear weapons have held back full-scale war, South Asian
deterrence is weak and often tested by crisis escalation and asymmetrical threats.

Deterrence, Strategic Stability, and Confidence-Building in South Asia : Ever since India and Pakistan
went nuclear in 1998, deterrence has served a double purpose—preventing all-out wars with success but not
being able to halt low-level conflicts. The 1999 Kargil, the 2001-2002, as well as the 2019 Pulwama-
Balakot, crises did not lead to larger-scale wars mainly because of the fear of nuclear revenge and then
international intervention. Nuclear weapons, therefore, imposed a layer of restraint, forcing both countries to
resort to back-channel diplomacy and crisis de-escalation measures. Deterrence has not, however, prevented
the employment of proxy actors. The 2001 Indian Parliament attack and the 2008 Mumbai siege, attributed to
Pakistan-based militants, indicate a failure of nuclear deterrence at the sub-conventional level. This dynamic
is indicative of the "stability-instability paradox,” whereby strategic nuclear stability facilitates tactical
instability and restrained conflict. Strategic stability within South Asia is tenuous. The geography of the
region—specifically, the closeness across the Line of Control—results in any military provocation inviting
potentially accelerated escalation. Pakistan's tactical nuclear arms development, including the Nasr missile, is
directed toward dissuading India's conventional force superiority but also reduces the nuclear threshold,
raising the chances of escalation. India's developing "Cold Start™ strategy, designed for rapid conventional
retaliation, also complicates crisis dynamics by putting pressure on Pakistan to contemplate early nuclear
employment. Inadequate command-and-control structures, restricted crisis communication, and political
volatility increase the risk of unauthorized or accidental nuclear employment. To avoid these risks, both
countries have introduced confidence-building measures (CBMs), such as hotlines and nuclear risk reduction
treaties. Though these mechanisms provide channels for crisis communication and reassurance, they are
unreliable and vulnerable to the politicking. Track Il talks and third-party mediation have been useful at
times, but without institutionalization, CBMs are precarious. Sustained strategic stability in South Asia calls
for greater trust-building, doctrinal definition and durable communication structures.

International Involvement and Emerging Technologies in South Asia: Global actors have been
instrumental in preventing India-Pakistan crises and inducing nuclear restraint. The United States has always
served as a crisis manager, using its leverage to reduce hostilities like the 1999 Kargil War and the 2001—
2002 and 2019 standoffs. American diplomacy, supported by strategic relationships with both states, has
tended to coerce leaders into negotiations. China, Pakistan's perennial friend, has been active covertly,
whereas Russia, more closely aligned with India, is in favour of regional stability through defence alliances.
Normative frameworks by bodies such as the UN and IAEA are available but lack clout in South Asia
because India and Pakistan are not signatories to the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT). Their absence

from the formal non-proliferation regime undermines international efforts to impose controls and draw the
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region into organized arms control efforts. New technologies—most notably cyber warfare and missile
defence—have further complicated the security scenario. Cyber capabilities are increasingly ingrained in
military planning and threaten command and control systems. A cyber attack in a crisis could sabotage
communications or early-warning systems, heightening the risk of miscalculation or unintended escalation.
The problem of attribution in cyberspace introduces ambiguity, increasing the likelihood of precipitate or
misplaced retaliation. The lack of bilateral understandings controlling cyber behaviour exacerbates these
risks. India's expanding missile defence structure, comprising the PAD, AAD, and the S-400 system,
heightens its strategic defence but is seen by Pakistan as undermining its second-strike capability. As a
response, Pakistan could increase its weapons or decrease its nuclear threshold, driving a technology-based
arms race. Technologies like MIRVs and hypersonic systems make the situation more complicated and less
predictable, weakening deterrence. While international diplomacy and new technologies mould regional
dynamics, both have limits in stabilizing South Asia's unstable strategic environment without increased

institutional involvement and restraint on each other.
Research Methodology

This study employs qualitative methodology to investigate the multi-faceted relationship of nuclear
deterrence and strategic stability within South Asia, with emphasis on India and Pakistan. The sensitive and
multi-faceted subject matter calls for a multi-method inquiry, incorporating historical research, theoretical
assessment, case studies, and review of policy to ensure a complete understanding.

Literature Review: The basis of the study lies in a comprehensive review of past literature on nuclear
deterrence theory, South Asian security dynamics, and the influence of new military technologies. Secondary
sources consist of academic books, peer-reviewed journal publications, government reports, and policy
papers from well-established think tanks like the Stimson Centre, RAND Corporation, and Columbia
University. This review permits comprehensive but critical comprehension of different points of view on
nuclear strategy, regional conflict, and diplomacy in South Asia, with necessary context and research gaps.
Theoretical Framework: The research is grounded on the theory of nuclear deterrence, using the concept of
Mutual Assured Destruction (MAD) as the principle, to determine its viability and application in the Indo-
Pak situation. The research also incorporates strategic stability theories and crisis management theories that
explain the interaction between conventional forces and nuclear weapons. The theoretical frameworks
provide a framework for the systematic assessment of how deterrence works under changing threats and
technology evolution.

Case Study Analysis: In order to anchor theoretical observations with actual happenings, the study analyzes
crucial past conflicts and crises, such as the Indo-Pak wars of 1947, 1965, and 1971, Kargil war of 1999, and
principal terrorist attacks like the 2001 Indian Parliament and 2008 Mumbai attacks. Using extensive case
study evaluation, the study assesses how nuclear deterrence has affected escalation dynamics, restraint of

conflict, and the problem of non-state actors and proxy wars in the region.
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Policy and Diplomatic Review: The research examines bilateral confidence-building measures (CBMs),
crisis communication channels, and international diplomatic efforts to ease Indo-Pakistani tensions. It
examines the effectiveness and limitations of these efforts in promoting stability, considering the exclusion of
India and Pakistan from formal non-proliferation structures such as the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty
(NPT). This policy review places the regional security environment in the context of the wider international
arms control regime.

Emerging Technologies Assessment: With the growing importance of new military technologies, the study
analyzes second-level data on cyber warfare, missile defence systems, and space-based surveillance. This
element examines recent reports, expert analysis, and official statements and assesses how these technologies
influence deterrence stability, crisis management, and arms race dynamics in South Asia and identify
potential future threats and challenges.

Limitations: The study is based primarily on open-source data because of the sensitive and classified status
of military and strategic information, which restricts access to some confirmed details. Also, the fast-
changing doctrines and technology environment imply the findings are a snapshot in time that could change
as fresh developments unfold. These limitations are recognized within interpretation of findings and

recommendations.
Analysis

The Indo-Pakistani conflict provides a stark case study of regional nuclear deterrence. With both nations
announcing nuclear capabilities in 1998, South Asia's strategic landscape has been permanently altered.
Although nuclear weapons have provided deterrent stability by deterring full-scale war, they have created

instability through proxy conflict, crisis escalation, and technology competition.

Deterrence and Its Limits: Deterrence theory holds that the risk of mutual annihilation inhibits extensive
war. Between Pakistan and India, this has largely been the case: there have been no wars of full scale since
1998. Nevertheless, deterrence has not achieved stability. Pakistan has used its nuclear capability as a shield
to enable non-state actors in Kashmir, encouraging proxy conflict. The 1999 Kargil war challenged India's
nuclear restraint, demonstrating the constraints of deterrence in the context of asymmetric conflict.

The Stability-Instability Paradox: This paradox propounds that though nuclear deterrence decreases the
chances of large-scale war, it promotes lower-intensity conflict. Support for outfits such as Lashkar-e-Taiba
by Pakistan showcases this. India's security posture has evolved accordingly—from one of strategic restraint
to one of limited retaliatory strikes such as the 2016 surgical strikes and the 2019 Balakot air strikes. These
are a departure from deterrence by punishment to deterrence by denial, with an intent to escalate costs of
proxy aggression without crossing the nuclear threshold.

Doctrinal Differences and Tactical Nuclear Weapons: India's stated No First Use (NFU) doctrine is

opposite to that of Pakistan's vague first-use posture and tactical nuclear weapons (TNWs) deployment.
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These battlefield-oriented TNWSs decrease the nuclear threshold and increase the chances of quick escalation,
particularly in times of crisis or in response to India's Cold Start strategy. Uncertainties regarding command
and control create fears of miscalculation, unauthorized use, or inadvertent escalation.

Crisis Behaviour and Escalation Risks: In spite of nuclear deterrence, Indo-Pak crises like the 2001 Indian
Parliament attack, the 2008 Mumbai attacks, and the 2019 Pulwama-Balakot standoff reflect ongoing
uncertainty. They show that there can be a temptation to escalate under high pressure and that there are no
strong bilateral crisis management mechanisms in place. Relying on third-party mediation by the United
States, in particular, reflects the region's susceptibility to miscommunication and unintended escalation.
Technological Change and Strategic Uncertainty: New technologies such as missile defence systems,
multiple independently targetable re-entry vehicles (MIRVS), cyber weapons, and hypersonic missiles make
deterrence calculations more difficult. India's missile defenses, for instance, can threaten Pakistan's second-
strike capability, triggering destabilizing arms races. Cyber conflict introduces uncertainty and risks of
misattribution, possibly triggering escalatory reactions to seemingly impelled attacks on key infrastructure or

command and control systems.
Results:
This study finds a number of key findings:

Nuclear Deterrence Has Kept at Bay Full-Scale War but Not Conflict: Nuclear arms since 1998 have
kept conventional wars at bay but not large-scale instability. Conflict has transmuted into sub-conventional
warfare, terrorism, and proxy aggression.

The Stability-Instability Paradox is Still Operational: Pakistan manipulates nuclear deterrence to facilitate
proxy strikes while presuming that India will eschew full escalation. India's cautious retaliatory measures
demonstrate a calibrated strategy to balance deterrence and risk of escalation.

Doctrinal Ambiguity and TNWSs Enhance Strategic Risk: Pakistan's first-use doctrine and tactical
deployment of TNWs reduce the threshold for nuclear use. At the same time, India's changing interpretation
of its NFU doctrine introduces uncertainty in crises.

External Mediation is Key: The dependence on external powers—particularly the United States—to de-
escalate crises demonstrates the lack of institutionalized bilateral crisis communication or resolution
mechanisms.

New Technologies Complicate Deterrence : Missile defence, cyber warfare, and space intelligence have
both stabilizing and destabilizing effects. They may shorten reaction time and induce preventative behaviour,

increasing crisis instability.
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Discussion

South Asian nuclear deterrence has worked in its basic goal of preventing all-out war, but has made possible
a volatile kind of peace. The existence of nuclear weapons has enabled an irony in the form of a situation
where sub-conventional conflict continues under the shelter of deterrence. The Kargil conflict demonstrated
nuclear restraint, and later terrorist attacks such as the 2001 Parliament attack and the 2008 Mumbai attacks
underscored the limitation of deterrence against non-state actors. India's reactions have undergone a
transformation, with selective conventional strikes intended to exact costs without triggering a nuclear
retaliatory reaction. But this has already led Pakistan to increase dependence on TNWs and reaffirm first-use
doctrines, heightening escalation threats. Strategic imbalances between the two nations, particularly with
India's Cold Start doctrine and Pakistan's TNW countermeasures, heighten uncertainty. Command and
control weaknesses, especially in deploying battlefield nuclear weapons, are still a major threat. New
technologies further tax this delicate balance. Cyber capabilities threaten unauthorized manipulation of
nuclear command systems. Missile defence technologies may provoke preventative behaviour or strategic
overestimation. In the absence of openness or common norms, such technologies can fuel arms races.
Confidence-building measures (CBMSs) have been weak and patchy. Hotlines and non-aggression agreements
over nuclear facilities are present, yet their vulnerability has been proved during crises. Institutionalization of
these is imperative. International institutions and Track Il diplomacy can assist in creating trust and
agreements on cyber operations, missile defence, and TNWSs. UN-based platforms or regional security

consultations could promote transparency and predictability, minimizing risks of misperception.
Conclusion

The Indo-Pak nuclear dynamic is a delicate and maturing deterrence regime that has a thin margin of error.
Since nuclearization, war on a large scale has been avoid, but peace has not been achieved. Conflict has
evolved—appearing in the form of asymmetric warfare, terrorism-induced crises, and proxy aggression. The
stability-instability paradox remains preeminent across the South Asian strategic arena. Militant proxying by
Pakistan takes advantage of India's nuclear restraint, while Indian calibrated retaliation is an evolution of
changing deterrence practices. Nevertheless, Pakistan's credibly ambiguous first-use strategy, coupled with
the deployment of TNW, increases miscalculation danger. The absence of institutionalized communication,
excessive dependence on third-party intervention, and increasing technological complexity all combine to
create an unstable strategic environment. New technologies—cyber operations, missile defence, and space-
based systems—Ilikewise destroy the predictability that is necessary for stable deterrence. India and Pakistan
need to get beyond deterrence to formalized engagement for enduring peace and stability. This would involve
increasing transparency, adopting bilateral arms control mechanisms, and mainstreaming new threats into
strategic discourse. Multilateral support, confidence building, and mutual risk reduction mechanisms will be

essential to managing this changing and perilous competition.
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