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Construction of India’s first two of six more fast breeder reactors will reportedly 

begin in October 2022.1 The expansion of plutonium production capacity, on which 

its nuclear forces depend, has paced up unprecedentedly. Indian Prime Minister 

Modi aims to increase India’s nuclear fleet by more than three times over the next 

decade.2 This takes place in the context of several potentially destabilising 

developments in India’s nuclear arsenal. What are some of these developments 

and how do they disturb the already fragile deterrence framework of South Asia? 

More importantly, what can and should Pakistan do to ensure that deterrence is 

maintained and the arms race is contained?   

The fluctuations in South Asia’s strategic landscape are owed to technological, military, political and 

doctrinal developments. For instance: India’s offensive military doctrine, the “Cold Start or Pro-

Active Operations” and Pakistan’s defensive yet resolute response in the form of Full-Spectrum 

Deterrence (FSD), India’s launch of the nuclear submarine for operationalising second-strike 

capability, development of Inter-continental Ballistic Missile (ICBM) and acquisition of Ballistic 

Missile Defence (BMD) and S-400 Air defence system, whose second delivery took place in April 

2022. By emboldening India with a false sense of confidence and raising counterforce temptation to 

                                                      
1  “Indian Test Reactor Reaches Operation Landmark,” World Nuclear News, March 8, 2022, 

https://www.world-nuclear-news.org/Articles/Indian-test-reactor-reaches-operation-landmark. 
2  Rajesh Kumar, “Modi’s Nuclear Power Push Gains Traction With New Plants on Way,” Bloomberg, last 

modified on August 24,2022, https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2022-08-23/modi-s-nuclear-
power-push-gains-traction-with-new-plants-on-way.  
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launch preemptive attacks without fear of reprisal, these sophisticated systems disturb their mutual 

deterrent relationship, which rested on retaliatory ability. Coupled with the progress on technology 

to deploy Multi-independently targetable re-entry vehicles (MIRVs), testing of Hypersonic 

Technology Demonstrator Vehicle (HSTDV) and likely preparation for the H-Bomb would further 

exacerbate the security dilemma that defines regional dynamics.  

 

India’s force already has four types of operational land-based ballistic missiles of short, medium and 

intermediate range; three other Agni missiles of medium to near-intercontinental range are 

undergoing development and expected to be deployed between 2023 and 2026.3 The Agni-V, shown 

in the map above,4 enhances the Indian strike force capability by reducing reaction time and is also 

suspected to be equipped with MIRVs. Given the geographical proximity and heightened chances of 

an escalation, it will greatly increase volatility and vulnerability in South Asia’s strategic 

calculus. Overall, the missile systems developed since the announcement of nuclear doctrine in 

2003, signify a transition from liquid to solid fuel missiles, their canisterisation and possible 

MIRVing.5 New weapon systems are undergoing qualitative and quantitative upgrading to 

“complement or replace existing nuclear-capable aircraft, land-based delivery systems, and sea-

                                                      
3  Hans M Kristensen & Matt Korda, “Indian Nuclear Weapons, 2022,” Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists 78, 

no. 4 (July 2022): 224-236. DOI: 10.1080/00963402.2022.2087385.  
4  Missile Defense Project, “Missiles of India,” Missile Threat, Center for Strategic and International Studies, 

June 14, 2018, last modified June 30, 2022, https://missilethreat.csis.org/country/india/. 
5  Tanzeela Khalil, “Trends in India’s Nuclear Force Modernisation: Regional and Global Implications,” CISS 

Insight Journal 7, no. 2 (2019): 62 – 88, https://journal.ciss.org.pk/index.php/ciss-insight/article/view/13. 

https://missilethreat.csis.org/country/india/
https://journal.ciss.org.pk/index.php/ciss-insight/article/view/13
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based systems.”6 India has been strengthening its nuclear capability by concluding nuclear 

agreements with the UK, France, Japan, Russia and Israel. While it currently has civil nuclear 

agreements with 14 states,7 a deepened and strategically diverse partnership with the US is of 

paramount importance - especially because of the waiver given to India in the Nuclear Suppliers 

Group (NSG) in 2008 and various other collaborations. The US’s discriminatory approach makes 

Pakistan increasingly vulnerable to India’s hegemonic ambitions8 by tilting strategic equilibrium in 

India’s favour. 

These trends in Indian nuclear force modernisation have grave implications for its nuclear posture 

and thus deterrence stability, arms control and the nuclear non-proliferation regime. Measures and 

countermeasures do not strengthen deterrence but symbolise the action-reaction spiral that 

entangles South Asia. By preventing all-out war, nuclear weapons surely brought a degree of stability 

to the region. There is, however, no surety that nuclear expansion will reinforce the same. Evidence 

such as the Pulwama-Balakot crisis suggests the opposite, i.e. even conventional deterrence is under 

stress. India and Pakistan must know that deterrence is a strategy, not a game of numbers. While 

they possess sufficient arsenals to ensure nuclear deterrence, horizontal and/or vertical expansion 

will question the credibility of their declared policies and threaten the stability of the region. 

The alarmingly high growth in its declared defence spending is another cause of concern. Since 2000, 

India’s defence budget grew exponentially from US$8.26b to US$64.1b for the year 2020-21, 

compared to Pakistan’s US$11.6b in 2021. While Pakistan witnessed a 0.7 per cent decline, India 

retained its position as the world’s third-largest military spender.9 Furthermore, in June 2022, the 

Indian government approved military modernisation projects of ‘Buy & Make (Indian)’ worth Rs 

76,000 crore.10 This boost for India’s thriving indigenous industry would reduce foreign reliance and 

make manufacturing more feasible. However, engaging local companies to privatise the military-

industrial complex may compel Pakistan to follow suit, accelerating the arms race in the region and 

beyond.  

                                                      
6  Michael Peck, “India is Going Full Steam Ahead With Nuclear Modernisation,” The National Interest, 

September 25, 2021, https://nationalinterest.org/blog/reboot/india-going-full-steam-ahead-nuclear-
modernization-194203.  

7  Department of Atomic Energy, Government of India, Important Agreements, accessed on September 6, 
2022, https://dae.gov.in/node/75.  

8  Malik Qasim Mustafa, “US and Strategic Stability in South Asia: A Pakistani Perspective,” Strategic Studies 
36, no. 4 (2016): 38–60, https://www.jstor.org/stable/48535973.  

9  “SIPRI Military Expenditure Database,” accessed on September 6, 2022, 
https://www.sipri.org/databases/milex.  

10  “Government Approves Military Modernization Projects worth Rs 76000 crore,” The Economic Times, last 
updated on June 06, 2022, https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/defence/government-approves-
military-modernization-projects-worth-rs-76000-crores/articleshow/92038694.cms.  

https://nationalinterest.org/blog/reboot/india-going-full-steam-ahead-nuclear-modernization-194203
https://nationalinterest.org/blog/reboot/india-going-full-steam-ahead-nuclear-modernization-194203
https://dae.gov.in/node/75
https://www.jstor.org/stable/48535973
https://www.sipri.org/databases/milex
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/defence/government-approves-military-modernization-projects-worth-rs-76000-crores/articleshow/92038694.cms
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/defence/government-approves-military-modernization-projects-worth-rs-76000-crores/articleshow/92038694.cms
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Zooming out, it symbolises the bigger picture of India’s grand nuclear strategy, hegemonic 

aspirations and quest for prestige, rather than a need for security. With technological 

modernisation, India is also evolving geopolitically. Its regional and global hegemonic approach, 

reflected in its power projection behaviour considerably undermines deterrence stability. This is 

ideologically driven by Modi’s domestic politics, which uses anti-Pakistan sentiment to fuel Hindu 

nationalism. Proactive and now aggressive war-fighting doctrines such as the Cold Start encourage 

dangerous military adventurism - behind the missile shield and beneath the nuclear threshold. 

Indications of departure from the ambiguous No-First-Use (NFU) stance further drive and are driven 

by the advancement of nuclear forces.  

New Delhi’s practices reflect the maxim, the best defence is a good offence;11 Islamabad should not 

follow suit. For Pakistan, the challenge is two-fold: not responding to threats would discredit 

deterrence, and reacting would destabilise the region. It must, however, continue to deter the full 

spectrum of threats with its policy pillars of resolve and restraint. It must also maintain a credible 

military deterrent because exclusively relying on nuclear deterrents further risks strategic stability.12 

As India embarks on a quest for grandeur, Pakistan should only fulfil security needs and aim at 

balance, not parity, to avoid falling into a vicious cycle of strategic competition with no end in 

sight. Also, technologies need to be handled by stakeholders to address underlying political drivers 

for the issue13- hyper-nationalism in India’s context - along with expert and public debates to 

mitigate the problem. Academia and the research fraternity must emerge as more vocal advocates 

for sustainable peace, develop the right discourse around nuclear issues and engage in Track II 

diplomacy. Resilience planning, threat anticipation, incident response, crisis management,14 nuclear 

crisis diplomacy along with mitigation measures to prevent conflict escalation are potential areas for 

engagement. Deterrence thinking must also be modified to address contemporary challenges and 

overcome gaps in deterrence theory from the Cold War era. 

Two countries should negotiate a South-Asia-specific ABM treaty to restrict the development and 

deployment of ABM systems, as they decrease vulnerability to counter-attacks - the very basis of 

deterrence. Likewise, New Delhi and Islamabad must adopt a bilateral agreement on the non-

deployment of nuclear weapons to ensure their deterrent role in undeployed form is not replaced 

                                                      
11  Zafar Nawaz Jaspal, “Paradox of Deterrence,” Strategic Studies 29, no. 4 (2009): 23-36, 

https://www.issi.org.pk/wp-content/uploads/2014/06/1299649036_25635225.pdf. 
12  Adil Sultan, “Changing Regional Security Complexes, Rising Powers and the Future of Strategic Stability in 

South Asia,” Strategic Thought 3, no. 1 (2021): 97-112, 
https://strategicthought.ndu.edu.pk/site/article/view/28.  

13  “Deterrence and Emerging Technologies (DET) Webinar Series,” Vienna Center for Disarmament and Non-
Proliferation, October 14, 2021, https://vcdnp.org/det-series/.  

14  “Enhancing Strategic Stability in Southern Asia: USIP Senior Study Group Final Report,” United States 
Institute of Peace, May 17, 2022, https://www.usip.org/southern-asia-strategic-stability-report.  

https://www.issi.org.pk/wp-content/uploads/2014/06/1299649036_25635225.pdf
https://strategicthought.ndu.edu.pk/site/article/view/28
https://vcdnp.org/det-series/
https://www.usip.org/southern-asia-strategic-stability-report
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with destabilising role in deployed form. While the agreement on pre-notification of ballistic missile 

flight tests is duly followed, it must be updated to include cruise and hypersonic missiles. Pakistan 

advocates for a strategic restraint regime with India but understands its limitations. India’s China-

centric security obsession and emboldened posture reduces will for diplomatic engagement with 

Pakistan on security-related issues, the roots of which is Kashmir. While that issue is yet to be 

resolved, stakeholders must revive dialogue for a strategic restraint/stabilisation regime, initiate 

joint ventures against provocative military doctrines, condemn horizontal and vertical proliferation 

at international fora and ensure transparency in nuclear stockpiles. Managing this requires 

communication infrastructure,15 which must be developed with sincere, sustained efforts such as 

revisiting Confidence-building Measures with renewed faith. Lastly, there is dire a regional non-

proliferation regime, based on the “principle of reciprocity”16 in line with the Non-Proliferation 

Treaty and UNHCR 1540, which could consist of a bilateral treaty based on global norms but with 

customised clauses to address region-specific needs. This would pave the way for their recognition 

as nuclear-weapon states and consequent measures for cessation of the arms race to re-store 

strategic stability and ensure lasting peace and prosperity in the region and beyond.  

 

                                                      
15  Kent L Bringer, “Missile Threat Reduction and Monitoring in South Asia,” accessed September 08, 2022, 

https://www.stimson.org/wp-content/files/NRRMBiringer.pdf.  
16  Adil Sultan, Universalising Nuclear Nonproliferation Norms: A Regional Framework for the South Asian 

Nuclear Weapon States (London: Springer, 2018), 119 -136.  

https://www.stimson.org/wp-content/files/NRRMBiringer.pdf

