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Sam “Bahadur”, was the 8th Chief of the Army Staff (COAS). It was under his command 
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General. He was outspoken and stood by his convictions. He was immensely popular 
within the Services and among civilians of all ages. Boyish charm, wit and humour were 
other notable qualities of independent India’s best known soldier. Apart from hardcore 
military affairs, the Field Marshal took immense interest in strategic studies and national 
security issues. Owing to this unique blend of qualities, a grateful nation honoured him 
with the Padma Bhushan and Padma Vibhushan in 1968 and 1972 respectively.
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Relevance of Nuclear Deterrence and the 
India–China Nuclear Equation

“Mankind needs peace more than ever, for our entire planet 
threatened by nuclear war, is in danger of total destruction.  A 
destruction only man  can provoke, only man can prevent”.

– Elie Wiesel

Setting the Stage
An emerging multi-polar world engaged 24x7 in multi-domain cooperation, 
competition, and confrontation1 (friends and foes alike) for retaining, creating, 
and expanding strategic space, coupled with a visible battle for domination 
between the liberal democratic West led by the United States (US) and the 
perceived ‘illiberal’ nations led by China and Russia, has resulted in global 
geo-political-economic-social instability. The COVID-19 pandemic has not 
only intensified the rivalry, but have also brought into sharp focus the global 
threat posed by Biological Warfare and Agents (BW/BWA). The tragic and 
colossal loss of lives and the impact on the global economy and way of life has 
clearly illustrated that the biological threat can be even more devastating than 
nuclear, because they can persist, propagate, and spread through a population 
globally.2 History3 has repeatedly proved how nations, mostly led by 
authoritarian leaders, have led their nations into a conflict that none of them 
wanted. Today, the catalysts for confrontation and conflict are magnified by 
nationalism, history and a sense of grievance, narrow political and competing 
interests, multi-domain opportunities to exploit with ambiguous attribution, 
mutual distrust, and unwieldy alliances. The US and Russia together possesses 
approximately 90 percent of the world’s atomic arsenal, but they share the 
stage with seven4 other nuclear powers—several of which are engaged 
in volatile rivalries. A century ago, millions died over four years of trench 
warfare, however, now the same number could be killed in a matter of few 
minutes. A single accident or blunder could lead to an ‘Armageddon’. As a 
result, Nuclear Weapon States (NWS) led by US, Russia and China, must set 
aside their differences and perspectives, chart a new path on nuclear policy 
and arms control—one that creates new safeguards against accidental or ill-
considered use of nuclear weapons and shores up international mechanisms 
that have long helped to maintain peace. Deterrence will continue to remain 
a major attribute towards world peace.
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The Beginning of Nuclear Weaponisation5

The world’s first nuclear weapon explosion was conducted on 16 July 1945, 
in New Mexico, when the US tested its nuclear bomb. Just three weeks later, 
the world changed—on 06 an 09 August 1945, the US dropped atomic bombs 
on the Japanese cities of Hiroshima and Nagasaki – it killed or wounded 
nearly 280,000 people. Japan agreed to an unconditional surrender on  
14 August 1945 which also resulted in the end of World War II. In the next 
decade, the US, the Soviet Union (first test on 29 August 1949), and Great  
Britain (03 October 1952) conducted several nuclear weapon tests. In 
1954, the former PM of India – Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru called for a ban on 
nuclear testing. It was the first large scale initiative to ban the use of nuclear 
technology for mass destruction. In 1958, nearly 10,000 scientists presented 
to the then United Nations Secretary General Dag Hammarskjold, a petition 
that begged, “We deem it imperative that immediate action be taken to effect 
an international agreement to stop testing of all nuclear weapons”. 

The Other Nuclear Haves
France exploded its first nuclear device in 1960. China became the fifth 
nation to detonate its atomic device on 16 October 1964. In 1974, India 
conducted its first nuclear test: a subterranean explosion of a nuclear device 
(not a weapon). India declared it to be a ‘peaceful’ test, but however, it 
announced to the world that India had the scientific know-how to build a 
bomb. On 11 May 1989, India exploded three nuclear devices amounting to 
about six times the destructive power of the American bomb dropped on 
Hiroshima in 1945. The next day, it tested two more nuclear devices. The 
world was stunned when Pakistan responded with six nuclear arsenal tests of  
its own.

Israel has not publicly conducted a nuclear test (globally acknowledged 
to have operational nuclear weapons capability by 1967),6 does not admit 
or deny having nuclear weapons, and states that it will not be the first to 
introduce  nuclear  weapons in the Middle East. Nevertheless,  Israel  is 
universally believed to possess nuclear arms, although it is unclear exactly 
how many. North Korea unilaterally withdrew from the Treaty on the  
Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons (NPT) in January 2003, is not a party 
to the Comprehensive Nuclear-Test-Ban Treaty (CTBT), and has conducted 
six increasingly sophisticated nuclear tests since 2006 (2009, 2013, twice 
in 2016, and 2017). Some nations especially those having regional power 
aspirations (Iran, if it does weaponise will start a race in the Middle East) are 
talking of starting nuclear weapons programme. 
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Triad Capability: The Elite Club
Countries with a nuclear force structure that consists of land based 
Intercontinental Ballistic Missiles (ICBMs), Submarine-launched Ballistic 
Missiles (SLBMs), and strategic bombers are said to possess a nuclear ‘triad’. 
The ability to deliver nuclear attacks from ground, sea, and air increases the 
survivability of a country’s nuclear force and enhances its ability to execute a 
retaliatory strike. Only the US and Russia possesses full, credible nuclear triads. 
China and India, however, are close to attaining triad status, while Pakistan 
claims full spectrum capabilities including tactical weapon stockpiling, which is 
yet to be verified. Despite the global acceptance for a nuclear weapons-free 
world, the US, Russia, and China are currently deeply embroiled in a fresh 
nuclear arms race, ironically initiated by President Obama’s (fully supported 
by President Trump) grant of over US 1 trillion dollars for modernising the 
ageing US nuclear eco-system. 

Layout of the Paper
This paper provides an overview of the ‘relevance/decline of “deterrence” 
especially nuclear, and the India-China nuclear equation’. In Part I, we explore 
the volatile global geo-political and security environment, the impact of  
Multi-domain Operations (MDO), advancement of niche, and disruptive 
technologies leading to the disturbing trend of diminishing value of nuclear 
deterrence. In Part II, we look at the growing asymmetry in nuclear capabilities, 
commons, and differences in the nuclear policies adopted by India and China, 
amidst the current confrontationist relationship between the two most 
populous nations in the world. Before concluding, ‘recommendations’ for the 
big three nuclear powers (US, Russia, and China) to create a risk-free nuclear 
environment has been laid out, which incidentally provides an opportunistic 
global role for India. It is pitched at India’s rising stature as a regional power 
with an ever-expanding sphere of influence and interest, enjoying bilateral 
and multi-lateral strategic relationships, leading to global aspirations as a key 
balancing power in Asia (Century of Asia) and the world. 

PART I: DECLINE OF DETERRENCE ESPECIALLY NUCLEAR: 
MANIFESTATION AND IMPLICATIONS

Overview of Deterrence
From times immemorial, and especially so in today’s troubled 
times, ‘deterrence’ has always been a key component of the statecraft of a 
nation, to maintain internal and external stability and defend one’s integrity 
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and sovereignty. Realpolitik, dictates strategic balancing and engaging in 
competition, cooperation and confrontation (even USA engages in it) which 
in itself is ‘a form of engaging in deterrence operations. This also validates the 
popular quote ‘there are no permanent friends or enemies, only permanent 
interests’. 7

Unstable Geo-Political and Security Environment
While the geo-political power shifts have been ongoing, the rapidity of change 
has accelerated ever since COVID. Diminishing Comprehensive National 
Power (CNP) coupled with protectionism and reducing power projection 
capabilities of the US, is a move towards a multi-polar world; emergence 
of aggressive and belligerent China as  a global power; resurgence of Russia 
under President Putin; state-controlled narratives leading to signs of ultra-
nationalism; authoritarian governments like Philippines, North Korea, Iran, 
Syria, Turkmenistan, which are not necessarily aligned with the ideology 
and ideals of a world order established and controlled by US and her allies; 
emerging powers with regional aspirations like Iran, Saudi Arabia, South 
Africa, Nigeria, Turkey, India; fractious Europe and the European Union (EU), 
confused about their role in global affairs; the rise of terrorism specially of the 
lone wolf kind, and religious Islamic fundamentalism with a twist of occupying 
territory and establishing a caliphate like the Islamic State (IS); global warming 
and climate change disruptors; transnational Multinational Corporations 
(MNCs) with their agendas, drug cartels, and international crime syndicates,  
have changed the world scape.8 

There is renewed political, ideological, economic, and military competition 
due to globalisation which brought many good practices and developmental 
growth, but at the same time, is a major driver of instability and conflict. While 
the threat of full-scale conventional wars has gone down, correspondingly 
the span of conflict, its complexity, unpredictability, lethality, accuracy, reach, 
and manifesting into many domains have emerged. The physical and non-
physical domains including the cognitive have expanded and contracted in 
space and time. There are no front, rear & flanks, and there is no place to 
hide. Many new types of warfare have also emerged and are still emerging 
like hybrid, cyber, information (media and social media), psychological 
warfare (PSYOPS), control/domination of electromagnetic spectrum (EMS), 
asymmetric, digital, waged either singularly or cross domains (both in peace), 
no war no peace, or war!  To summarise, we are in an ‘era of persistent, 
constant engagement’. Nations have their national vision and aspirations and 
want to find their legitimate place amongst the comity of nations. India—
the ancient, proud civilisation with a glorious history, too aspires for the 
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same, and we are destined by our geography, size, population, resources, and 
history to be a great power in the world order, which will get increasingly 
competitive and confrontationist despite our best efforts, as we tread on 
others strategic space. With a troubled neighbourhood, two border disputes, 
constant Chinese interventions and disruptions, collusivity between China 
and Pakistan, grappling COVID, a weak economy, some internal dissensions— 
India has lots on its plate and needs to build up its strategic MD deterrence 
capability especially nuclear.

The increasingly complex technological security environment, with 
nuclear weapons, hi-tech modern conventional weapon systems like 
hypersonic-weapons and low-end high impact easily available disruptive 
systems, which can carry out major devastation, along with the rapid 
mushrooming of terrorist organisations – has raised questions on the current 
relevance, role, and impact of deterrence. Both confrontation and deterrence 
have themselves got multi-dimensional to address various facets of different 
domains. 

Definitions
To orient and focus, let us first examine the definitions of  Deterrence, 
Compellence, and Dissuasion.9 The etymology of the word ‘deterrence’ starts 
with the Latin word deterre: to frighten from or away. Oxford Dictionary 
defines deterrence as “the action of discouraging an action or event through 
instilling doubt or fear of the consequences”, and compellence as a “direct 
action that persuades an opponent to give up something that is desired”. 
The Complex Deterrence Theory, General Deterrence Theory (Immediate 
Deterrence Theory as applicable between the US and Russia during the 
Cold War), and a lot of papers have emerged on deterrence in recent years. 
Applied effectively,  ‘deterrence’ discourages an adversary from pursuing an 
undesirable action. It works by changing the adversary’s calculation of costs, 
benefits, and risks.  A country can, for instance, convince its opponents that 
an attack is so unlikely to succeed that it is not even worth the attempt: 
deterrence through denial; or a country may convince its opponents that 
defeating it would be so costly as to be a victory in name only: deterrence 
through punishment; the third  is to encourage the adversary’s restraint by 
convincing the adversary that, not undertaking the action will result in an 
outcome acceptable to him: deterrence through incentives. In all cases, a 
rational adversary should decide to drop his plans.10 ‘Compellence’ is active 
and attempts to alter the status quo, while deterrence, in contrast, is passive 
and adjusting in nature and maintains the status quo.
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Following the terrorist strike on the Parliament in December 2001, 
India ‘unsuccessfully’ tried compellence strategy against Pakistan to give up 
its cross-border terrorism policy, while Pakistan ‘successfully’ deterred India 
from waging a war.  Another term used alongside is ‘dissuasion’, which is 
derived from Latin words dis + suadere i.e. to advise or persuade against. 
Dissuasion covers a wide spectrum of deterring actions other than military 
deterrence like economic threats and promises. Dissuasion is, therefore, more 
comprehensive than deterrence. The purpose of dissuasion is “to discourage 
others from developing capabilities and/or adopting courses of action that 
are hostile to a nation’s interest”. Dissuasion and deterrence are generally 
applied together to change the course of action of an adversary.

Nuclear Deterrence
During the cold war, deterrence meant ‘nuclear deterrence’. The balance 
of power theory/balance of terror or Mutual Assured Destruction (MAD) 
constitutes conventional wisdom. The growing complexity of international 
nuclear order and the emergence of more nuclear weapon holding states 
(including many more threatening to go nuclear, in part out of frustration 
at NWS nations taking no initiatives for disarmament) threw this theory 
off kilter. With the emergence of MDO, and an attractive alternative of 
competing and confrontational approach short of war to achieve objectives, 
nuclear deterrence is increasingly being challenged by smaller states and even 
amongst nuclear states (China, Pakistan, and India). Potent and destructive, 
accurate conventional weapon systems, 24 x 7 transparency, disruptive 
technologies like Artificial Intelligence (AI), robotics, human-machine learning, 
surveillance capabilities, new domains like information, PSYOPS, cyber & space, 
and hypersonic weapons, thereby forcing smaller nations to contemplate the 
‘use it or lose it’ rationale (even for mass destruction conventional weapon 
systems), and have further eroded the deterrence potential of big powers. 

The fairly recent Russian nuclear concept/policy of ‘escalate to  
de-escalate’ by using nuclear weapons in case of an unacceptable adverse 
situation during a conflict,11 is being increasingly endorsed by Chinese 
official publications and security experts. The phrase ‘escalate to de-escalate’  
describes the recent Russian concept to use limited nuclear strikes in a local  
or regional conflict—the belief being that such an escalation from 
conventional  to nuclear conflict would shock an adversary into suing for 
peace.12 It has led to the creation and deployment of Tactical Nuclear Weapons 
(TNWs), which some nations (Pakistan) assume are part of conventional 
warfare, thereby coupling both conventional and nuclear deployment and 
employment with alarming implications for deterrence and accidents. Taken 
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together, these developments leads to an inescapable and disturbing trend. It 
won’t be wrong to state that the greatest threat is not a multi-polar world, 
or great power rivalries nor is the spread of advanced weaponry, niche 
technology available off the shelf (COTS) but is the Decline of (Nuclear) 
Deterrence.13

Strategic Panorama
Deterrence requires a national strategy that integrates political, diplomatic, 
informational, military, and economic powers (PDIME). Accordingly, India  
must develop strategies, plans, and operations that are tailored to the 
perceptions, values, and interests of specific adversaries. Deterrence strategies 
and actions must be developed for all phases of confrontation and conflict 
planning. Deterrence operations must, therefore, be planned and executed 
across all domains in concert with other elements of national power to 
achieve strategic objectives. It is enhanced through security cooperation, 
military integration, and interoperability with own security and intelligence 
agencies, allied forces, and partner nations (India needs to start working on 
the nuances of multilateral and bilateral operations a la QUAD, along with 
own theatre operations)14 and building trust and confidence. The deterrent 
impact of such cooperation and integration is both political and military. The 
political impacts are primarily derived from the effects that coalition-based 
responses have on adversary decision-maker’s perception of India’s political 
will: the potentially long-lasting, harmful post-conflict political and economic 
effects of taking on India.

Allies and partner contributions to the joint fight are significant. For 
example, they can provide host nation security, fly additional combat and 
support sorties, supplement naval presence, provide additional manoeuvre 
forces, supplement Intelligence, Surveillance, Reconnaissance (ISR) inputs, 
to name a few. They could stay short of providing ‘kinetic support’ also. 
These actions contribute significantly to deterrence, force protection, 
and overall operational success. While military intervention of any of 
our strategic partners including the US is very tenuous at best, we must 
however understand the unique potency of the US: their nuclear and armed 
forces contribute uniquely and fundamentally to deterrence, through their 
ability to threaten to impose costs and deny benefits to an adversary in an 
exceedingly rapid and devastating manner (the practice of imposing trade 
sanctions if the adversary does not cooperate is a deterrent operation). It 
must be noted that China (concept and practice of anti-access, area-denial 
[A2AD]) and Russia too possess such strike capabilities, and even the US 
feels threatened and insecure. Knowing our main adversaries, they can and 
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will operate with and through proxies and at multiple domains, and attempt 
to achieve their strategic and operational goals below the threshold of armed 
conflict. Terrorism, proxy insurgency, information, and unconventional warfare 
(UW) are inherently difficult to attribute and subsequently to punish the 
originator, and, therefore, difficult to deter.  Armed Forces do not possess the 
capabilities to carry out deterrence operations/deter in all domains especially  
non-military. Today, non-kinetic domains or instruments in particular 
situations can become the primary deterrent. A crucial aspect is that 
successful deterrence is knowledge-dependent and requires the ability to 
establish and secure communication access to adversaries, to generate the 
desired decision outcomes.

Asymmetry of Stakes vs Asymmetry of Power
Some adversaries may perceive their stake in the outcome of the crisis or 
conflict to be great enough to act regardless of the adversary’s superiority 
(mainly military). The differences between stakes in the outcome can 
undermine the effectiveness of deterrence. Emanuel Adler reasons that 
the asymmetrical power relationship between or among actors in the 
international political arena especially in the current geo-political context has 
given rise to the so-called ‘deterrence trap’.15 A deterrence trap refers to a 
situation in which a major power is unable to deter the actions of a relatively 
weaker actor no matter whether the major power threatens the weaker 
actor with nuclear retaliation, or abstains from threatening and appeases the 
weaker actor. A threat by the President of the US has to be taken seriously by 
the world. Former US President Donald Trump warned North Korea in 2017, 
and stated that, “North Korea best not make any more threats to the US. 
They will be met with fire and fury like the world has never seen”.16 However, 
America’s threat to use force (including nuclear) to deter Iran and North 
Korea from nuclear development, made Iran and North Korea turn America’s 
threat against it (internally and externally), and fortified their positions to 
continue nuclear weapons development.

Human and Psychological Dimension: Increasingly Pivotal
Most defence experts and professionals acknowledge that despite the growing 
influence and use of niche technologies like AI, robotics and automation, 
machine-human interface, the human interface will remain dominant and 
decisive. As long as humans are responsible for waging war, warfare will 
remain geo-political and the province of warriors. However, recent studies 
and insights into the nature of human decision-making raise questions about 
the very logic of deterrence. As a theoretical concept, deterrence rests on 
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the assumption that where risk is involved, humans act rationally, in the sense 
that they base their decisions on a cost-benefit calculus and act only when 
the expected gains outweigh the anticipated costs. Over the past 40 years, 
however, research in behavioural economics has cast great doubt on this 
assumption.17 Humans, it turns out, cannot be counted to always maximise 
their prospective gains. Even when they do, they are remarkably inept at 
understanding how the other side: the adversary in a conflict calculates 
its costs, benefits, and risks.18  The reference point for leaders and nations 
impacts risk-taking. After all political and military leaders even in democracies 
are the final decision-makers and arbiters.

Conventional War in a Nuclear Overhang:  
Complex and Ambiguous
While common understanding dictates that nuclear weapons preclude a 
major war, however, the “stability-instability paradox,” allows limited war 
between conventional forces.19 With the emergence of the MD environment 
all nations are also engaged in 24x7 persistent engagements in cooperation, 
competition, and confrontation or even conflict if national interests dictate/
are threatened. 

Limited Conflict or War
The Soviet Union (USSR)-China conflict (1969), Kargil war (1999), South 
China Sea confrontation and East Ladakh (2020) standoff demonstrate that 
significant global conventional military engagement between Nuclear Weapon 
States (NWS), and especially between India-Pakistan and India-China is very 
much possible. The imperatives of military engagement between nuclear 
powers are to stop short of nuclear conflict, which means, first, not crossing 
the conventional-nuclear divide, which is relatively clear, and second, staying 
on the safer side of the threshold between marginal conflict and a major war, 
a line which is vague at best.20

Multi-Domain High-Technology Combat
Disruptive technologies, kinetic weapon systems (delivery and projectiles), 
and non-kinetic MD attacks, employable in both nuclear and conventional 
realms, are changing the concept and evaluation of nuclear and conventional 
deterrence. Niche technologies and even low-end and low-cost technologies 
employed en masse (armed drone swarms) impacts the deterrence capability 
of every nation and even individuals & organisations who have access to such 
gadgets and systems available COTS. The high-end Conventional Prompt 
Global Strike (CPGS) system, developed by America, is one such example. 
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CPGS is based on a leading-edge military technology said to make it possible 
to accurately destroy any target on the earth using a non-nuclear warhead 
that is carried by a strategic missile such as an ICBM before detaching at 
a near-space altitude and then accelerating to fly at hypersonic speeds of 
Mach 5 or faster. While the US is planning to only arm conventional weapons, 
it is rumoured that China will deploy nuclear warheads on it (on the new 
Wu-14 missile).21 This will not only exacerbate the deterrence relationship 
between nations (mainly major powers) but will also initiate a new arms race 
(which has already commenced in the nuclear and niche tech domain of AI, 
robotics, space, etc.). A kinetic weapon system and a non-kinetic domain(s) 
is of special significance since the first can neutralise both conventional 
and nuclear launch platforms, and for the second, they attack the human 
mind, and attributability and thus proportionate response becomes difficult. 
They are the arrival of Hypersonic Delivery Vehicles (HDVs) which are 
conventionally armed and can also strike nuclear assets, including command 
& control system; and second is the widespread and ubiquitous employment 
of Information Influence, Cyber Influence, and PSYOPS which attacks the 
mind (also creates the destructive effect), alter perceptions, and impacts the 
decision-making of commanders or leaders.22 China appears to be leading 
the race in both, and encouragingly India, understanding the pivotal role of 
both (HDV technology demonstrator in September 2020), has entered the 
race. India must factor these considerations while attempting to deter China 
or prevail in limited conflict. Cyber Information Operations (CIO) or Cyber 
Warfare technology is spreading rapidly, and India’s nuclear weapon related 
systems should be ready to respond to cyber threats.23 Cyber technology 
can strengthen as well as weaken nuclear deterrence and conventional  
capabilities. 

Special Mention: Cyber Deterrence
Initially, based on traditional deterrence theories and ambiguity of 
identification, ‘deterrence by retaliation to cyber threat’, had been thought of 
as unworkable. However, recently cyber deterrent forces are being established, 
including ones that identifies the sources of cyber attacks and threatens to 
retaliate against such attacks. Since, the damage potential or paralysis caused 
can be so decisive, there is even talk that nuclear weapons should be used 
as a means of retaliation.24 Presently, it would not pose a credible threat 
if announced by India or other smaller powers. Some defence experts and 
think tanks feel that, unless nations can deter cyber attacks, the appeal of 
cyber-weapons to hostile forces will increase and the credibility of extended 
deterrence, including nuclear deterrence, is likely to be undermined.25 Russian 
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and Chinese cyber intervention incidents are well-known, with China along 
with Pakistan targeting India constantly.

Raising the Ambiguity Bar
The domain and systems mentioned earlier, taken together, raise serious 
difficulties for all hostile strategic relationships between nuclear powers 
by potentially collapsing the decision-making time, blurring the distinction 
between nuclear and conventional weapons, and inducing reliance on non-
human thinking systems, which are intrinsic to complex systems.26 The 
existential necessity for all including the US but especially India, is therefore to 
first, discuss nuclear stability issues with adversaries; and second, and of more 
immediate concern, is the need to develop passive and pro-active capability 
in the new technologies, especially in the Information Influence Operations 
(IIO), CIO, and PSYOPS realm, as a deterrent against China—a past-master of 
the Three Warfare’s concept (information and cyber, legal, and PSYOPS). This 
aspect is discussed further in Part II.

Cut to the Present: Current and Present Danger
All agree that the previous nuclear equilibrium has de-stabilised, and there 
is increased nuclear risk. The US-Russia, US-China, and India-China-Pakistan 
relations are at their lowest ebb, where reason and wisdom can take a back 
seat, and strategic & military domination can take precedence. Events after 
COVID-19 have underscored the need for new cooperative approaches. 
Presently, there is a multi-domain confrontation between adversarial global 
powers in the China Seas (both East and South China) and along the Line 
of Actual Control (LAC) in East Ladakh (India-China border). Competing 
territorial and maritime claims, and lack of security agreements and protocols 
(broken or non-existent) and most of all trust amongst the protagonists, 
especially the military deployed at eyeball-to-eyeball contact and mobilised 
and operating in large numbers in all domains (land, maritime, air, space, 
information, PSYOPS, and cyber domain) has placed the geo-political security 
environment at a razor’s edge. This makes it imperative for Washington, 
Moscow, and China to re-acknowledge that they share an existential interest 
in preventing the use of nuclear weapons. The erosion of arms and missile 
control agreement, safety protocols, and structures27 needs to be reversed, 
and the key to dealing with adversaries in the nuclear arena calls for diplomacy, 
not posturing.28 Intermediate Nuclear Forces Treaty (INF) terminated on 02 
August 2019; CTBT (1996) has never come into force; Fissile Material (Cut-
off) Treaty (FMCT) has still not been negotiated in the Geneva Conference 
on Disarmament, which amply illustrates the point. The Big Three NWS 
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must therefore, create the political space and engage in holistic negotiations 
politically, between diplomats, scientists, and armed forces. Naturally, the 
other NWS must be kept in the loop and engaged (cooperative and coercive 
means) lest they go rogue. 

Statistical Data on Strategic Nuclear Weapons and Launchers29

Tables 1 and 2 below indicates the likely holdings of NWS in 2020, which are 
enough to destroy the world many times over.

Table 1. Country’s Warheads and Launchers

USA Russia
• LAND: 800/400 • Land: 1,165/318
• SEA: 1,920/66 • Sea: 720/68
• AIR: 850/240 • Air: 786/160

Rest of World
• Land: 392/361
• Sea: 519/154
• Air: 154/178

Source: The Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists Nuclear Notebook 2020

Table 2. Rest of World: Nuclear Weapons

France China
• LAND: 0 • Land: 218
• SEA: 240 • Sea: 48
• AIR: 50 • Air: 20
United Kingdom Pakistan
• Land: 0 • Land: 114
• Sea: 215 • Sea: 0
• Air: 0 • AIR: 36

India
• Land: 60
• Sea: 16
• Air: 48

Source: The Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists Nuclear Notebook, available 
at https://thebulletin.org/nuclear-risk/nuclear-weapons/nuclear-notebook/
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PART II: INDIA-CHINA BILATERAL NUCLEAR EQUATION

“The survivors (of a nuclear war) would envy the dead”.
– Nikita Khrushchev

Nuclear China and Deterrence

Chinese Penchant for “Unrestricted Warfare”
China is a past master and strong advocate of “unrestricted warfare” in 
which deterrence forms a key component.30 Her rapid growth of CNP with 
a focus on military modernisation, A2/AD capabilities, niche, and disruptive 
technologies poses multiple challenges even to the US. She is currently engaging 
India in competition 24 x 7 to ensure that, our Comprehensive National 
Power (CNP), strategic growth and space remain confined and restricted. In 
addition, China is increasingly discarding the rules based international system, 
and conventionally defined norms of international behaviour and its opaque 
strategic thinking and decision-making makes deterrence more difficult.

In December 2018, much before COVID, the China Seas, and East 
Ladakh standoff, President Xi asked the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) to 
prepare for war; and as recent as 05 January 2021, he asked them to be 
“prepared for war in one second”!31 Speaking at the US Naval War College, 
Prof James Holmes quoting Clausewitz stated that, “it’s wise to pick a fight 
with a stronger power today if you see the trendlines running against you”, 
and further elaborated that “You might get part or all of what you want today, 
but not tomorrow, next year, or a decade from now. If China sees its rise 
plateauing or starting to decline, it might strike rather than wait”.32 These 
proclamations should be taken very seriously by our leaders, and deterrence 
measures must be planned and put in place, both military and non-military. 
Recent Chinese publications have increasingly spoken of strategic deterrence. 
While focussing on China and Pakistan we must not ignore other adversaries 
or conclude that the multi-domain lessons learnt can be commonly applied, 
as every competitor is different. Naturally, India has to address non-state 
actors on equal priority. 

China’s Nuclear Strategy
China has long maintained a “No First Use” (NFU) and self-defensive nuclear 
strategy or policy and all the Defense White Papers including the latest (2019)33 
reiterate it. China will not use or threaten to use its nuclear weapons against 
non-nuclear states or in ‘nuclear-weapon-free zones’. Paper also declares that 
China will not enter into an arms race; however, furthur amplifying it would 
use nuclear forces only in response to a nuclear strike against China. The 
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fundamental goal of this strategy is to deter nuclear attacks against China and 
stop other countries from coercing China through nuclear threats. China’s 
nuclear strategy centres on deterrence through ‘assured retaliation’, which 
is the ability to survive an initial attack and retaliate with nuclear strikes that 
inflict unacceptable damage on the attacker. In accordance with this strategy, 
a key feature of China’s nuclear posture is that, it maintains a low alert level. 
Unlike the US and Russian forces, which keep many of their nuclear weapons 
on high alert, the PLA stores its warheads separately from missiles until they 
are paired in preparation for a retaliatory strike.34

Credibility of China’s Nuclear Policy
There are some ambiguities and even scepticism, over the conditions 
under which China’s NFU policy would apply. Some PLA officers and 
media personnel have written publicly of the need to spell out conditions 
under which China might need to use nuclear weapons first; for example, 
if an enemy’s conventional attack threatened the survival of China’s nuclear 
force or of the regime itself.35 The US Department of Defense, Report to 
Congress 201936 states that, the more China’s nuclear capabilities improve, 
the higher is the probability that Beijing will adopt a more offensive nuclear 
posture.  Nevertheless, there has been no indication that national leaders 
are willing to attach such nuances and caveats to China’s NFU doctrine. PLA 
writings,37 expresses the value of a “launch on warning” nuclear posture—an 
approach to deterrence that uses heightened readiness, improved surveillance, 
and streamlined decision-making processes to enable a more rapid response 
to enemy attack. The likelihood of China adopting a “launch-on-warning” 
posture remains uncertain, as China has called on all countries to abandon 
the policy of preparing to launch nuclear weapons on warning of an impending 
nuclear strike.38 This development showcases consistency with China’s NFU 
policy. Concurrently, China is working to develop a space-based early warning 
capability that could support a launch-on-warning posture in the future. The 
PLA is also developing a range of technologies to counter US and other 
countries’ ballistic missile defence systems, including Manoeuvrable Re-entry 
Vehicles (MARVs), Multiple Independent Re-entry Vehicle (MIRV), decoys, 
chaff, jamming, thermal shielding, and hypersonic glide vehicles. In addition, the 
PLA is likely to continue deploying more sophisticated command, control, and 
communication (C3) systems, and refining C3 processes, as growing numbers 
of mobile ICBMs and future nuclear-powered ballistic missile submarine 
(SSBN) deterrence patrols require the PLA to safeguard the integrity of 
nuclear release authority for a larger and more dispersed force. 
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International and China’s Evolving Concept of “Integrated 
Strategic Deterrence”
There has been a large number of writings within PLA, strategic experts, 
and think tanks within China analysing changing security environment, shifting 
alliances, power projection capabilities, and A2AD, as also protecting China’s 
focus on niche and disruptive technology (of which they wish to emerge 
leaders) in space, AI, cyber, big data, and Three Warfare’s strategy.39 They 
understand that, to achieve global power status they need to close the gap 
between deterrence concept & weapon and domain capabilities & capacities. It 
is a multi-dimensional set of military and non-military deterrence capabilities 
(cognitive and non-cognitive, conventional, nuclear, space, cyber, PDIME40) 
that combine to constitute the “integrated strategic deterrence” posture, 
essential to achieve the “China Dream”.41 The US, Russia, and India have 
realised that strategic deterrence encompasses not only the nuclear triad, 
but also other capabilities, such as long-range conventional strike, cyberspace, 
missile defence, and space systems. Chinese have always laid lots of emphasis 
on Multi-Domain (MD) hybrid warfare and Three Warfare’s which essentially 
mandates technology, scientific temper, and non-military aspects of CNP as 
pivotal constituents of integrated strategic deterrence. However, the military 
components have the most immediate, direct ability to influence a potential 
adversary’s decision-making calculus. China has made impressive strides and 
has transformed as a peer competitor to the US in strategic power parity 
terms. Senior military commanders and think tanks are increasingly warning 
of China overtaking them in many domains which will adversely impact their 
superpower status.

China’s Nuclear Forces
A statistical comparison and analysis of Chinese nuclear capabilities are 
highlighted below.

Statistical Update
China (taking a cue from Russia) remains heavily reliant on rail and road-mobile 
systems, whose mobility significantly enhances their survivability quotient. In 
contrast, the US maintains silo-based ICBMs. China already possesses nuclear 
capabilities across the land, sea, and air: a relatively small number of ballistic 
missiles housed on four ballistic missile submarines (SSBNs), providing 
China a credible  sea based nuclear deterrence; a small component of  air 
based  platforms capable of delivering nuclear weapons (for specifics read 
“Bulletin of Nuclear Scientists” (available at https://thebulletin.org/nuclear-risk/
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nuclear-weapons/nuclear-notebook/). However, the US Defense Intelligence 
Agency (DIA)42 states that China will not possess a “credible” nuclear triad 
until a strategic bomber (Xian H 20: similar to the US B-2 Spirit bomber, 
and in-service by 2025 with a range of up to 8,500 km) and air-launched 
ballistic missiles enters service into the PLA Air Force in the future.43 Data 
on China’s land based ballistic missiles, NWS triad status, and comparison of 
SLBM capabilities are given next. Importantly, China has the largest land based 
conventional missile arsenal in the world (Table 3). According to Pentagon 
estimates,44 this includes 1,200 conventionally armed SRBMs; 200 to 300 

Table 3. China’s Land-based Ballistic Missiles (2019)

Missile
Year of 
Entry

Class
Maximum Range  

(km)
Number of 
Launchers

DF-4 1980 IRBM/ICBM 5,500 5
DF-5A 1981 ICBM 13,000 10
DF-5B 2015 ICBM 13,000 10
DF-15 1990 SRBM
DF-21 1991 MRBM 2,150 40
DF-26 2015 IRBM 4,000 68
DF-31 2006 ICBM 7,200 6
DF-31A 2007 ICBM 11,200 24
DF-31AG 2017 ICBM 11,200 24
DF-41 2019 ICBM 15,000 Unknown

Source: Hans M Kristensen and Matt Korda, CSIS Missile Defence Project

Note: SRBM = short range ballistic missile; MRBM = medium range; IRBM = 
intermediate range

Table 4. Triad Status Comparison

Country Triad Status
Domain

Land Sea Air
USA Full ● ● ●
Russia Full ● ● ●
China Partial ● ● ○
India Partial ● ○ ●
France Dyad ● ●
Pakistan Dyad ● ●
UK – ●

Source: CSIS Missile Defence Project
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conventional MRBMs,  and an unknown number of conventional, IRBMs as 
well as 200-300 Ground-launched Cruise Missiles (GLCMs).44 Many of these 
are extremely accurate  (Circular Error of Probability (CEP) of 1 to 5 metre), 
which would allow them to destroy targets even without nuclear warheads.45

Table 5. Comparison of Intercontinental SLBM Capabilities

Country Missile Status
Maximum 

Range (km)
Payload

USA/UK Trident II D-5 Operational 12,000 8 MIRVs
Russia SS-N-32 Bulava Operational 8,300 6 MIRVs
Russia SS-N-23 Skiff Operational 8,300 4 MIRVs

Russia
SS-N-18 
Stingray

Operational 6,500 3 MIRVs

France M51 Operational 8,000 4-6 MIRVs
China JL-3 In Development 9,000+ 3 MIRVs (likely)

China JL-2 Operational 8,000–9,000
Single warhead 
(likely)

Source: CSIS Missile Defence Project

As indicated earlier, PLA maintains a “lean and efficient” nuclear arsenal, 
in consonance with their White Paper. Instead of seeking parity with US or 
Russia, China’s 2015 Defense White Paper notes that China seeks “nuclear 
capabilities at the minimum level required for maintaining its national security”. 
Survivability is the key to China’s strategy of assured retaliation. For many 
years, China’s leaders perceived that their silo-based, liquid-fuelled missiles 
were vulnerable to a pre-emptive strike. To address this concern, China 
undertook significant efforts to secure and modernise its nuclear forces. 
During the mid-1980s, China expanded a series of underground facilities to 
shelter its nuclear (and conventional) weapons from enemy attack.  After the 
US military demonstrated significant precision strike capabilities during the 
1991 Persian Gulf War, China sped up work to reinforce and expand these 
underground facilities—which estimates now number in thousands.

China Modernising its Rocket Forces
President Xi is pursuing sweeping efforts to reform and modernise PLA, 
including its nuclear forces. In December 2015, the Second Artillery Corps, 
which operated China’s land-based nuclear and conventional missile forces, 
was renamed the PLA Rocket Force  and upgraded from an independent 
branch to full military service. DIA Director Lt Gen Robert P Ashley Jr. stated 
in May 2019 that, China is likely to “more than double” the size of its nuclear 
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weapons stockpile over the next decade.46 This is anticipated and expected, 
in response to the US (re-started the race) and Russia and even India 
(developing five new delivery systems) modernising their nuclear architecture 
(weapons, delivery, communications, space, surveillance, command, control, 
communication [C3], and even ballistic missile defence [BMD] systems); all 
are concerned of diminishing nuclear deterrence especially ability to deliver 
a retaliatory attack. China is also ‘MIRVing’ more of its warheads, as they 
require missile defence systems to destroy multiple targets simultaneously. 
In addition to MIRVs, many of China’s missiles carry penetration aids, such as 
decoys and chaff, designed to boost its offensive capabilities.  

Additional Nuances and Developments of China’s “Integrated 
Deterrence”47

• China is deploying more credible nuclear deterrent comprising improved 
silo-based ICBMs and more survivable, solid-fuelled road-mobile ICBMs, 
and nuclear-powered ballistic missile submarines.

• Urgently modernise and introduce strategic bombers capable of 
delivering nuclear weapons by air.

• Strengthen conventional military forces and the air, naval, and missile 
capabilities that provide China with increasingly potent conventional 
deterrence capabilities.

• Research and Development (R&D) and improve space and counter-space, 
cyber, and electronic warfare capabilities; key components of strategic 
deterrence, and as essential to deterring or fighting modern, information 
technology enabled warfare.

• Conduct 24x7 deterrence operations during peacetime conditions, 
including displaying its strength in military parades and exercises, official 
and unofficial media reports, satellite imagery, and via the internet.

• If geo-political situation so warrants, shift to high-intensity deterrence 
posture to include raising the readiness level of the strategic missile 
force, conducting launch exercises, or carrying out information attacks, 
or even limited firepower attacks as a warning.

One saving grace is China’s relatively small reserve of weapons-grade  
fissile material, which is needed for nuclear detonations. The International 
Panel on Fissile Materials estimates that China’s fissile material stockpile 
stands at 14 metric tonnes of highly enriched uranium and 2.9 metric 
tonnes of plutonium, enough to produce only a few hundred warheads.48 
Correspondingly, as per the same source, India is an NWS outside of the 
Nuclear NPT. Its nuclear arsenal is estimated to include 110 to 150 warheads. 
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India’s stockpile of fissile materials is estimated to include 4.4 ± 1.6 tonnes 
of highly enriched uranium (HER) enriched to about 30 percent uranium 
–235, 0.6 ± 0.15 tonnes of weapon-grade plutonium, and 6.9 ± 3.5 tonnes of 
reactor-grade plutonium that includes 0.4 tonnes of safeguarded plutonium. 
India continues to produce fissile materials for weapons.49 In comparison to 
Russian and the US reserves, this is small and is even smaller than the amount 
held by France and the United Kingdom.

Nuclear Weapon State – India

Nuanced Approach of India’s Nuclear Policy
India is the only other country to maintain an NFU policy. However, given 
our unique security challenges especially against Pakistan with a deliberately 
ambiguous nuclear policy and engaged since birth in a proxy war against India, 
we announced in 1993, that India retains the option of a nuclear first strike 
“in the event of a major attack against India, or Indian Forces anywhere, by 
biological or chemical weapons”. Other countries do not have NFU policies. 
While the Soviet Union committed to an official NFU policy in 1982, the 
Russian Defence Ministry abrogated it in 1993. Moscow now holds a policy 
that allows for the use of nuclear weapons in response to conventional 
threats.50 The US commits to not employing nuclear weapons against non-
nuclear states, but reserves to strike first against nuclear armed countries to 
defend the US homeland and US partners and allies.51 India has never publicly 
released the size of its nuclear arsenal. Independent assessments approximate 
a stockpile of 150 nuclear warheads.52 Traditionally, India’s nuclear arsenal was 
focused on deterring Pakistan, but India’s current nuclear posture will certainly 
factor in our main competitor China, given our rather tenuous relations. The 
force requirements needed to threaten assured retaliation against China 
would allow India to pursue more aggressive strategies. Sporadically but 
increasingly in recent times, the government figures have questioned our 
long-stated policy (including in August 201953), which is a good strategy and 
provides flexibility and ambiguity in an otherwise transparent policy. India is 
closing in on establishing full spectrum and triad capability and is currently 
pursuing modernisation.

Fact Sheet: India’s Nuclear Inventory
As per the fact sheet of March 2021 published by the authoritative and 
prestigious Centre for Arms Control and Nuclear Non-Proliferation 
(independent reliable source makes for better credibility) our nuclear delivery 
systems are enumerated next.54
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•	 Air. Though specifics will remain unclear, India can deliver approximately 
48 nuclear gravity bombs via the Mirage 2000 H and Jaguar IS/IB. With the 
original nuclear bombers getting old, India will be looking for a modern 
fighter-bomber that will take over the air-based strike role in the future. 
The 36 Rafale aircraft, which are used for the nuclear mission in the 
French Air Force, are ideally suited for the same role within the Indian 
Air Force.

•	 Sea. India has one ship-launched ballistic missile and is developing two 
SLBMs for eventual deployment. The Dhanush, a ship based ballistic missile, 
is a variant of the Prithvi-II missile and has a range of 400 kms. The INS 
Arihant, India’s first ballistic missile submarine (SSBN), was commissioned 
in 2016 but has undergone repairs after crippling water damage. India is 
developing two SLBMs: the K-15 (Sagarika, range over 700 kms) and the 
K-4 SLBM (range about 3,500 kms). 

•	 Land.55 India’s ground-based nuclear weapons programme consists of 
four operational ballistic missile systems and an estimated 70 warheads. 
The short-range, road-mobile Prithvi-II (makes it virtually invisible 
and undetectable)  and Agni-I  (also rail-mobile) missiles can travel 250 
kms and 700 kms respectively. Armscentercontrol.org suspects that 
Agni-I missiles are used to target Pakistan, so it is estimated that upto 
twenty launchers are deployed in western India. The Agni-II and Agni-
III  are both rail-mobile (Agni-II is also road-mobile) and have ranges 
greater than 2,000 to 3,500 kms and 3,000 to 5,000 kms respectively. 
There has been no open discourse by government sources within the 
Chinese and Indian establishments on nuclear capabilities, deployment  
or use.

India is further developing the Agni-IV and the Agni-V. Agni-IV is a rail and 
road-mobile ballistic missile with a range of approximately 4,000 kms giving it 
the capability to strike targets in nearly all of China. The Agni-V is reportedly 
road-mobile and has a range of 10,000 kms potentially making it the country’s 
first ICBM. India tested the 10,000 kms range Agni-V in Dec 2018 (provides 
credible nuclear deterrence against China). India is developing a GLCM called 
‘Nirbhay’, that looks similar to the American Tomahawk. This missile has the 
potential to be both air and sea-deployable.

The India-China Nuclear Equation
India and China have promulgated a ‘no first use’ policy, shown maturity and 
not fallen for the nuclear race, but have restricted their stocks strictly as per 
their threat perspectives. The race initiated by the US, is currently also of 
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modernising the nuclear ecosystem, where China has moved far ahead and 
India needs to play and catch up fast.

India’s Threat Perspective
India faces the full spectrum of security threats across domains – proxy, hybrid, 
sub-conventional or Low Intensity Conflict (LIC), 4G, conventional (localised 
to full), nuclear including the newer domains of space, cyber, water, resources 
(entire gamut), especially from collusive and collaborative partners—China 
and Pakistan, with some other neighbouring nations joining in. The now 
permanent, strategic collusivity between China and Pakistan has brought in a 
whole new equation, with much more expanded assistance in multi-domain 
expected from China in case of an Indo-Pak war.

A worrying aspect is the increasing degree of inter-operability between 
China and Pakistan in soft and hard power (military and non-military) spheres 
which is being generated. From a policy of strategic restraint, India is beginning 
to propagate and practice a more aggressive strategy as is evident against 
both Pakistan and China. The recent India-China faceoff in Eastern Ladakh 
although remained restricted within the conventional warfare domain, but 
it was still one between nuclear-armed states, and the threat of escalation 
cannot be denied. In its wake, both nations have carried out a series of missile 
tests: China fired ballistic missiles (air and sea launched) near the Paracel 
and Spratly Islands numerous times in latter half of 2020, with the additional 
payoff to warn the US,56 but hardly something New Delhi can ignore. 
Strategically, few aspects are clear: threat from China is likely to persist; India 
needs to adapt balancing responses in a nuclear weapons environment; and 
Indian policymakers should be mindful of the possibilities of actual military 
combat—be it a limited war, or a trans-domain conflict that involves the 
use of advanced technologies influencing both its nuclear and conventional 
spheres.57 India’s military capabilities and potential, especially nuclear, must be 
visible and known to all as it’s a pivotal ingredient of deterrence. All said and 
done, nuclear weapons remain the prima donna of deterrence.

How Serious is the Threat?
Historically, India and China have enjoyed a very special relationship in the 
spiritual, religious, cultural, and civilisational sphere, while trade and social 
interaction has been restricted due to the Himalayas. Post independence 
(1947 and 1949 respectively) there was a brief period of affinity and bonhomie 
between the two states—as both were struggling to recover from colonial 
exploitation. But differences over their border have resulted in a rivalry that 
has endured since the late 1950s, and intensified recently.
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India and China have fought a war (1962), violent military skirmishes 
(1967), a major confrontation (1986-87), and numerous tense faceoffs along 
the LAC mainly due to differing perceptions. There was a genuine attempt 
to allow economic commons to move ahead and push the boundary issue 
into the backseat, but inevitable confrontations in MD for strategic space, 
China’s strategic partnership with Pakistan, interventions in South Asia 
(India’s strategic backyard) coupled with friction along the LAC always 
kept the bilateral relations frosty. The transgressions and faceoffs gradually 
escalated more in keeping with China’s new-found belligerence, eventually 
leading to the Doklam crisis in 2017, and the current Ladakh standoff, the 
latter causing fatalities for the first time in decades. India has been a moderate 
power ‘disinclined’ to use force or intervene in its neighbourhood. This is in 
line with our tolerance of neighbours, religions, and projecting civilisational 
influence through ideational power. China, in contrast, has developed a more 
aggressive nationalism accompanied by a penchant for coercive action against 
its neighbours.

In the last five years, and especially post COVID under President Xi, 
China has moved out of its customary restraint and shown undue multi-
domain (PDIME) belligerence and haste to challenge the US and the West, for 
domination of international institutions—Asia especially India, and gradually 
establish itself as a global power. China has also shown a tendency to use 
varying degrees of force against its adversaries, which are not being recounted 
(China seas and East Ladakh). China’s proclivity for coercion reflects a deep-
seated and growing insecurity within its elite and the CCP. Resolution of 
the boundary dispute has always been a political decision for China, and 
she would like to keep it fermenting an using it as a pressure point against 
India, and keep India embroiled within the strategic space of South Asia. For 
India, it is important not to underestimate China’s pre-occupation with her 
vulnerability.

Though China and Pakistan appear to be different, they are alike in 
important respects. Both are driven by a deep sense of internal fragility 
and ruled by elites who, lacking strong foundations, seek to build national 
solidarity and regime strength through adversarial relationships with other 
states.58 China is thus unlikely to undertake a negotiated compromise with 
India except on a tactical basis. Indian foreign policy thinking, which has often 
tended to underestimate the threat from China, is already getting a reset, that 
security stability will remain a cornerstone of the relationship, and cannot 
be separated from other domains especially trade. Any effort by Beijing to 
negotiate a deal is likely to go the way of the ‘Wuhan reset’. China will remain 
India’s main adversary for the long term.
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Strategic Balancing and/or Strategic Autonomy? Impact on Nuclear 
Arsenal
In today’s world of ‘24x7 persistent engagement’ all countries, even the US, is 
engaged in strategic balancing (internal [increase CNP], external [alliances and 
institutional clout], and soft [civilisational, cultural, and historical]) to maintain, 
create, and expand strategic space. India with an unstable neighbourhood, 
adversarial relations, and a boundary dispute with China and Pakistan have 
even more compulsions to do so. In response to the Chinese threat, it is 
important for India not to fall into the trap of trying to bolster its nuclear 
capabilities, which are already sufficient to deter China since Indian missiles 
can target major Chinese cities. For instance, the Agni-II can hit large Chinese 
cities such as Chengdu (population: over 10 million) and Chongqing (8.5 
million), which, as pragmatic Chinese experts acknowledge, “has the same 
(deterrence) effect (on China) as being able to reach Beijing”.59

Ironically, betraying the same misunderstanding that prevails among some 
of our strategic thinkers vis-à-vis Pakistan, many Chinese nuclear specialists 
tend to dismiss India’s arsenal as ‘insufficient’ to pose a serious threat to 
their country and hold that China’s arsenal is designed to deter the US. This 
interpretation is self-contradictory. India’s warhead capacity is estimated to 
be about 150, or 46.87 percent of China’s 320. In contrast, China’s warheads 
constitute a mere 5.52 percent of the US’ 5,800 warheads. The incongruity in 
the thinking of these Chinese experts appears to reflect what one critic has 
called their “confidence, verging on arrogance”.60 That said, India’s capacity to 
deter China is not affected by what the Chinese say, but by how they behave 
during crisis. There is no evidence that China is not deterred by India’s smaller 
nuclear arsenal. The bottom line is that, the drumming up of the China threat 
should not lead policymakers to acquiesce to pressure from Indian strategic 
thinkers calling for enhanced nuclear capability. More and ‘better’ weapons do 
not produce more and better deterrence. However, nuclear weapons have 
a powerful symbolic value, and we must continue modernising the entire 
nuclear ecosystem, just as others are. It is doubtful if Washington would  
have seen India as a serious partner had it not formally gone nuclear in 1998. 

Nuances for Nuclear India Related to Military Alliances
India must carefully evaluate before entering into formal alliances (especially 
military). India does not need military alliances since it can deter adversaries, 
even strong ones, by itself. We do not want to be dragged into the military 
confrontation of partners against other nuclear powers. An issue based 
partnership provides more flexibility and freedom to operate with room for 
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political adjustment with an adversary without the need to obtain consent 
from strategic partners.61 India must retain strategic autonomy and keep 
pressures from a strong partner at bay, which is possible in a partnership. 
Military alliance against China must be weighed very carefully, as it could have 
more adverse consequences.

Does India’s Nuclear Policy Needs Review?
While assessing that China cannot neutralise India’s nuclear arsenal 
completely (which China is cognisant of and is wary of retaliation), a very real 
present threat of rising Chinese cyber interventions and attacks should be 
anticipated. Indian nuclear & conventional assets and even civilian targets are 
already under threat from Chinese attacks, and these are likely to increase. 
The uncertainty posed to Indian warning systems, including the appearance of 
deliberately induced or accidental ‘false positives’, is likely to encourage a shift 
away from the current non-deployed posture towards an alert or possibly 
launch-on-warning posture for nuclear weapons, and more rapid response at 
the conventional level. This could trigger mirror responses from China and 
Pakistan and raise the strategic temperature.

India’s deterrence will be challenged by adversaries China and Pakistan, 
but just as a defender, India need not gather superior MD strength and 
capabilities to stave-off an attacker by projecting unacceptable losses if 
attacked by an adversary; similarly deterrence does not necessarily need 
overwhelming superiority but credible deterrent capability. Military options 
and actions will always remain the final pivotal option to achieve national 
objectives—both proactive and reactive.

The Indian political and military leadership does carry out net assessment 
exercises regarding potential adversaries and needs to constantly review 
the deterrent capabilities which need to be put in place against potential 
adversaries especially against a probably two and a half front threat against a 
collusive China-Pakistan. For India, to list some of the main military deterrents 
would be as follows: 

• A credible nuclear triad with second-strike capability62 – China has it 
(even air delivery capability, but lacks reach to the USA mainland), and 
Pakistan claims full spectrum capability to justify their tactical nuclear 
weapons.63

• Capabilities of conventional ICBM/IRBM missile and rocket artillery.
• Strategic lift capability of a brigade group each for the Western and 

Northern borders (can be used to meet security challenges to our 
littoral islands also).
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• Robust command, control, communications, computers, cyber, intelligence 

and information, surveillance, reconnaissance and targeting (C5I2SRT), 
BMD.

• Maritime capability to dominate Indian Ocean Region (IOR).
• Strategic offensive capabilities military and multi-domain to provide 

credible deterrence and punitive deterrence against China and Pakistan 
respectively.

• Enhance non-kinetic domain capabilities.
• An integrated national logistics grid.

The threats enumerated especially cyber, because of their potential to 
undermine assured retaliation by disrupting command & control and neutralise 
launch platforms undetected, raises questions about the efficacy of NFU—a 
plank of Indian nuclear doctrine. India needs to consider whether NFU is 
worth persisting within the context of trans-domain threats. Worryingly, 
blurring of the distinction between nuclear and conventional weapons, reports 
of dual-use delivery systems being deployed together, stocking of nuclear 
weapons in operational areas, and passing down of launching authority to 
operational military commanders, tends to erode the ‘two-thresholds rule’ 
and facilitate escalation during a crisis. The US has a ‘two-man rule’ in place at 
nuclear launch facilities, and while only the President can order the release of 
nuclear weapons, the order must be verified by the Secretary of Defense (he 
only verifies and does not hold veto powers). If the President is incapacitated, 
the Vice President takes over, and 15 appointments in order of seniority are 
specifically listed. Similarly, two levels are required for the actual launch. One 
authority cannot do it alone. Example: each operator has the key to only one 
lock, so neither can open the safe alone. ... another authority who would 
confirm a missile launch as in the case of land-based ICBMs, a third officer, 
the Weapons Officer must also confirm the launch. In India, the PM, he will 
chair the “political council” of the Nuclear Command Authority (NCA), the 
“sole body” that can “authorise” a nuclear strike against an adversary in 
retaliation. But the final call will rest with the PM.64 Lastly and with major 
consequences, the compressed time frame combined with uncertainty may 
increase dependence on AI based systems to reduce the vulnerability, thereby 
generating its own complications such as loss of control over decision making. 
As an emerging nuclear power that is still striving to attain a robust second-
strike capability, India needs to act expeditiously as we are dangerously behind 
the big three (US, China, and Russia) in R&D and the application of niche 
technologies. Pakistan may also use TNWs if presented with an appropriate 
target contributing to the attainment of operational or strategic objectives. 
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This brings us to the strategic nuclear dilemma (faced by the major 
powers against each other like the US, China, and Russia) that India should 
not risk escalation for Pakistan to reach a perceived “use it or lose it” 
situation. India, therefore, must conduct a very effective “Influence Campaign” 
against Pakistan and the World, about the dangers of employing Weapons 
of Mass Destruction (WMD), minimise vulnerabilities, and demonstrate the 
ability to continue operations if attacked. If deterrence fails to preclude a 
tactical WMD or disruption attack, our influence operations must ensure 
the isolation of Pakistan internationally and regionally. New Delhi, Beijing, and 
Islamabad (or Rawalpindi) needs to sit together or bilaterally strenghthen the 
regional nuclear stability. The option of exercising India’s stated nuclear policy 
is constant. So far, India’s nuclear policy (NFU, massive retaliation if attacked by 
NBCW) has stood the test of time. There is talk of an urgent review of India’s 
nuclear policy, which may not be a bad idea for creating ambiguity, and there 
are two different views within the strategic circle. Mr Shiv Shankar Menon 
ex NSA, opines that “there is nothing in the present doctrine that prevents 
India from responding to appreciated contingencies in the NBC domain and 
the policy has stood the test of time”.65 The second group contends that 
technology, the ability of adversaries to attrite the nuclear command, control 
and communication (C3) systems, and even the delivery & missile systems, 
transparency, and split-second reaction times have created vulnerabilities to 
a nations’ second-strike capabilities, thereby warranting an urgent review of 
India’s policy.

Recommendations
The major recommendations are summarised in succeeding paragraphs.

Urgent Review of Nuclear Policy of Nuclear Weapon State, 
Treaty on Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons, and Bilateral 
Agreements Mandatory: Opportunity for India
Since, Russia or China are unlikely to unilaterally initiate nuclear policy changes 
due to geo-political, ideological, security, and strategic reasons, it devolves 
upon President Biden to do so by urgently declaring a shift in the US nuclear 
policy (for which internal bipartisan and non-partisan support is needed), 
indicating re-emergence of the US nuclear global leadership, signalling intent 
of reduction of stockpiles (arms control), and revisiting protocols, SOPs, 
and agreements between NWS, especially dialogue with Russia and most 
importantly China. One important low-hanging fruit which fortunately has 
been plucked by President Joe Biden was to extend the timeline of the New 
Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty (New START) by five years as suggested 
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by Russia (which expired on 05 Feb 2021).66 This will signal genuine intent 
to other NWS and the World. This will also ensure verification and impose 
limitations on nuclear weapons between the US and Russia. Concurrently, 
either unilaterally (incentivise Russia to reciprocate) or bilaterally a phased 
reduction of strategic nuclear weapons be agreed upon, from the current 1,500 
permitted under the Treaty. China needs to be engaged either unilaterally or 
jointly with Russia to form part of the Treaty. This is very unlikely to happen 
given the stated nuclear policy of China (NFU) as also it’s quantum of arsenal 
(approximately 500).

Recommended Measures for all Nuclear Weapon States67

•	 Review nuclear command, control, and warning systems, 
including “fail-safe” steps to safeguard against cyber threats and the 
unauthorised, inadvertent, or accidental use of a nuclear weapon. Such a 
review should consider options to increase warning and decision time 
with reciprocal changes (unilateral and/or bilateral based on adversarial 
relationships like the US-Russia-China and China-Pakistan-India) by 
all stakeholders. All leaders should welcome the possibility of longer 
decision times, given the extraordinary responsibility on their shoulders 
to avoid a nuclear blunder. One viable agreement can be to agree “not 
to launch” cyber attacks on each other’s nuclear facilities, command & 
control structures, and early warning systems. 

•	 The critical timelines (minutes or even seconds for India-
Pakistan) for decision-making by one authority (the Head of 
Government) have always been worried and questioned by experts. This 
is a vital step to address collectively. Possibly, the US could unilaterally 
announce deliberate and consultative procedures and protocols (consult 
subject experts, other leaders including opposition for self-defence, and 
enact constitutional safeguards for “First Use”). Perhaps international 
law could be tailored accordingly by ICJ led by the Big Three/UN.  All 
nations must categorically make transparent their decision-making loop, 
and protocols for communication with other NWS. 

•	 Nuclear war must never be fought. President Ronald Reagan and the 
then Soviet General Secretary Mikhail Gorbachev articulated decades 
ago that “a nuclear war cannot be won and must never be fought”.68 The 
sustained diplomatic effort to revive the many processes, mechanisms, 
and agreements that allow nations to manage their relations in peacetime 
and thus avoid nuclear conflict, should be carried out. This stabilising 
architecture can only be maintained by constant dialogue & consultations 
and learning from every crisis. While the US is the logical leader (under 
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President Biden), India with its proven non-hegemonistic record; image 
of strategic autonomy and neutrality; its tremendous soft power; rising 
economic, military, and power status; and reputation as a responsible 
nuclear power can also take the lead in initiating fresh nuclear safety 
protocols and agreements. India has a unique advantage and enjoys the 
privilege of working with all NWS amicably (India-Pakistan have signed 
a bilateral Non-Nuclear Aggression Agreement on 21 December 1988, 
which came into effect in January 1991), and convinces them to reiterate 
the presidential statements penned earlier. It would build momentum 
for additional nuclear non-proliferation and disarmament steps; which, 
in turn, would strengthen the commitment of countries without nuclear 
weapons to forgo developing them.

•	 A fresh comprehensive all-encompassing nuclear agreement. 
An agreement or declaration which would secure the quantity, quality, 
and even deployment of nuclear assets (the last part could be bilateral 
understandings), and other facets of the nuclear architecture like 
communications, command & control, space assets, etc., will ease the 
escalating competition. 

Conclusion
A way forward to reduce the existential nuclear threat is by urgently 
reviewing the international agreements (New START, NPT) led by the US 
or India. China and India should concurrently use this opportunity to create 
a platform where both can discuss safeguards. Ideally, a dialogue that helps 
stabilise the India-China nuclear relationship should be initiated. This is not 
easy, as China is already reluctant to enter into arms control negotiations 
with the US and Russia. It is focussed on pursuing its status as a challenger 
to American dominance, which may preclude nuclear negotiations with India, 
which it feels send a message of weakness. It may do so only in the aftermath 
of a massive crisis, as has been the case with other nuclear rivals. Meanwhile, 
India should be well prepared. India needs to further build multi-domain 
deterrence capabilities and enhance its reputation (of kinetically using its 
CNP when national interests are at stake like Israel), national resolve, and will 
to fight if necessary. India must rethink its deterrence strategy in changing 
geo-political and strategic environment including the psychology of decision-
making.

Nuclear deterrence will always remain the “prima donna” and we must 
continue fine-tuning and modernising without necessarily increasing India’s 
nuclear arsenal. The coming decade is critical for India’s ascendancy on the 
global stage, for which the nuclear triad capability will be a pivotal necessity. 
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India has unique capabilities to lead the charge towards nuclear safety and 
ultimate disarmament. We must therefore act before it is too late.  
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