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THE “NUCLEAR CONFRONTATION” 
IN SOUTH ASIA

This article analyses the dynamics of the development of the nuclear rivalry 
between India and Pakistan and identifi es two central factors. First, the 
India–China border war of 1962 and the latter’s accession to the “nuclear 
club” in 1964, left India with no alternative but to develop its “nuclear 
option”. Second, the India–Pakistan armed confl icts of 1965 and 1971 
prompted the Pakistani ruling circles to develop their own nuclear weapons. 
This paper examines and evaluates the main stages in the development of the 
nuclear programmes of India and Pakistan and analyses their impact on the 
geopolitical situation in the region. It draws attention to the presence of the 
“China factor” in the bilateral relationship and its infl uence on the political 
processes in South Asia. It also highlights the need for the creation of a system 
of collective security on the Asian continent.

ANDREY G VOLODIN AND VINAY SHUKLA

INTRODUCTION: SOUTH ASIA IN THE GLOBAL CONTEXT OF NUCLEAR NON-
PROLIFERATION

Contemporary problems of nuclear non-proliferation in South Asia need 
to be considered within the whole system of international relations. 
Issues related to the emergence of the two nuclear powers in the region 

were fi rst covered in academic literature in the early 1980s. (Onkar Marwah, “India 

and Pakistan: Nuclear Rivals in South Asia”, International Organisation, vol35, no1, 1981, pp165–79) After the 
end of the Cold War, attention to the topic of the rivalry between India and 
Pakistan in the nuclear fi eld continued. (George Perkovich, “A Nuclear Third Way in South Asia”, 
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Foreign Policy, no91, 1993, pp85–104) Naturally, a new wave of interest in comparing the 
two nuclear programmes in scientifi c literature arose after the nuclear tests by 
both countries in 1998, as indicated by the publication of paired articles in 
a reputable American magazine in 1999. (Sumit Ganguly, “India’s Pathway to Pokhran II: The 

Prospects and Sources of New Delhi’s Nuclear Weapons Programme” and Samina Ahmed, “Pakistan’s Nuclear Weapons 

Programme: Turning Points and Nuclear Choices”, International Security, vol23, no4, 1999, pp148–77 and pp178–204, 

respectively) While most publications refl ect the Western approach to the problem 
of nuclear non-proliferation in South Asia, this paper considers the issue in a 
different research paradigm.

In fact, the process of the non-proliferation of nuclear weapons seems to 
have reached a dead end. On the one hand, the powerful negative acceleration 
of an “anti-disarmament” trend at 
the global level, which resulted in the 
“Libyan crisis”, affects the behavioural 
motivations of participant countries 
in world politics. On the other hand, 
the disintegration of fi rst the bipolar 
world and then the unipole have made 
it almost impossible to control the 
actions of regional “centres of power” 
formed over the last 15–20 years of 
the former world order. Currently, the 
“nuclear factor” acts as an independent 
stimulant in the regrouping of forces 
in the world system—new actors are 
promoted to signifi cant positions, 
while the logic of their behaviour 
increasingly determines the trajectory 
of development of interstate relations. 
This also applies to the region of South Asia. (Ali Ahmed, Jagannath P Panda and Prashant K 

Singh, Towards a New Asian Order, New Delhi: Shipra, 2012, pp1–16)

The Indian subcontinent is infl uenced by the interaction of both internal 
(regional) and external (international) factors that shape the confi guration 
of geopolitical forces affecting both the dynamics of the non-proliferation 
regime and prospects of its approval as a paradigm of interstate relationships. 
For example, the “Afghan knot” affects American behaviour in South Asia and 
adjacent territories. The United States of America (US) in the region is forced to 
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In 1962 with Washington’s help, 
the fi rst atomic power plant was 
put into operation in Pakistan. 
After the 1965 India–Pakistan war, 
elite circles in the latter country 
revealed intentions to use atomic 
energy for military purposes. The 
nuclear programme (code name 
Project-706) was accelerated 
after Pakistan’s defeat in the 1971 
war with India. It was initially 
supervised by Bhutto himself but 
after the 1977 coup d’état, the 
nuclear programme came under 
the control of the military.
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interact with foreign policy partners taking into account the historically diffi cult 
intergovernmental relations in the “larger South/Central Asia”, the term used 
by Washington to describe the region encompassing Afghanistan, Iran, South 
Asia and the former Soviet Republics of Central Asia. (Ahmed, Panda and Singh, ibid, 

pp65–127) Relations with allies restrict the US’s freedom of action in controlling 
nuclear non-proliferation. In 1962 with Washington’s help, the fi rst atomic 
power plant was put into operation in Pakistan. After the 1965 India–Pakistan 
war, elite circles in the latter country revealed intentions to use atomic energy 
for military purposes. Zulfi kar Ali Bhutto (the then foreign and later prime 
minister) allegedly stated, “If India creates a (atomic) bomb, we will eat grass or 
leaves, we will starve, but we will do the same”. (Pakistani Nuclear Programme, Atomic Heritage 

Foundation, 2018, online at https://www.atomicheritage.org) The nuclear programme (code name 
Project-706) was accelerated after Pakistan’s defeat in the 1971 war with India. 
It was initially supervised by Bhutto himself but after the 1977 coup d’état, the 
nuclear programme came under the control of the military.

The 1979 invasion of Afghanistan by Soviet troops dramatically improved 
Pakistan’s place in Washington’s hierarchy of foreign policy priorities. The strategic 
ally enjoyed the special favour of President Ronald Reagan, who in praise of the 
military leader General Zia-ul-Haq said, “He is a good man. He gave me his word 
that they (the Pakistanis) are not creating an atomic or hydrogen bomb. ... He 
(Zia-ul-Haq) is committed to helping the Afghans and countering the Soviets”. 
(Pakistani Nuclear Programme, ibid) However, in the fi rst half of the 1980s, Pakistan carried 
out a series of “cold tests”, that is, explosions of shells without fi ssile material 
and later in an agreement with North Korea received Nodong ballistic missiles 
in exchange for uranium enrichment technology. American intelligence agencies 
like the Central Intelligence Agency and others were well aware of the creation 
of Pakistani nuclear physicist Abdul Qadeer Khan’s illegal network dealing in 
nuclear technology and other materials, whose “customers” ranged from Libya 
to North Korea. However, the “geopolitical imperatives” of Pakistan’s status as 
a frontline ally minimised American actions against the violators of the non-
proliferation regime. 

On the other hand, the US has also been developing a “strategic dialogue” with 
India. (Ahmed, Panda and Singh, ibid, pp123–4) Its attitude towards “the largest democracy 
of the world” has been redefi ned and domestic political changes have led to a 
“shift of goalposts” in the foreign policy thinking of its ruling class. Americans 
realise that the fast-growing Indian economy but with a limited natural energy 
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potential is in dire need of alternative, “non-conventional” energy sources. 
According to forecasts by Indian economists and demographers, by 2030 at least 
60 cities will have a population of over a million, making accelerated nuclear 
energy development a strategic task for the nation. The US–India relationship 
is developing in the fi eld of nuclear energy, as nuclear facilities in India erected 
with national technologies, require upgradation. However, this cooperation in 
nuclear energy became (and continues to be) the object of domestic criticism 
in India. Critics including the late Prime Minister Atal Bihari Vajpayee (1924–
2018) consider it “impossible and impractical to “separate the military and 
civilian segments of the atomic industry”, with all its negative consequences 
including for the development of a national nuclear programme. They add that 
“the principle of separation” would 
allow external forces to interfere in 
India’s nuclear industry under the 
pretext of improving safety systems 
for nuclear facilities. Further, the 
agreement with Washington deprives 
India of the necessary “fl exibility” in 
determining the size and quality of the 
“national nuclear deterrence potential” 
(directed against China and Pakistan). 
Thus, there is strong opposition to the 
external control of the Indian nuclear potential. (Shrikant Paranjpe, India’s Strategic Culture: The 

Making of National Security Policy, New Delhi: Routledge, 2013, p105 and p107) This position has enjoyed 
sustained support from the vast majority of the population of India as well as most 
major political and social forces outside the country. Left parties have also been 
critical of India’s nuclear cooperation with the US. As per the Communist Party 
of India (Marxist) politburo, opening civilian nuclear facilities for inspections by 
the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) is “a unilateral departure from 
the country’s adopted nuclear policy without prior discussion in parliament, 
government or with coalition partners”.

According to political scientists, an important reason for the revitalisation 
of US–India nuclear cooperation is the energy requirement for the dynamically 
growing economy of the world’s largest democracy. Currently, the share of 
the nuclear component in the total energy balance is less than three per cent 
whereas it could grow to 23–25 per cent by 2050. Sceptics however question 
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The “hidden agenda” of the 
Americans (with the help of 
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with Beijing is seen as a means 
of deterring India’s nuclear 
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whether American technology is a suffi cient basis for a radical shift in India’s 
nuclear strategy, as it would lead to external control of Indian nuclear facilities 
and possibly a partial loss of political sovereignty. The “hidden agenda” of the 
Americans (with the help of India) is to, if not prevent, then at least slow down 
China’s nuclear military build up. Moreover, Pakistan’s close relationship with 
Beijing is seen as a means of deterring India’s nuclear ambitions. (Ahmed, Panda and 

Singh, ibid, pp342–3) According to Western experts, cooperation in the fi eld of non-
civilian nuclear energy began in the late 1980s with the visits of Pakistani nuclear 
specialists to China. On 26 May 1990, a Pakistani explosive device, modelled 
on CHIC-4 product parameters and previously used in the Chinese nuclear 
industry, was tested at Lop Nor, in northwest China. (Pakistani Nuclear Programme, ibid)

The issue of nuclear non-proliferation is often discussed in the international 
media both electronic and print. This is due to the inability of nuclear powers 
to convince opponents as well as those who are hesitant about the current non-
proliferation regime that it would effectively ensure their security. Moreover, 
events in the Balkans, Iraq and Libya (and possibly Syria) have led many countries 
to take a closer look at the arguments of the opponents of the non-proliferation 
regime, especially India, who consider the current order of things to be “illogical” 
and “unfair” and in fact call it a part of the neo-colonialist culture governing the 
world today. In the context of the new trends in world politics, some experts 
have expressed the opinion that the “transitional period” of expanding the 
club of nuclear powers is inevitable and around the corner and that the non-
proliferation regime would then become stabilised at the level of 12–13 states 
possessing weapons of mass destruction. At present, there are nine members in 
the “nuclear club”—the US, Russia, the United Kingdom, France, China, India, 
Israel, Pakistan and North Korea. The logic of the proliferation of weapons of 
mass destruction may be seen as a kind of chain reaction simultaneously acting as 
a system of causal relationships that pushed some states to becoming members of 
the “nuclear club”. Thus, for the former Soviet Union, the existential signifi cance 
of the US was reduced by depriving it of its “nuclear monopoly”, while Beijing 
sought to catch up with Moscow. India could not afford to lag behind China 
in the fi eld of nuclear technology and Pakistan’s weapons of mass destruction 
became vitally necessary against its neighbour India.

Meanwhile some experts point to the presence of a “hidden agenda” in 
Washington’s approach to the nuclear non-proliferation regime. For example, 
it is “indirectly responsible” for Pakistan’s nuclear programme. It deliberately 
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turned a blind eye to certain well-known facts as it feared losing Islamabad’s 
support in countering Soviet forces in Afghanistan in the 1980s. Well before 
the withdrawal of the Soviet military contingent from Afghanistan, Pakistan 
had gained the ability to produce nuclear weapons. Washington’s infl uence and 
ability to force Islamabad to “cooperate” is limited by at least three factors.

1. The hostilities in Afghanistan and Iraq as well as the “Arab revolutions” of 
2011 caused a powerful resonant wave of anti-Americanism throughout the 
world, including the Islamic ecumene. The American establishment realises 
that measures against Pakistan to “protect” the latter’s nuclear potential 
from radical Islamists, in addition to purely military costs, will cause a new 
outburst of violence against the US around the world. Moreover, the excessive 
alarmism of the West after the events of 11 September 2001, regarding 
Pakistan’s ability to control its nuclear weapons were not justifi ed, as Russian 
experts had stated. (VI Sotnikov, “K Voprosu o Yadernoj Bezopasnosti v Pakistane/On the Issue of Nuclear 

Safety in Pakistan”, Vostochnaya Analitika, no2, 2011, pp206–10)

2. The military action against Iraq caused even the staunchest American allies to 
doubt the true motives and real goals pursued.

3. The US administration is convinced that the defence of the nuclear non-
proliferation regime by the forces of only one country is ineffective. 
Considerable damage to the non-proliferation regime was caused by the 
bombing of Yugoslavia as well as the dismantling of Muammar Gaddafi ’s 
regime in Libya

Meanwhile, the very logic of the non-proliferation process and its specifi c 
manifestations, especially in the context of the current, chaotic development of 
the world, has led the ruling circles of many countries (not only “rogue” states) 
to reassess the behaviour of the US and its allies who use the Treaty on the Non-
Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons (NPT) in their own geopolitical interests. 
India, for example believes that there are legal restrictions embedded in the 
treaty that impede it, despite the “nuclear agreement” with the US, to formally 
fi x its nuclear status. According to the NPT, a nuclear state is a country that 
carried out tests of the relevant device as of 1 January 1968. Thus as New Delhi 
highlights, the treaty legally created a “closed club” of fi ve nuclear powers—the 
US (1945), Soviet Union/Russia (1949), the United Kingdom (1952), France 
(1960) and China (1964)—and thus discriminates against the bulk of the global 
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community. In the opinion of infl uential groups of the Indian political elite, 
this discrimination is carried out through an “impracticable” international legal 
regime, supported in particular by IAEA audits.

THE NUCLEAR PROGRAMMES OF INDIA AND PAKISTAN: LOGIC, RATIONALE, 
PARAMETERS AND PROSPECTS

At the initial stage from 1944 to 1960, the Indian programme for the 
development of atomic energy had an exclusively peaceful orientation. 

Jawaharlal Nehru (1889–1964), the country’s fi rst prime minister, who 
considered atomic weapons a “symbol of evil”, attached great importance to the 
industrial use of atomic energy. The growth and development of India confi rmed 
the strategic nature of such an assessment. Nevertheless, he also allowed for, 
under certain circumstances, a different orientation of the nuclear power 
industry. As per his own words spoken in the 1940s, “It goes without saying that 
if we are forced to use (atomic energy) for other purposes, no pious thoughts will 
keep us from decisive action”. (Indian Nuclear Programme, Atomic Heritage Foundation, 2018, online at 

https://www.atomicheritage.org) New Delhi consistently opposed the American-prepared 
Baruch Plan (1946), which formally offered international control over nuclear 
energy but in fact, as believed in India was aimed at banning national research 
programmes and ultimately the production of atomic energy. Meanwhile, the 
development of nuclear energy in the country continued and in July 1960, the 
fi rst Indian nuclear reactor CIRUS (Canada India Reactor Utility Services) was 
launched with the assistance of Canada. Having a peaceful orientation, it was 
able to produce enriched plutonium that was later used to carry out the fi rst 
atomic explosion in 1974, which according to Indian offi cials had a “peaceful” 
character.

Tense relations with Pakistan contributed to the advancement of India’s 
nuclear programme in a military direction. However, this came later in the 
country’s “nuclear history”. The fi rst impetus for the creation of a nuclear arsenal 
was the border confl ict with China in 1962. The hard lessons of that confl ict 
are seen as a watershed leading to “the awakening from the high idealism and 
normative ethical principles” in politics, characteristic of the Nehruvian era 
(1947–64). The transformation of China into a nuclear power in October 1964 
rationally substantiated and fi nally consolidated India’s “nuclear choice”. Initially, 

A N D R E Y  G  V O L O D I N  A N D  V I N A Y  S H U K L A



63W O R L D   A F F A I R S  S U M M E R   2 0 1 9  ( A P R I L  –  J U N E )  V O L  2 3   N O   2

New Delhi sought help from the US in the development of a national atomic 
project. However, by February 1965 it had become clear that India needed to 
rely on its own strength. 

The position of supporters of the “nuclear choice” was complicated by the 
position of the second Prime Minister Lal Bahadur Shastri, who opposed the 
development of nuclear weapons for ethical reasons. However, 1966 brought 
cardinal changes in the dynamics of the 
“atomic project”. Shastri died of a heart 
attack a day after signing the Tashkent 
Declaration on 10 January 1966 
following his meeting with President 
M Ayub Khan of Pakistan with the 
participation of the Chairman of the 
Council of Ministers of the Soviet 
Union, Alexei N Kosygin. Moscow 
was the initiator of the meeting, which 
aimed at normalising relations between 
India and Pakistan after the 1965 war. 
Shastri’s successor was Nehru’s daughter 
Indira Gandhi (1917–1984), a staunch supporter of the “nuclear choice” as the 
only course due to the qualitative changes in the regional and global situation 
after October 1964. Thus, India’s nuclear programme then received “political 
acceleration”.

Events continued to evolve rapidly and their dynamics were increasingly 
infl uenced by India’s desire to become an independent force not only in regional 
but also in world politics. Experts believe that the decision to test a nuclear 
explosive device was largely motivated by the desire of the Indian elite to 
demonstrate its independence from the West. Hence, India did not sign the 
NPT in 1968, simultaneously accusing members of the “nuclear club” of “atomic 
collusion”, pointing out the absence of a distinction between peaceful and 
military nuclear explosions in the treaty’s text. In August 1971, India once again 
demonstrated its independent position by signing the Treaty of Peace, Friendship 
and Cooperation with the Soviet Union, which expanded New Delhi’s room for 
manoeuvre in world politics. The infl uence of this treaty was invisibly felt on the 
battlefi eld of the Indo–Pakistan war of 1971, which eventually led to the creation 
in South Asia of a new independent state—the People’s Republic of Bangladesh.
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According to some scholars, Indira Gandhi made a strategic decision on 
nuclear testing in September 1972. Raja Ramanna, the head of the country’s 
nuclear programme, subsequently described the atmosphere that prevailed in 
the research team in those days. “For us it was a matter of prestige that would 
justify our ancient past. The question of deterrence came much later. Also as 
Indian scientists, we were keen to show our Western counterparts, who thought 
little of us those days, that we too could do it”. (Indian Nuclear Programme, ibid) The fi rst, 
“experimental” nuclear explosion occurred on 18 May 1974, at the Pokhran test 
site, 450 kilometres southwest of New Delhi. The force of the explosion ranged 
between 8 and 12 kilotons depending on the source cited. Allegedly, when Indira 
Gandhi transmitted information about the effective testing, Ramanna resorted 
to an allegory and stated “Buddha smiles”. The Government of India qualifi ed 
the “smile of the Buddha” as a nuclear explosion for peaceful purposes. This 
confi rmed India’s position on the need to differentiate between tests for military 
and peaceful purposes. The reaction of the West however was not long in coming. 
Canada ceased cooperation with India in the nuclear power industry, while the US 
imposed sanctions and the then Secretary of State Henry Kissinger asserted “now 
even a local confl ict can turn into a ‘nuclear apocalypse’”. (Indian Nuclear Programme, ibid)

Over the next 15 years, work on improving nuclear “products” continued, but 
to a limited extent. Greater attention was paid to the development and improvement 
of means of delivering nuclear weapons. According to Indian experts, the strategic 
decision on the large-scale deployment of nuclear deterrence was made around 
1988–89, in response to Pakistan’s energetic efforts to develop and build its own 
nuclear weapons, with the help of China. At the same time, as already noted, for 
geopolitical reasons the US did not prevent the ruling circles of Pakistan from 
mastering the appropriate technologies. India then tested nuclear devices in May 
1998 and according to offi cial data the total strength of the explosion reached 
45 kilotons. This had been one of the key provisions of the Bharatiya Janata 
Party’s (BJP) election manifesto. The party led the ruling coalition after the 1998 
parliamentary elections that had taken place two months earlier. Less than three 
weeks later Pakistan conducted its fi rst nuclear test. In India, it is generally accepted 
that these tests created conditions for talking “on equal terms” with members of 
the “nuclear club” and prepared a new format for the country’s participation in the 
non-proliferation regime. (Bibek Debroy, Ashley J Tellis and Reece Trevor (Eds), Getting India Back on Track: 

An Action Agenda for Reform, Gurgaon: Random House, 2014, p298)

A year later, in April 1999, the Agni-2 nuclear launch vehicle was successfully 
tested, with a range of up to 2,000 kilometres. Several years later in July 2007, 
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with a positive result, a new type of ballistic missile, the Agni-3 was tested, 
capable of delivering a nuclear warhead up to a distance of 5,000 kilometres. In 
addition to ballistic missiles, India has nuclear charges that can be delivered to 
a target by the Jaguar, Mirage-2000N, MiG-27 and MiG-29 aircraft and soon 
with the Rafale fi ghters being acquired from France. Projects are also ongoing 
to diversify the delivery system for 
nuclear warheads. First, there is a plan 
to increase the survival rate of the 
national nuclear potential with the 
accelerated development of a nuclear 
submarine fl eet. Nuclear submarines 
will be fi tted with missiles with multiple 
independently targetable re-entry 
vehicles. These submarines could carry 
up to 12 missiles, with each capable of 
containing eight warheads of individual 
re-entry. Second, India intends to 
“modify” the existing railway system in 
the country, adapting it to the needs for 
the permanent movement of warheads 
and their carriers. Third, though only 
in theoretical form, is the prospect 
of increasing the nuclear deterrence 
potential of up to 200 warheads that 
could threaten 10–12 main industrial and political centres in China. At present, 
according to Western estimates, India has 135 warheads, while Pakistan has 145 
similar devices at its disposal. (Nuclear Weapons: Who has what at a Glance, Arms Control Association, June 

2018, online at https://www.armscontrol.org)

It is noteworthy that the actions of the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation 
bloc led by the US against Yugoslavia in the spring–summer of 1999 and similar 
action against Libya in the spring–summer of 2011 clearly demonstrated to the 
outside world the viability of the Indian logic of not acceding to the NPT. After 
these events, the world’s conviction grew stronger that nuclear weapons are a 
reliable guarantee against the doctrine of “limited sovereignty” and the policy 
of “unilateralism” that implements it. After an indefi nite extension of the NPT 
in 1995, the ruling circles of India see no urgent need to make amendments to 
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the existing document refl ecting new trends in the fi eld of the non-proliferation 
of nuclear weapons. The general position of the Indian administration was 
formulated on 6 October 2004, shortly after Manmohan Singh became the head 
of the country’s elected government. At a meeting with German Chancellor 
Gerhard Schroeder, he stressed that conditions for his state’s accession to the 
NPT had “not yet matured”. Subsequently, this view has been repeated several 
times by the highest representatives of the Indian administration.

For long, authoritative military experts and political scientists have noted 
the “fragility” of the nuclear weapons non-proliferation regime. In its own way, 
this contradictory state is refl ected by the position of India. (Andrey Volodin, “Svobodnaya 

Geometriya: Novaya Paradigma Mirovoj Politiki/Free Geometry: A New Paradigm of World Politics”, Politicheskij 

Zhurnal, vol13, no108, 2006, p4–7) The behavioural logic of India regarding the non-
proliferation of nuclear weapons may be schematically represented as follows. 
New Delhi has consistently adhered to its nuclear policy, which according to 
Indian military analysts has been rational. Indeed, it is diffi cult to challenge the 
central Indian thesis that the non-proliferation regime acts as a hidden form of 
domination for some and submission for others. India is among the top three 
countries in the world, along with Pakistan and Israel that have refused to sign 
the NPT due to their own specifi c geopolitical and strategic considerations. 
India’s position has not changed since 1968. In response to a question about 
the country’s attitude towards the NPT in the Lok Sabha (the lower house of 
the Indian parliament) in August 2010, then Foreign Minister SM Krishna 
reiterated the offi cial position on non-proliferation issues. “India has a long and 
consistent position regarding the NPT, which is that the treaty is discriminatory. 
India’s position remains unchanged. Despite the fact that India is not a party 
to the NPT, we are still committed to global, non-discriminatory and verifi able 
nuclear disarmament and the complete elimination of nuclear weapons within a 
certain period of time”. (Volodin, ibid)

India’s position on the NPT should be viewed in the context of current world 
politics. North Korea’s withdrawal from the treaty in 2003 in protest against 
violation of the country’s sovereignty resulted in hard sanctions. Similar action 
was taken by the US against Iran. These are the most egregious examples of the 
imperfections of the treaty, which from the beginning aimed at perpetuating the 
world order as existed after the Second World War. The fi ve victorious states—
China, France, the Soviet Union, the United Kingdom and the US—became the 
only permanent United Nations Security Council members with veto powers and 
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participation in the “nuclear club” seemed to be closed to other countries. This 
is how the foreign policy establishment in New Delhi thinks and its position is 
supported by the public opinion of the country. Taking advantage of the victory 
in the war against Pakistan and the creation of Bangladesh in 1971, Indira Gandhi 
made a political decision to implement the “Smiling Buddha” project, testing 
India’s fi rst nuclear device in 1974. The prime minister’s argument was that the 
tests were for peaceful purposes. She proceeded from the assumption that “offi cial” 
nuclear powers conducted nuclear explosions for peaceful purposes. The Soviet 
Union for example carried out a similar explosion to create an underground gas 
storage facility in the Turkmen Soviet Socialist Republic.

India believed that four permanent members of the United Nations Security 
Council and the then concurrent nuclear powers were waiting for their fi fth 
colleague—the People’s Republic of China—to close the nuclear “haves club” 
once and for all. An Indian expert even fi guratively called the situation “nuclear 
apartheid”. (Jaswant Singh, “Against Nuclear 

Apartheid”, Foreign Affairs, vol77, no5, 1998, pp41–52) 
While American scientists were not in 
awe of the Chinese nuclear programme, 
they failed to prevent it. (William Burr and 

Jeffrey T Richelson, “Whether to ‘Strangle the Baby in 

the Cradle’: The United States and the Chinese Nuclear 

Programme 1960–64”, International Security, vol25, no3, 

2000, pp54–99) One may retrospectively 
assume that Indira Gandhi had 
believed that an invitation would be 
extended to India for the Security 
Council and the desired “nuclear club”. 
Subsequently, after the “Smile of the 
Buddha”, Vajpayee reproduced textually Indira Gandhi’s hypothetical refl ections 
in an interview given with American President Bill Clinton. (Indian Nuclear Programme, 

ibid) The current reality of world politics, according to New Delhi, justifi es its 
position on the NPT. In addition the attitude of both North Korea and Iran to 
the nuclear non-proliferation regime has fallen hostage to the domestic political 
strategies and tactics of the forty-fi fth American President, Donald Trump.

An important fact is that the signing of the NPT by the Soviet Union/
Russia has never been part of the agenda of bilateral relations between Moscow 
and Delhi. However, both countries have come out against the proliferation of 
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nuclear weapons. As such the two sides signed the Delhi Declaration on the 
principles of a nuclear free and nonviolent world on 27 November 1986, seen 
as an outstanding political document of the “sunset” years of the Cold War. 
Through the declaration, Indian Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi and Soviet leader 
Mikhail Gorbachev called for the complete destruction of nuclear arsenals before 
the end of the twentieth century and declared nonviolence as the alternative 
for solving the problems of humanity. Unfortunately, the call for building a 
harmonious world of the future was not heard and today, near the end of the 
second decade of the twenty-fi rst century, the global order is once again based on 
“mutually assured destruction” and there is growing chaos. 

Moreover, the announced withdrawal of the US from the Intermediate-Range 
and Shorter Range Nuclear Forces Treaty (INF) will undoubtedly have a further 
negative impact on the nuclear and non-nuclear security of the South Asian 
region. It is well known that a certain number of such missiles are at the disposal 
of China, India and Pakistan. The current power “triangle” of Beijing–Delhi–
Islamabad is sustainable with certain reservations. The US’s withdrawal from 
the INF Treaty would almost surely push China to build up medium-range and 
shorter-range missiles, as there would be a real chance of Washington locating 
new aircraft in the Far East. In response to China’s actions, India would be forced 
to increase the production of this class of missiles, which would inevitably and 
fi nally upset the balance of strategic forces in the South Asian region.

Indian military experts believe the nuclear “race” in South Asia began when 
China became the owner of weapons of mass destruction using Soviet technology 
to counter the American threat. Russian specialists, historians of international 
affairs and the military however clarify that although theoretically cooperation 
could have taken place, the Soviet leadership at the time had refused to share 
“atomic secrets”, which was the real reason for the subsequent Soviet–Chinese 
ideological dispute and that differences in international communism and labour 
movements were secondary in relation to the fi eld of “sensitive” technology. 
Nevertheless, since October 1962, the “threat from the north” has become a 
central factor for Indian security and it has also been forced to take into account 
the “all-weather alliance” between Islamabad and Beijing, which requires a 
strategy of “minimal reliable deterrence”.

The Government of India operates on the basis of not only numbers, but 
also on ideas and assessments. Almost three years after the 1998 nuclear tests, in 
response to a question about the country’s defence policy in the Lok Sabha, the 
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then Minister of State for External Affairs, U Krishnama Raju had said, “The 
deterrent factor in India’s policy does not imply a fi xed quantitative assessment. 
It is a political approach dictated and determined by the context of the dynamics 
of our security environment”. It is thus in part infl uenced by the attitude of the 
Pakistani political establishment to the non-proliferation of nuclear weapons. 
Similarly former Pakistani President Pervez Musharaf had once stated, “Nuclear 
weapons are only important when they are operational and when goals and 
prospects for their deployment are not defi ned”. Some experts have alleged that if 
it deemed “necessary”, Pakistan could increase its potential to 200–220 warheads.

IS A CLASH INEVITABLE?

In regard to the actualisation of nuclear non-proliferation in South Asia, it 
is worth noting that some analysts in the West associate the fragility of the 

non-proliferation regime with the 
short-sighted activities of the US and 
its allies including “humanitarian 
interventions” and the participation 
of companies from the developed 
world in the formation of the “grey” 
market for nuclear material. Such 
material (“loose nukes”) in the hands 
of radical Islamists represents a direct 
threat to the non-proliferation regime 
as Islamic radicals cannot always be 
separated from international terrorists. 
South Asia is a good example of such 
a political “symbiosis”, where both 
forces, as a rule, take a stand for 
“nuclear nationalism”. The Indian 
mass media often point to the conscious, politically motivated use by the ruling 
circles of Pakistan of “nuclear nationalism” as a substitute for the socioeconomic 
modernisation of the country. Pakistani journalists in opposing this logic argue 
that India’s desire is to divert the attention of the international community from 
its own vigorous nuclear programme. In India there is no divergence between 
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various sociopolitical forces in relation to nuclear weapons. The government of 
the Indian National Congress carried out the fi rst nuclear explosion in 1974, 
while the leaders of the Bharatiya Janata Party made India a de facto nuclear state 
after the tests of 1998,

The West led by the US, failed to support the serious joint efforts of Brazil 
and Turkey to introduce Iran’s nuclear programme into the non-proliferation of 
nuclear weapons regime. At present, the nuclear agreement with Iran, achieved 
with great diffi culty in 2015, is being tested by the Trump administration. 
The initiatives of Indonesia and other countries for the peaceful settlement 
of the Libyan confl ict were practically ignored. Therefore, any actions by the 
US and its allies in the fi eld of nuclear non-proliferation or even disarmament 
initiatives emanating from Washington are unlikely to gain support from “new 
regional leaders”. Philosophically speaking, India and Pakistan represent the 
indissoluble dialectical interdependence of almost all aspects of the historical, 
economic, sociocultural and military-political reality of the South Asian region. 
Thus, the nuclear programmes of both countries are organically integrated into 
the structure of bilateral relations, which has a powerful “reverse” effect on the 
overall behaviour of the two main “actors” of the South Asian geopolitical space. 
The more than 40-year history of relations between India and Pakistan (with 
the invisible presence of China) regarding the acquisition and development of 
nuclear weapons leads to the formulation of some conclusions about the non-
proliferation of weapons of mass destruction in South Asia.

1. The South Asian region’s nuclear arms race was largely infl uenced by the 
“demonstration effect” of the acquisition of weapons of mass destruction by 
China in 1964.

2. The logic and inertia of further developments, that is, the successive acquisition 
of nuclear weapons by India and Pakistan, could not be controlled either by 
the infl uence of the “nuclear club” or international political institutions.

3. The adventurous and irresponsible actions of the West led by the US in other 
regions of the world (Iraq, Yugoslavia, Afghanistan, Libya, etc) made the non-
proliferation of nuclear weapons in the South Asian region a virtual certainty.

The nuclear stand-off in South Asia is unlikely to end in the foreseeable future. 
The historical perspective continues to play a destructive role by “anxiously” 
keeping alive memories of numerous “subcontinental” wars and confl icts, of 
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refugees and of personal and social tragedies and cataclysms. The activities of 
ruling elites, who have used external confl icts effectively to consolidate domestic 
political positions, have also played a role in the electrifi cation of interstate 
relations. The “subjective factor” is an important part of the historical process 
and world politics. As the orientalist RG Landau (Neskonchayem Vekminuvschij: Vospominaniya/

Never Ending Century Past: Memories, Institute of 

Oriental Studies, Moscow, 2018, p77) has stated, 
“History never develops according to 
readymade formulae and is not guided 
by the best principles. It is such as are 
the people who make it”. However, 
the world is changing irreversibly and 
its internal structure is continuously 
becoming more complex. New 
“categories of geopolitical games” 
threaten to destroy the fragile state 
of international relations. (Sergei Lavrov 

Zaveril Kabul v Priverzhennosti Regiona Razresheniyu 

Afganskogo Konfl ikta/Sergei Lavrov Assured Kabul of 

the Region’s Commitment to Resolving the Afghan Confl ict, 9 November 2018, online at http://afghanistan.ru) The 
parametric problems of the world and its regions will not be solved by “nuclear 
confrontation”. Enhancing trust between states for building a collective security 
system that effectively ensures harmonious development is extremely important 
not only for South Asia but for the whole world as well.

T H E  “ N U C L E A R  C O N F R O N T A T I O N ”  I N  S O U T H  A S I A

Some analysts in the West 
associate the fragility of the 
non-proliferation regime with 
the short-sighted activities of 
the US and its allies including 
“humanitarian interventions” 
and the participation of 
companies from the developed 
world in the formation of 
the “grey” market for nuclear 
material.


