
Counterterrorism in South Asia: The 
Nuclearization of South Asia 

One of the things that makes the India-Pakistan debate so vexing has been the introduction of 
nuclear weapons. India tested its first nuclear device in 1974. We now know that Pakistan 
began developing its nuclear weapons program perhaps as early as the mid-'60s, but in earnest 
in 1971 after that war with India in which India helped to liberate East Pakistan, which became 
Bangladesh.  
 
There's a very serious debate among scholars about how the introduction of nuclear weapons 
has affected the security competition between India and Pakistan. Nuclear optimists such as 
Sumit Ganguly argue that nuclear weapons actually make full scale war nearly impossible, 
because both sides understand that any conflict has the potential to accidentally or even 
purposefully escalate to the nuclear threshold.  
 
Then there are those who are nuclear pessimists who, for example, like Paul Kapur argue that 
in fact nuclear weapons make conflict at the lower level of the conflict spectrum more likely. So 
in other words, the presence of nuclear weapons confers upon Pakistan a certain degree of 
impunity to act. OK.  
 
Now in my own personal view, I think that this debate offers a false binary. Both of these 
positions are actually true. The evidence suggests that nuclear weapons has enabled Pakistan 
to not only use non-state actors, but as Pakistan's nuclear weapons program became 
increasingly robust-- moving from a covert program to being an overt nuclear weapons state-- 
Pakistan has been subsequently emboldened to be ever more aggressive in its use of non-state 
actors.  
 
However, once this conflict begins, nuclear weapons operate to constrain the two countries from 
actually going into full scale war. The constraint happens really through two mechanisms. One, 
it raises the cost of any Indian punitive action to punish Pakistan for its various non-state 
strategies. But also, these nuclear weapons pull in the United States and the international 
community so that we will also work very vigorously with India and Pakistan to find some face-
saving way so that both sides can back down the conflict spectrum.  
 
So the evidence for this is actually fairly compelling. What we can see looking at Pakistani 
defense literature is as early as the 1970s, Pakistanis began imagining that it's not that they 
needed to have a nuclear weapon, but rather that it was what India thought that they may have 
that actually gave Pakistan the position of power.  
 
So we see as early as the 1970s and continuing with the 1980s-- that is to say, long before 
Pakistan became an overt nuclear weapons state-- that Pakistanis felt that there was this 



nuclear overhang. And so if you can imagine plotting out Pakistan's nuclearization timeline, and 
it's worth noting that the Americans were so concerned about Pakistani advances in their 
nuclear weapons program, that the Americans first sanctioned Pakistan in April of 1979.  
 
So as you plot out Pakistan's progress from April '79 all the way to the nuclear test of 1998, 
what you see is Pakistan's nuclear umbrella began to expand. So did Pakistan's bravery, if you 
will, in using non-state actors. So from 1979 to circa 1984, '89, Pakistan begin supporting Sikh 
insurgents in India's Punjab.  
 
In the same period, circa '89 onward, it's also supporting insurgents in India's Kashmir. By the 
time we get to 1998, when both India and Pakistan have detonated their reciprocal test, 
Pakistan is so emboldened by the presence of its nuclear weapons that it actually sends in 
paramilitary troops disguised as mujahideen to seize Indian territory in the Kargil-Drass sectors 
of Kashmir. This becomes the Kargil War. And it's the first war between nuclear armed 
adversaries since the 1969 border clash between the Russians and the Chinese. 
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