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ABSTRACT

This article examines four India—Pakistan conflict episodes during
South Asias overtly nuclear era (1998-2018), asking why New
Delhi has consistently chosen temperate, measured responses to
significant Pakistani and Pakistan-abetted provocations. It argues
that, in combination, three of the most common explanations—
nuclear deterrence, U.S. crisis management, and a lack of favorable
conventional military options—best account for Indian forbear-
ance. Of these three causes, the nuclear factor is most important,
because the other two are both linked and subservient to it. The
Indo-Pakistani nuclear competition generates the urgent need
for crisis management and sharply diminishes New Delhi’s favor-
able options for conventional retaliation. While successive Indian
leaders from different political parties have often been criticized
for their unwillingness to launch more sizable punitive responses
against Pakistan, they should instead be lauded for their strategic
moderation. Indian decision making is the chief firebreak against
major, possibly nuclear, war in South Asia today.

Keywords: nuclear deterrence, nuclear proliferation, crisis behav-
ior, India—nuclear weapons, Pakistan—nuclear weapons, Kash-
mir, terrorism

RESUMEN

Este articulo examina cuatro episodios de conflicto entre India y
Pakistan durante la era abiertamente nuclear del Sur de Asia (1998-
2018), preguntandose por qué Nueva Delhi ha elegido consistente-
mente respuestas moderadas a importantes provocaciones paquis-
tanies. Sostiene que una combinacién de tres de las explicaciones
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mas comunesdisuasion nuclear, manejo de crisis de EE. UU. y la
falta de opciones militares convencionales favorables—son las que
mejor explican la indulgencia india. De estas tres causas, el factor
nuclear es el mas importante, porque los otros dos estan vinculados
y subordinados a él. La competencia nuclear indo-paquistani ge-
nera la necesidad urgente de una gestion de la crisis y fuertemente
reduce las opciones favorables que tiene Nueva Delhi para la reta-
liacién convencional. Mientras que sucesivos lideres de diferentes
partidos politicos han sido criticados frecuentemente por su falta
de voluntad para lanzar respuestas punitivas grandes contra Pa-
quistan, deberian mas bien ser alabados por su moderacién estra-
tégica. La toma de decisiones en India es el principal cortatuegos
contra una guerra mayor (y posiblemente nuclear) en el sur de Asia
en la actualidad.

Palabras clave: disuasion nuclear, proliferacion nuclear, comporta-
miento de crisis, India—armas nucleares, Pakistin—armas nuclea-
res, Cachemira, terrorismo
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hi and Islamabad went overtly nu-

clear in May 1998, India has been
the victim of repeated armed provoca-
tions by Pakistan and substate actors
supported by Pakistan. Each of these
attacks has sparked a crisis or serious
tension in Indo-Pakistani relations, and
in each case, Indian political leaders
have demonstrated notable forbearance
by not striking back in ways that might
escalate to a major India-Pakistan war.
India’s restraint was evident during In-
dia-Pakistan conflict episodes' in 1999,
2001-2002, 2008, and 2016. The long-
standing dispute over the territory of
Jammu and Kashmir? was at the root
of the spring 1999 conflict, which was
sparked by Pakistan’ initiation of secret
subconventional military operations
on the towering Himalayan mountain
peaks just across the line of control
(LOC) in Indian Kashmir. After ini-
tially struggling to mount an effective
military response, Indian forces even-
tually prevailed over the intruders with
ground and air attacks that were strictly
limited to the Indian side of the LOC.?
In December 2001, Jaish-e-Muhammad
(“Muhammad’s Troops”—]JeM) terror-
ists linked to Pakistan* ignited another
crisis with an attack on the Indian par-
liament in New Delhi. The crisis was
prolonged when militants followed up
in May 2002 with a mass-casualty attack
on an Indian military installation in
Kashmir. India responded with a mas-
sive mobilization of its military forces
along the Pakistani border and LOC,
and Pakistan reacted in kind. Although
India seemed close to launching a con-
ventional invasion of Pakistan at two

In the two decades since New Del-

distinct points in the standoff, known
as Twin Peaks, the crisis was eventually
resolved without the use of force in the
autumn of 2002.° In November 2008,
10 terrorists from the Pakistan-linked
Lashkar-e-Taiba (“Army of the Pure”—
LeT)® roamed around Mumbai un-
leashing a 60-hour bloodbath. The
terrorists came ashore on boats before
rampaging through the city murdering
civilians at luxury hotels, a busy rail sta-
tion, and other soft targets. The death
toll was 166.” As in 2001-02, Indian de-
cision makers debated launching a pu-
nitive military response, but Congress
party Prime Minister Manmohan Singh
ultimately desisted. Since 2008, there
have been no terrorist attacks of a simi-
lar magnitude, but a number of smaller
attacks—such as the January 2016 siege
in Pathankot—have been attributed to
terrorist groups that are known to have
ties with the Inter-Services Intelligence
organization (ISI)—Islamabad’s apex
spy agency. The most recent of these
took place in September 2016, when
infiltrators from Pakistan crossed the
Kashmir LOC and attacked an Indian
military encampment at Uri, killing 19
soldiers. In response, Bharatiya Janata
Party (“Indian People’s Party”—BJP)
Prime Minister Narendra Modi or-
dered what New Delhi termed “surgical
strikes” against terrorist “launch pads”
on Pakistan’s side of the LOC.®

In sum, we now have a substan-
tial historical record of Indian decision
making across two decades of an overt-
ly nuclear South Asia, involving differ-
ent types of Pakistani or Pakistan-abet-
ted attacks in both Kashmir and India
proper. During this period, different In-
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dian political parties and prime minis-
ters have been in office. Diverse groups
of Indian political leaders have repeat-
edly chosen circumspect responses that
have clearly been intended to limit es-
calation to a major India—Pakistan war.
Thus, the 20™ anniversary of the 1998
Indian and Pakistani nuclear explosive
tests is a propitious time to examine In-
dia’s political-military behavior in the
shadow of nuclear weapons. This paper
investigates a question of great impor-
tance for the future of crisis stability in
a nuclearized South Asia: Why has New
Delhi consistently chosen non-escala-
tory responses in the face of Pakistani
aggression?

There can be, of course, no mo-
no-causal explanations for such vital
and complex national security deci-
sions. Numerous, varied pressures
weigh heavily on decision makers, and
different individuals and organizations
prioritize these factors in different or-
ders. In addition, each individual con-
flict episode has its own idiosyncratic
contributing factors. Across the four
episodes, though, broader patterns
emerge from India’s policy choices that
narrow causes down to the most essen-
tial ones. Broadly speaking, the expla-
nations most often adduced by scholars
for India’s cautious responses to Paki-
stani and Pakistan-abetted aggression
identify four causes: (1) nuclear deter-
rence, or the fear that more lethal Indi-
an military action would run the risk of
Pakistani nuclear retaliation or set off
an uncontrollable escalatory process
that could lead to a nuclear exchange;’
(2) timely and energetic U.S. diplomat-
ic intervention to help manage conflicts

and reduce tensions before they escalate
to major war;" (3) an Indian “doctrine”
of strategic restraint that predisposes
political leaders to prefer nonmilitary
responses to security challenges ema-
nating from Pakistan;" and (4) a dearth
of good conventional military options
that would induce Pakistan to cease its
provocations without running the risk
of conflict escalation to major war, per-
haps even to a nuclear exchange."

My main argument has two
threads. First, three of these four caus-
es—nuclear deterrence, U.S. crisis man-
agement, and the lack of good conven-
tional military options—combine to
best explain Indian forbearance in the
face of Pakistani provocations. Second,
the primary factor causing India to re-
frain from more vigorous retaliation
has been nuclear deterrence. U.S. crisis
management and the absence of good
conventional military options were also
influential across the four conflict epi-
sodes, but less so. These two causes are
closely tied—and subservient—to the
influence of nuclear weapons, which
sparked U.S. crisis management efforts
in the first place and severely limited
Indian conventional military options.
I argue that the least compelling ex-
planation for Indian moderation is the
ostensible doctrine of Indian strategic
restraint, which stems mainly from
the deterrent power of nuclear weap-
ons themselves, not from any doctrine
or abiding principle of Indian strategic
culture. The remainder of this paper
is organized in the following way. The
next four sections, respectively, provide
succinct narrative accounts of the 1999,
2001-02, 2008, and 2016 India—Paki-



India’s Ways of (Non-) War: Explaining New Delhi’s
Forbearance in the Face of Pakistani Provocations

stan conflict episodes. The fifth section
is a comparative analysis of the four
most prominent explanations of India’s
strategic temperance in a nuclearized
South Asia. I assess how well each of
these arguments captures the pattern
of Indian caution, explain the relation-
ship between the primary and second-
ary causes noted above, and elaborate
at greater length on why nuclear deter-
rence is the most critical factor in the
Indian decision-making calculus. The
sixth and final section briefly examines
some implications of my argument.

The Kargil Conflict

n the spring and summer of 1999,
IIndia and Pakistan fought a limited

military conflict in the Himalayan
mountains of the disputed territory
of Kashmir. It began when Pakistani
troops of the Northern Light Infantry
(NLI) covertly occupied a number of
ridges on the Indian side of the LOC,
which had been vacated by Indian forc-
es in the winter.” By May, more than
a thousand troops in civilian clothes,
operating in small groups,'* had secret-
ly dug themselves into more than 130
posts along a 75-mile stretch of Hima-
layan ridges, “up to five miles deep on
the Indian side of the LoC” separating
Indian and Pakistani Kashmir. They
were armed with “machine guns, an-
tipersonnel land mines, man-portable
air defense missiles, mortars ... and
light artillery pieces.””> Some of the in-
truders’ positions overlooked Nation-
al Highway 1A, which is the best road
between Srinagar and Leh—and thus a
vital ground supply route to Indian mil-

itary forces both on the Siachen Glacier
and along the sensitive border between
Ladakh and China.' The Indian mili-
tary discovered Pakistan’s intrusion on
May 3. Six days later, the Pakistani sol-
diers destroyed an Indian ammunition
dump outside the town of Kargil."”

New Delhi’s initial response was
to send in thousands of soldiers to evict
the aggressors. Special forces person-
nel were dropped on to ridges by he-
licopter. Indian troops equipped with
howitzers, rocket launchers, and heavy
mortars launched attacks supported
by helicopter gunships. “The aim was
to surround the infiltrators and choke
oftf their supplies even while build-
ing up Indian strength to launch as-
saults”’® But, it soon became clear that
the army would need help. As Indian
forces attempted to push their way up
to extremely high altitudes—18,000
feet in some cases—they were easy tar-
gets for Pakistani snipers and gunners.
Not only that, but helicopter gunships
were of limited effectiveness at such al-
titudes. After taking heavy casualties,
the Indians realized that greater fire-
power would be necessary to dislodge
the Pakistanis. The Indian Air Force
(IAF) was initially skeptical about us-
ing fighter-bombers at Kargil, worrying
that it might escalate the conflict. The
IAF was supported in its initial caution
by the Cabinet Committee on Security
(CCS); however, mounting casualties
and subsequent consultation between
the army and air force chiefs led them
to conclude that the more potent IAF
assets should, in fact, be used. On May
25, the CCS ordered the Indian armed
forces to “take any action necessary to
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evict the invaders.”*® IAF ground-attack
aircraft began to pound the intruders’
positions on May 26. In the ensuing few
days, the Indian forces lost two aircraft
and a helicopter. In the longer term,
IAF operations had devastating effects
on the Pakistanis’ morale, as fighter air-
craft pummeled their vulnerable supply
lines.” The possibility of military oper-
ations across the LOC was a constant
subject of debate within the CCS, but
Indian forces were ordered to restrict
their operations to the Indian side of
the line.”

Indian leaders also tasked their
armed forces to prepare for war all along
the Indo-Pakistani border. In late May,
U.S. satellites detected these prepara-
tions. According to one account, “ele-
ments of the Indian army’s main offen-
sive ‘strike force’ were loading tanks,
artillery, and other heavy equipment
onto flatbed rail cars” In addition, U.S.
officials said later, “armored units in-
tended for offensive use were leaving
their garrisons in Rajasthan ... and pre-
paring to move.” As one analyst puts
it: “The key offensive formations in-
tended for the international border, the
three ‘strike corps, were ‘untouched’ by
Kargil deployments and thus available
if the political decision had been made
to deploy them.** A senior US official
recounts that “we could all too easily
imagine ... a deadly descent into full
scale conflict all along the border with a

danger of nuclear cataclysm.*

Nuclear-tinged statements by Pa-
kistani leaders fed into these concerns.

On May 30, four days after the IAF be-
gan attacking Pakistani positions, For-

eign Secretary Shamshad Ahmad said
that Pakistan would “not hesitate to use
any weapon in our arsenal to defend our
territorial integrity”?® One source spec-
ulates that this signaling was intended
to caution India “against any further
escalation, vertical or horizontal, in its
conventional military response along
the international border”” Indeed, ac-
cording to then-Indian Foreign Minis-
ter Jaswant Singh, New Delhi perceived
at one point that Pakistan was “opera-
tionalizing its nuclear missiles.”?® India’s
army chief during the conflict, V.P. Ma-
lik, recollects that, in turn, “we consid-
ered it prudent to take some protective
measures ... some of our missile assets
were dispersed and relocated”” Al-
though media reports suggested “both
sides moved ballistic missiles and pos-
sibly initiated nuclear weapons readi-
ness measures during the crisis,” the ex-
act nature of any such activities remains
unclear to this day.*

As of mid-June, India’s armed
forces continued to have strict orders
not to cross the LOC.>" The IAF was
carrying out some 40 sorties daily,’” in
an attempt to rout the Pakistani invad-
ers—or at least to soften up their posi-
tions so that Indian ground forces could
overwhelm them. In mid-June, the IAF
and the Indian Navy were put on alert,
with the Eastern Fleet reinforcing the
Western Fleet.”” The navy’s mission in
the Arabian Sea was to contain Paki-
stan’s naval assets in the event of con-
flict escalation. On June 18, Malik or-
dered his forces to be “prepared for
escalation—sudden or gradual—along
the LoC or the international border and
be prepared to go to (declared) war at
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short notice”** However, by the third
week of June, the tide had begun to turn
in India’s favor. Indian soldiers man-
aged to retake two vital posts on the To-
loling Ridge in the Dras sector, which
overlook National Highway 1A, the
ground supply route to other posts near
the LOC.” By late June, Indian “mech-
anised and artillery divisions [had] ad-
vanced to forward positions all along
the border in Gujarat, Rajasthan, Pun-
jab, and Jammu and Kashmir” All army
leave had been canceled. Trains contin-
ued to transport tanks and ammunition
toward the border in Rajasthan. The Pa-
kistan Army was making similar prepa-
rations for war near its preferred point
of attack along the Punjab frontier. But
neither army “made any decisive move-
ments” of its strike corps, and New Del-
hi remained resolute against crossing
the LOC.*

The Kargil fighting intensified,
so did the diplomatic maneuvering be-
tween New Delhi, Islamabad, Beijing,
and Washington.”” Indian Prime Min-
ister Atal Behari Vajpayee and his Paki-
stani counterpart, Nawaz Sharif, spoke
by phone several times in the early weeks
of the crisis, with Vajpayee telling Sharif
that India would do whatever was nec-
essary to drive the intruders back across
the LOC.*® In response, Sharif refused
to accept Pakistani responsibility for
the invasion. Senior State Department
officials also urged Pakistani leaders to
withdraw their forces from India’s side
of the LOC.”® During a visit to Beijing in
late May;, the chief of the Pakistan Army,
Pervez Musharraf, was urged to pursue
peace with India, an “implicit rejection
of Pakistan’s efforts to internationalize

the Kashmir issue through its precipita-
tion of the conflict over Kargil”* When
Indian foreign minister Singh met with
U.S. Deputy Secretary of State Strobe
Talbott in late May, Washington agreed
to take a firm stand with Pakistan, in re-
turn for which India reportedly pledged
not to cross the LOC or otherwise esca-
late the fighting.*' On June 11, Pakistani
Foreign Minister Sartaj Aziz traveled
to Beijing a day before meeting with
Singh in New Delhi. The Chinese urged
“negotiations and dialogue” to resolve
the Kargil matter; once again, “China’s
non-mention of the United Nations or
a role for the international communi-
ty in resolving the Kashmir issue con-
stituted rejection of Pakistan’s Kargil
gambit and an implicit gesture toward
India** Aziz’s talks with Singh the next
day were unavailing.

As fears of escalation grew, U.S.
President Bill Clinton called Vajpayee
and Sharif on June 14-15, urging both
sides to resist widening the conflict.*’
But, New Delhi’s patience was wear-
ing thin.** On June 17-18, Vajpayee
aide Brajesh Mishra told U.S. national
security adviser Sandy Berger that In-
dia might be compelled to escalate its
operations.* From Washingtons per-
spective: “by late June the situation was
deteriorating fast. The two parties were
engaged in an intense conflict along the
Kargil front and both were mobilizing
their forces for larger conflict. Casual-
ties were mounting on both sides. Our
intelligence assessments were pointing
toward the danger of full-scale war be-
coming a real possibility. The danger
was that the Indians would grow weary
of attacking uphill (actually up-moun-
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tain) into well dug in Pakistani posi-
tions ... New Delhi could easily decide
to open another front elsewhere along
the [LOC] to ease its burden and force
the Pakistanis to fight on territory fa-
vorable to India. Even if the conflict
remained confined solely to Kargil, the
danger of escalation was high”*® Deep-
ly concerned about the prospect of an
escalating war between two nuclear
weapons states, Clinton dispatched the
commander-in-chief of the U.S. Cen-
tral Command (CENTCOM), Gen.
Anthony Zinni, to Islamabad from June
23 to 27. Zinni urged Pakistani leaders
to call off the Kargil operation;" in re-
sponse, he reportedly received “fairly
clear” assurances from his interlocutors
that the so-called insurgents would be
withdrawn from the Indian side of the
LOC.*® Immediately after Zinni’s mis-
sion to Pakistan, U.S. Deputy Assistant
Secretary of State Gordon Lanpher
briefed Indian officials on Zinni’s trip
and urged continued Indian restraint in
the face of escalatory pressures.* Then,
during a late-June visit to Beijing, Sharif
was rebuffed in his efforts to seek Chi-
nese support for “Islamabad’s efforts to
internationalize the Kashmir issue

Ultimately, New Delhi’s resolve
to eject Pakistani forces from its side of
the LOC, Indian military successes on
the Himalayan ridges, and Pakistan’s
diplomatic isolation convinced Islam-
abad to call off its misadventure. On
July 2, Sharif called Clinton, pleading
for American intervention to stop the
fighting and mediate the Kashmir dis-
pute; Clinton replied that he could only
help if Pakistan first withdrew its forces.
A similar exchange took place the next

10

day, with Sharif offering to meet with
Clinton in Washington on July 4.°" Ac-
cording to one account, just prior to the
Clinton-Sharif meeting, U.S. officials
received “disturbing evidence that the
Pakistanis were preparing their nucle-
ar arsenals for possible deployment.”*
However, Musharraf contradicts this
version of events in his 2006 memoir:
“In 1999 our nuclear capability was not
yet operational. Merely exploding a
bomb does not mean that you are op-
erationally capable of deploying nuclear
force in the field and delivering a bomb
across the border over a selected target.
Any talk of preparing for nuclear strikes
is preposterous.”’

The July 4 meeting was tense,
with Clinton hammering home both
the need for Pakistani withdrawal and
the dark specter of nuclear war in South
Asia.>* At one point, “Clinton asked
Sharif if he knew how advanced the
threat of nuclear war really was? Did
Sharif know his military was prepar-
ing their nuclear tipped missiles? Sharif
seemed taken aback and said only that
India was probably doing the same.>
Indeed, India reportedly had been “do-
ing the same” In an unverified account
that refers to “several high-ranking [In-
dian] officials” but mentions no exact
dates, an Indian journalist writes, “India
... activated all its three types of nuclear
delivery vehicles and kept them at what
is known as Readiness State 3—mean-
ing that some nuclear bombs would be
ready to be mated with the delivery ve-
hicles at short notice”*® Clinton “then
reminded Sharif how close the U.S. and
Soviet Union had come to nuclear war
in 1962 over Cuba. Did Sharif realize
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that if even one bomb was dropped ....
Sharif finished his sentence and said it
would be a catastrophe” With Sharif
continuing to vacillate over a Pakistani
withdrawal from Kargil, Clinton grew
angry: “Did Sharif order the Pakistani
nuclear missile force to prepare for ac-
tion? Did he realize how crazy that was?
You've put me in the middle today, set
the U.S. up to fail and I won't let it hap-
pen. Pakistan is messing with nuclear

war.>®

Finally, Sharif agreed to with-
draw Pakistani forces in exchange for
U.S. diplomatic cover. In a joint state-
ment, he and Clinton expressed their
“view that the current fighting in the
Kargil region of Kashmir is dangerous
and contains the seeds of a wider con-
flict” In return for a restoration of the
“sanctity of the LOC,” Clinton pledged
to take a “personal interest” in helping
to resolve the Kashmir dispute.”® Days
later, Vajpayee announced that “the en-
emy’s intrusion and aggression in Kar-
gil has now been decisively turned back
... our troops are back on the LOC .... A
turning point has come” On July 11,
the Indian and Pakistani directors-gen-
eral of military operations (DGMOs)
agreed to end the fighting. A pullout
timetable was reached and the Paki-
stani withdrawal began.®' In a televised
address on July 12, Sharif told his peo-
ple “the deterioration in Pakistan-India
relations brought our two countries to
the brink of war .... We know that in a
nuclear conflict there can be no victors
.... It has been my constant effort that
our countries be spared the horror of a
nuclear war. Only a desire for collective
suicide can prompt us to take such a

11

step.”®* Indian Defense Minister George
Fernandes announced on July 17 that
“the war in Kargil has come to an end.
The last of the Pakistani intruders have

vacated our territory”

The “Twin Peaks” Crisis
n October 1, 2001, terrorists
from JeM attacked the Jammu

O and Kashmir legislative assem-
bly building in Srinagar, killing 38 peo-
ple.®* On December 13, JeM attacked
the Indian Parliament in New Delhi,
leaving 14 dead, including all six of the
terrorists. The strike at the heart of In-
dia’s government profoundly shook the
country’s national psyche. It was de-
scribed by Indian Home Minister L.K.
Advani as the “most audacious and
most alarming act of terrorism in the
history ... of Pakistan-sponsored ter-
rorism in India”®® New Delhi respond-
ed by launching Operation Parakram
on December 18. The Indian Army
deployed to border positions as New
Delhi put its combined military forc-
es—including those in Kashmir—on
high alert. India also severed road, rail,
and air links with Pakistan and recalled
its high commissioner from Islamabad.
Both sides reportedly moved nucle-
ar-capable ballistic missiles to posi-
tions closer to the Punjab border.% The
Indian government served notice that
unless Pakistan reined in its murder-
ous jihadi groups, India would do it for
them by destroying terrorist training
camps, sanctuaries, and supply routes
in Pakistani Kashmir." Ultimately, In-
dia moved roughly half a million sol-
diers—including three armored strike
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corps—to the parts of Punjab, Rajas-
than, and Gujarat bordering Pakistan.®®
One account argues that, “in the event
of Pakistani noncompliance, the Indi-
ans planned to launch rapid, multiple
strikes across the Line of Control into
Pakistan-administered Kashmir, de-
stroying terrorist training camps and
infrastructure and seizing territory that
would enable Indian forces to staunch
the flow of cross-border infiltration. In
case Pakistan sought to relieve pressure
on Kashmir by escalating the conflict
horizontally, Indian Army forces de-
ployed along the international border
would be prepared to meet and repulse
any Pakistani attacks”® Another an-
alyst notes that “what distinguished
the mobilization of 1999 from that of
2001-2002 is that in 1999 strike corps
were not moved to their launch areas.
In 2001-2002, they were”

Islamabad responded by mobiliz-
ing its own armor and 300,000 Pakistan
Army troops to the adjacent border ar-
eas of Punjab and Sindh.” In addition,
fearing that its nuclear forces might
come under attack, Pakistan “took alert
measures to disperse the nuclear weap-
ons and missiles to new locations away
from their storage sites.””> Early in the
crisis, Pakistani Gen. Khalid Kidwai,
director of the Strategic Plans Division,
the body responsible for the command
and control of Pakistan’s nuclear arse-
nal, publicly stated that nuclear weap-
ons would be used against India “if the
very existence of Pakistan as a state is
at stake” In addition, he pointedly set
out a number of red lines that would
cause Pakistan to respond with nuclear
weapons if deterrence failed. Foremost

12

among these was “India attacks Pakistan
and conquers a large part of its territo-
ry”” Across the border, Indian defense
minister George Fernandes hinted that
“India had prepared its nuclear assets
for retaliatory use in the event of a Paki-
stani first strike.”* Fernandes added that
India “could take a [nuclear] strike, sur-
vive and then hit back. Pakistan would
be finished”” As if to underline this
point, India test-fired its Agni-I inter-
mediate-range, nuclear-capable missile
in January.”

India’s compellent strategy was
partly aimed at inducing Washington
to urge Islamabad to stop supporting
jihad in Kashmir and India proper.
India’s arguments were bolstered by
President Bush’s post-9/11 doctrine of
targeting terrorists and the states that
support them. One account says that
“in the days after the Parliament House
strike, John McLaughlin, then the dep-
uty C.I.A. director, reported to the Bush
Cabinet that C.I.LA. and other intelli-
gence analysts believed that, because of
confusion among Indian and Pakistani
decision-makers about when and how a
conventional war would escalate, there
was a serious risk of the first hostile use
of nuclear weapons since Nagasaki.””’
On December 29, Bush called Indian
Prime Minister Vajpayee and Pakistani
President Pervez Musharraf to urge re-
straint; he also implored Musharraf to
“take additional strong and decisive
measures to eliminate the extremists
who seek to harm India, undermine
Pakistan, and provoke war” In addi-
tion, U.S. and British officials devised
a coordinated strategy of back-to-back
visits to the region, “with an eye to de-
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fusing tensions and postponing deci-
sions to launch hostilities””® On Janu-
ary 11, 2002, the Indian army chief, S.
Padmanabhan, issued a blunt nuclear
threat to the Pakistani leadership. If Pa-
kistan were to carry out a nuclear strike
against India, he said, “the perpetrator
of that particular outrage shall be pun-
ished so severely that their continua-
tion thereafter in any form of fray will
be doubtful” Responding to a reporter’s
question, he said, “We are ready for a
second strike, yes,” adding that India
had enough nuclear weapons for such
a response.”

As in the Kargil conflict, Pakistan
hoped that the latest crisis would cause
the United States to take a more active
role in resolving the Kashmir dispute.
Islamabad argued that the necessity of
mobilizing troops along the border with
India would require Pakistan to deploy
fewer soldiers in the post-9/11 hunt for
al-Qaeda and Taliban forces in north-
western Pakistan. New Delhis diplo-
matic strategy was more successful;
while Washington urged both sides to
back off, it pointedly put JeM and LeT®
on the State Departments list of foreign
terrorist organizations. Many U.S. offi-
cials’ main worry was that the dueling
mobilizations of Indian and Pakistani
forces would “trigger unintended esca-
lation to a general war or even nuclear
use.” As a State Department South Asia
specialist framed this concern: “The
question was would things get out of
hand and prompt one side or another
to slide toward [nuclear weapon] use ...
Escalation could come quickly”” Anoth-
er State Department official recollected
fearing that India and Pakistan could
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misperceive or not recognize each oth-
er's “red lines” A “seasoned diplomat”
in State’s South Asia bureau character-
ized the main danger as unintended es-
calation.® In her memoirs, U.S. Nation-
al Security Adviser Condoleezza Rice
wrote: “one thing was clear: whatever
the intentions of the two sides, they
could easily stumble into war whether
they intended to or not. Those nucle-
ar-armed adversaries could, within a
matter of hours, plunge the region into
chaos—possibly nuclear chaos™* Se-
nior British officials, too, were alarmed
at the possibility of escalation to nuclear
war.®

In response to Indian and U.S.
pressure, and with U.S. input, Musharraf
made an impassioned speech to the
Pakistani people on January 12, 2002,
in which he condemned the October
and December terrorist attacks in In-
dia. “The day of reckoning has come,
Musharraf said. “Do we want Pakistan
to become a theocratic state? Do we be-
lieve that religious education alone is
enough for governance, or do we want
Pakistan to emerge as a progressive and
dynamic Islamic welfare state?” Claim-
ing that “the verdict of the masses is in
favor” of the latter course, Musharraf
pledged that “no organization will be
allowed to indulge in terrorism in the
name of Kashmir;” and that “Pakistan
will not allow its territory to be used
for any terrorist activity anywhere in
the world”* Alas, Musharraf proved
unwilling to clamp down completely
on Pakistan’s jihadi groups. In the af-
termath of his January 2002 speech, Is-
lamabad arrested some 2,000 militants
and closed more than 300 of their of-
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fices, but few militants were prosecuted.
Moreover, the leaders of JeM and LeT
were released in March and promptly
vowed to reinvigorate the Kashmir in-
surgency.

On May 14, terrorists attacked
the Indian military base at Kaluchak in
Jammu, killing 34 people and reignit-
ing a full-blown crisis. Indian leaders
promptly resumed their consideration
of military strikes against terrorist
training camps in Pakistan.** As one
reporter vividly described the situation
in late May, “preparations for cataclysm
advance daily along the Indo-Pakistani
frontier. About 1 million soldiers have
crowded to the long border, equipped
with missiles, tanks, and fighter jets ...
War-fevered politicians in both capitals
organize appeals for national unity ...
And in the secret military warehouses
of both countries, engineers presum-
ably are turning screws on doomsday’s
reserve force—two crude but function-
al nuclear arsenals” On a visit to Jam-
mu, Vajpayee rallied Indian soldiers:
“the time has come for a decisive bat-
tle, and we will have a sure victory in
this battle” In turn, Musharraf strongly
implied that “if India insists on launch-
ing all-out war to attack Pakistan’s sup-
port for Kashmiri militants, Pakistan is
prepared to go nuclear”® Once again,
the Indian media breathlessly report-
ed official deliberations over military
options ranging from limited strikes
across the LOC to full-scale war. India’s
plan during the summer phase of the
10-month crisis was to “concentrate its
three strike corps in the Rajasthan sec-
tor, so as to draw Pakistans two strike
corps into desert terrain and inflict
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heavy attrition losses on them.”®” The In-
dian strike corps “were concentrated in
their respective assembly boxes, ready
to execute deep penetrating maneuvers
to engage and destroy Pakistan’s two
strike corps and seize the Sindh and
Punjab provinces, thus threatening to
effectively slice Pakistan in two.”®

Foremost in the minds of de-
cision makers on all sides in late May
was the nuclear shadow hovering over
the Subcontinent. As one Indian dip-
lomat said, “the idea that Pakistan will
cooperate in a conflict and comply with
India’s wishes to fight a limited war is
ridiculous. It will naturally be in their
interest to keep any conflagration as
unlimited as possible”® On May 22,
the Pakistani Minister for Railways—
and former head of ISI—Lt. Gen. Javed
Ashraf Qazi, said: “If Pakistan is being
destroyed through conventional means,
we will destroy them by using the nu-
clear option” As if to underline this
message, Pakistan test-fired three nu-
clear-capable ballistic missiles, which
the Indians interpreted “as a warning
... to apply brakes on India’s most am-
bitious plan ever” Musharraf claimed
that the tests “validated the reliability,
accuracy, and ... deterrence value of
Pakistan’s premier surface-to-surface
ballistic missile systems.””> On May 29,
Pakistan’s ambassador to the United
Nations defended his country’s refusal
to adopt a no-first-use nuclear posture
by asking rhetorically: “How can Pa-
kistan, a weaker power, be expected to
rule out all means of deterrence?” In
Washington, Secretary of State Colin
Powell and Deputy Secretary of State
Richard Armitage “worried ... about the
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nuclear dimension of the crisis” One
source reports that “the situation from
late May onward appeared sufficiently
bleak for the Pentagon to reexamine
the effects of nuclear weapons™ use on
the Subcontinent. One official vividly
remembers interagency discussions ...
on evacuating the embassies and U.S.
nationals in the event of a nuclear ex-
change. The Subcontinent’s seasonal
‘plumology’ was studied.” U.S. Embassy
staff in both New Delhi and Islamabad
worried about the possibility of the cri-
sis escalating to nuclear war.** Asked in
early June if his government had con-
sidered the possibility of war escalating
to the use of nuclear weapons, Indian
Defense Secretary Yogendra Narain
replied, “Certainly. But we don’t know
[Pakistan’s] nuclear threshold. We will
retaliate and must be prepared for mu-
tual destruction on both sides” All in
all, reports one authoritative account,
“Washington’s regional specialists were
nearly unanimous in predicting that
war was ... imminent. They saw no ob-
vious pathway for the two governments
to walk back from the brink™® A senior
U.S. intelligence analyst with years of
regional experience told the author in
early June 2002 that he estimated the
chances of India-Pakistan war at “100
percent.”

With Pakistan sending “many
signals to Delhi that any invasion of
Pakistan would warrant a Pakistani
nuclear response,”®” Washington began
another flurry of diplomatic activity to
prevent war in South Asia. The State
Department also issued a travel adviso-
ry urging U.S. citizens to leave India.”®
On June 6, Armitage went to Islamabad,
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where he reportedly elicited a promise
from Musharraf to “end cross-border
infiltration permanently”” Armitage
relayed this pledge to Indian officials
in New Delhi the next day. Two weeks
later, though, Musharraf seemed to
backtrack when he told a reporter, “I'm
not going to give you an assurance that
for years nothing will happen.”'® That
said, infiltrations across the LOC did
decrease during the summer before ris-
ing again in the autumn, “but not to the
level that they had been at previously,
prior to the commitments made by the
Pakistani government.”'”! Although the
immediate crisis faded in June, the In-
do-Pakistani troop buildup lasted until
October, when India announced that it
would withdraw its forces from the bor-
der with Pakistan. The Indian decision
came on the heels of state elections in
Kashmir, after which “there was no rea-
son to continue a deployment that has
placed enormous strains on personnel,
equipment, and morale”'* Pakistan
immediately reciprocated the troop
withdrawal. All sides agree that India
and Pakistan nearly fought a major war
in the summer of 2002. Musharraf said
war was “very close” Vajpayee called it
“a touch-and-go affair” U.S. Assistant
Secretary of State for South Asian af-
fairs Christina Rocca stated that the two

sides had “barely averted war’'*

The 26/11 Mumbai
Terrorist Attacks

n November 26, 2008, 10 LeT
terrorists went on a Kkilling
spree in Mumbai, India’s com-
mercial capital and second-largest city.
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Armed with AK-56 automatic assault
rifles, pistols, hand grenades, and im-
provised explosive devices (IEDs), and
supplied with satellite phones and GPS
sets,'” they murdered 166 people'® and
wounded more than 300 in a 60-hour
rampage. They departed from Karachi
by boat, hijacked an Indian vessel at
sea, arrived in Mumbai under cover of
darkness, split into four teams, and sys-
tematically carried out their assaults at
multiple locations, including the luxury
Oberoi-Trident and Taj Mahal Palace
hotels; a major railroad station, the Ch-
hatrapati Shivaji Terminus; a high-end
restaurant popular with tourists, the
Leopold Cafe; and a hostel run by the
Jewish Chabad-Lubavich movement.!%
The terrorists were directed during the
attacks in real time by LeT handlers in
Pakistan, and live television coverage
added to the shock value of the assaults.
Similar to the way Americans remember
“9/11,” Indians recall the Mumbai car-
nage simply as “26/11” The attacks did
not ignite a full-blown crisis like Twin
Peaks; nor did they set off an Indo-Paki-
stani military conflict like Kargil. How-
ever, “there was a sense of crisis, even if
less severe than in previous confronta-
tions.”'”” A subsequent U.S. Ambassador
to India, Timothy Roemer, said of 26/11:
“[the terrorists] almost started a war
between Pakistan and India that might
have resulted in some kind of a nucle-
ar war.’'%® At a minimum, the massacre
generated extreme pressure on the gov-
ernment of Prime Minister Manmohan
Singh to retaliate against Pakistan with
military force, which in turn stoked es-
calating Indo-Pakistani tensions.'” The
U.S. ambassador to India at the time of
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the attacks, David Mulford, character-
ized the prevailing atmosphere in New

Delhi as “war fever’!1°

The aura of looming confronta-
tion was intensified by a bizarre inci-
dent on November 28, while the attacks
were ongoing. A person claiming to be
Indian External Affairs Minister Pra-
nab Mukherjee made a telephone call
to Pakistan’s president, Asif Ali Zardari,
in which the caller threatened war.'!
Then-U.S. Secretary of State Condoleez-
za Rice recalls being told by a National
Security Council (NSC) staffer the next
day that “the Pakistanis say the Indians
have warned them that they’ve decid-
ed to go to war” Rice was surprised to
hear this, as Indian officials had been
emphasizing “their desire to defuse the
situation” When she finally reached
Mukherjee by telephone, he was away
from New Delhi campaigning in his
constituency. He said to her: “Would I
be outside New Delhi if we were about
to launch a war?”'"> For U.S. officials,
the mysterious telephone call “conjured
the specter of Pakistani military action
to preempt a feared Indian attack” One
NSC official recollected that “the fake
phone call recounted by Pak officials
changed everything—risked having all
spin out of control. The key was that we
were confident that India did not say
this [that India was preparing to attack
Pakistan], but they [Pakistani officials]
were all ramped up. Our job was to
bring them down.'"

Discussions between Indian lead-
ers focused on India’s “options, the like-
ly Pakistani response, and the escalation

that could occur”'* Senior national-se-
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curity officials met on November 29,
the last day of the bloodshed, to discuss
possible Indian responses. The gravity of
the situation was reflected in the meet-
ing’s roster of attendees, which included
Prime Minister Singh, the Defense Min-
ister, the National Security Adviser, the
heads of India’s two intelligence agen-
cies, and the service chiefs.""> Although
Singh made it clear at the outset that
he was not in favor of another massive
mobilization of forces like Operation
Parakram in 2001-02, more limited
military options were thoroughly dis-
cussed."® Air Chief Marshall Fali Major
reportedly “suggested striking terrorist
camps” on Pakistan’s side of the LOC in
Kashmir.'” Another credible account
of the meeting says that while Major
did say that Indian ground-attack air-
craft could hit training camps across the
LOC, he added that “precise coordinates
and adequate imaging weren't avail-
able”"'® Missile strikes against Pakistani
targets were another option, but “no one
could guarantee missile strikes wouldn’t
escalate into war, or even a nuclear ex-
change”'"® As for potential ground op-
erations, Chief of Army Staft (COAS)
Kapoor subsequently raised the possi-
bility of a limited ground strike approx-
imately 10-15 kilometers into Pakistani
Punjab.'® According to one account,
however, both he and Major “made it
clear that they lacked the wherewithal
for war if Pakistan decided to escalate
matters, adding that the Pakistan Army
was unlikely to not retaliate”*' Kapoor
also told Singh that special forces op-
erations might well fail.'* In another
meeting between Defense Minister A.K.
Antony and the service chiefs, Antony
asked Kapoor again about the prospect
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of limited ground strikes. One reliable
account has it that “Gen. Kapoor is said
to have responded that an operation was
possible but he would need a week’s no-
tice and that it would be a ‘highly risky’
affair .... In the Army’s assessment, any
strike would definitely lead to an escalat-
ed military conflict and the government
ought to be prepared for it. The air force
agreed that a strong Pakistani reaction
was certain”'? Covert operations were
also discussed, but the Research and
Analysis Wing (RAW), India’s external
intelligence agency “admitted that it had
no assets in Pakistan to carry out such
an action.”'**

In sum, secret Indian delib-
erations about the use of force in re-
sponse to the 26/11 attacks were char-
acterized by deep uncertainty about
the likelihood and nature of Pakistani
retaliation, leavened with worst-case
expectations of significant escalation
potential. One thorough study of the
26/11 episode argues that “Indian of-
ficials were genuinely conflicted about
how to respond to Pakistan. They cer-
tainly did not want to risk a nuclear
exchange. They also wanted to avoid
undercutting a new and fragile civilian
government .... But they did not want
their country to appear weak”™* As a
consequence of this dilemma, senior
Indian officials signaled mixed messag-
es regarding their intentions, especially
in the early days following the attacks.
On the one hand, they periodically is-
sued warnings that all options, includ-
ing military ones, were on the table.'*
Accompanying these signals were stern
pronouncements, such as Mukherjee’s
veiled threat that “we are determined
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to take the strongest possible measures
to ensure that there is no repetition of
such acts”**” On the other hand, Indian
officials repeatedly maintained that the
political leadership had decided against
military action.’”® Meanwhile, reputa-
ble media accounts in early December
tended to focus on the possibility of
so-called surgical strikes against “mili-
tant infrastructure” in Pakistani Kash-
mir, even as prominent national-secu-
rity figures weighed in with warnings
about the dangerous consequences of
even limited attacks.'?® Across the bor-
der, Pakistani leaders, uncertain which
of these messages were authentic, grew
fearful that India was gearing up for a
military response and braced them-
selves for an attack."® One retrospective
account suggests that both the Indian
and Pakistani air forces raised their
alert levels “during and immediately
after the attacks,” and that Pakistan put
its “advance ground units on alert”**!
Pakistan’s concerns about Indian mili-
tary action drove esteemed nuclear sci-
entist Samar Mubarakmand to note in
a television interview that Pakistan was
“capable of launching a nuclear missile
against India with ten minutes’ notice,”
and that “the force that launched first
had an advantage.'**

As in 1999 and 2001-02, U.S.
policymakers were quick to mobilize in
an effort to prevent Indo-Pakistani ten-
sions from spiraling into a full-blown
crisis or even war. Within 24 hours of
the attacks, President Bush had spoken
with both the Indian and Pakistani lead-
ers by telephone. He counseled restraint
and offered investigative resources to
India. The administration also began to
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coordinate with President-elect Barack
Obama, who would inherit the after-
math of the crisis in January 2009."* A
Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI)
team arrived in Mumbai on Decem-
ber 1.”* U.S. decision makers initially
feared that India might carry out air
strikes on LeT camps in Pakistan. LeT’s
“home base” was in Muridke, Punjab, in
a heavily populated area about 20 miles
north of Lahore. Said one official: “It
would have meant a conventional war
or worse. Plus the bad guys would have
been long gone”?* Another concern
was that Pakistan might try to preempt
limited Indian Army thrusts across the
international border, often referred to
under the moniker of “Cold Start!*
U.S. analysts tried hard to read Indian
intentions as the confrontation unfold-
ed, but their view inside the CCS was
“incredibly murky”*” As one granular
narrative summarizes U.S. perceptions:
“The Mumbai attacks sparked concerns
about a replay of escalatory actions by
India and Pakistan” during the Twin
Peaks crisis. “Indian officials were ...
blaming Pakistan for the attacks. Any
conflict between the two nuclear-armed
neighbors could get out of hand. Paki-
stani leaders vowed to respond to any
attack by India as a threat to Pakistan’s
sovereignty and survival, while Indian
leaders pointedly did not take off the ta-
ble limited-war scenarios.”'*

Senior U.S. officials also traveled
to the region to meet with their Indian
and Pakistani counterparts. Secretary
Rice interrupted a trip to Europe to
meet with Mukherjee on December 3.
She cautioned New Delhi against ac-
tions that might produce “unintended
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consequences.” At the same time, Adm.
Michael Mullen, Chairman of the Joint
Chiefs of Staff (JCS), was in Islam-
abad meeting with President Zardari
and COAS Ashfaq Parvez Kayani. Rice
then traveled from India to Pakistan,
where she met with Zardari, Kayani,
Prime Minister Yousuf Raza Gilani,
and Foreign Minister Shah Mahmood
Qureshi.”” Immediately after the Mum-
bai attacks, India had demanded that
Pakistan apprehend 20 high-profile
terrorist suspects and extradite them
to India for trial.'"® Rice and Mullen
complemented that message by urging
their Pakistani interlocutors to aggres-
sively investigate and bring to justice
those responsible for the carnage, with
Rice adding that there was “irrefutable
evidence” that Pakistani nationals were
involved in the massacre.'! Days later,
U.S. Sen. John McCain, visiting Islam-
abad after talks in New Delhi, warned
Pakistani leaders that India “would
be left with no choice but to carry out
surgical strikes against” targets linked
to the Mumbai attacks unless Pakistan
cracked down on terrorist elements.'*
In sum, U.S. crisis-management priori-
ties in early December were to convince
New Delhi not to respond militarily
to 26/11, and to “get the Pakistanis to
cough up people and clamp down [on
terrorists]” In response, Islamabad—
which denied any connection to the
Mumbai tragedy—went through the
motions of arresting 22 LeT members,
banning LeT affiliate Jamaat-ud-Dawa
(“Society for Proselytization”—JuD),
and putting LeT/JuD leader Hafiz Saeed
under house arrest. But, there was “no
systematic crackdown on LeT’s infra-
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structure and apparatus in Pakistan”'*

A week after the LeT attacks, it
looked as though the danger of a major
crisis had been contained. An Indian
diplomat emphasized to his counter-
parts in the U.S. embassy in Islamabad
that “India has issued no war warnings
to Pakistan and had not mobilized its
forces”* Indian Foreign Secretary
Shivshankar Menon subsequently told
U.S. diplomats that “India, in the wake
of the Mumbeai attacks, had conscious-
ly not built up troops on the border, as
it had following the 2001 attack on its
Parliament.”'* New Delhi did, however,
put on hold the “Composite Dialogue,”
a diplomatic process begun in 2004
that had generated some momentum
in attempting to resolve a number of
India-Pakistan political conflicts. As
U.S. diplomats in New Delhi explained,
“the Mumbai terrorist attacks deeply
angered the Indian public. This time,
in addition to the reactions against Pa-
kistan, Indians directed a new level of
fury at their own political establish-
ment, which they feel failed to protect
them” The “public’s anger pushed”
Prime Minister Singh to “shelve” the di-
alogue.' In a forceful speech in Parlia-
ment on December 11, Singh described
Pakistan as the “epicenter of terrorism,’
warned that Indian restraint should not
be “misconstrued as a sign of weakness,’
and demanded that the “infrastructure
of terrorism” in Pakistan be “disman-
tled permanently” But, the bulk of the
prime minister’s speech focused on the
necessity of domestic security reforms
and improving future efforts to prevent
attacks.'"” Generally speaking, New
Delhi’s “focus was primarily on domes-
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tic security measures, rather than on
military action or on coercive threats
aimed at Pakistan .... The Indians took
no rhetorical or military steps to threat-
en to attack Pakistan as they did during
the 2001-2002 crisis.”**®

Still, tension lingered into
mid-December and beyond. Islamabad
claimed that Indian fighter jets violated
Pakistani airspace on December 13.'¥
Alongside media reports that “Indian
air force units were placed on alert for
possible strikes on suspected terrorist
camps inside Pakistan,”'* this height-
ened the tension among Pakistani de-
cision makers. The Pakistan Air Force
(PAF) carried out exercises over major
northern cities and Kashmir on Decem-
ber 22, and on December 23, the head
of Indias Western Air Command, Air
Marshal PK. Barbora, said that India
had “earmarked” 5,000 Pakistani targets
for air strikes.'”" At the same time, Pa-
kistani COAS Kayani warned that Pa-
kistani military forces would “retaliate
within minutes” if India carried out a
surgical strike within Pakistan.'** In late
December, the Indian Army extended
the presence of two brigades in Rajas-
than after scheduled seasonal exercis-
es.”” In response, Islamabad moved
some 5,000-7,000 troops from the
Federally Administered Tribal Areas
(FATA), bordering Afghanistan, east-
ward to positions along the LOC and
the Punjab frontier."** Senior Pakistani
officials asked the Indian side to pull its
forces back from the border area, and
repeated that Pakistan would meet any
Indian aggression, even surgical strikes,
with quick retaliation. Still, the two
sides continued to communicate direct-
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ly in an effort to ease the tension. On
December 26, for example, the Indian
High Commissioner in Islamabad told
the Pakistani foreign secretary “that In-
dia had no plans to go to war’>> With
the arrival of the new year, hostilities
gradually abated. India had once again
chosen not to retaliate militarily in the
face of egregious provocation by Paki-
stan-based terrorists.

The Uri Attack and Indian

“Surgical Strikes”

n the pre-dawn hours of September
I 18, 2016, four guerrillas from Pa-

kistan attacked an Indian army en-
campment roughly 6 kilometers from
the LOC. The attackers, armed with
grenades and assault rifles, slaughtered
19 Indian soldiers and wounded 20, be-
fore themselves being killed in a 3-hour
gun battle. The scene of the carnage, a
brigade headquarters, was unusually
crowded at the time with two battalions
of soldiers rotating in and out. Many of
the casualties had been sleeping in tents
and other temporary shelters, which
quickly caught fire when the attackers
used incendiary ammunition. The as-
sault at Uri was India’s largest mass-ca-
sualty attack since Mumbai in 2008 and
the deadliest raid on an Indian base in
Kashmir since 2002. It was carried out
in the context of a rapidly deteriorating
security situation in Indian Kashmir
since the July 8 killing of a Hizbul Mu-
jahideen commander, Burhan Wani, in
a shootout with security forces. Since
Wani’s death, more than 80 people
had been killed and thousands more
wounded in hostilities between protest-
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ers and government forces. The attack
also followed on the heels of cross-bor-
der strikes on an Indian police station
at Gurdaspur in July 2015 and an IAF
base at Pathankot in January 2016, both
in Punjab. Seven Indians were killed in
each of those assaults.'*

The Uri massacre caused an out-
cry in India. The number of dead and
wounded, and the gruesome manner
in which they were killed or injured,
generated heated demands for a puni-
tive response by the BJP government of
Prime Minister Narendra Modi. Elect-
ed in 2014, Modi had offered Pakistan
several olive branches in an attempt to
stabilize Indo-Pakistani relations, but
his efforts had come to naught. Modi
had been critical of the previous gov-
ernment of Manmohan Singh for not
retaliating more forcefully to Pakistani
provocations like the Mumbai attacks
of 2008. Modi’s supporters strongly
approved of his more muscular dispo-
sition, and the Indian media in Uri’s
aftermath were filled with breathless
speculation about strikes against “ter-
rorist infrastructure” on the Pakistani
side of the LOC. Hours after the attack,
Modi pledged that “those behind this
despicable act will not go unpunished.”
The BJP’s national general secretary,
Ram Madhav, added fuel to the fire by
declaring: “For one tooth, the complete
jaw. [The] days of so-called strategic
restraint are over.” Indias DGMO said
that the attackers were “foreign terror-
ists” whose weapons had “Pakistani
markings.”*” Indian home minister Ra-
jnath Singh was more explicit, tweeting
that: “Pakistan is a terrorist state.”'*®
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As in previous crises, Indias
national-security leadership gathered
quickly to discuss “possible long-term
options to retaliate against jihadist lo-
gistics and the Pakistani military infra-
structure” In a September 19 meeting
at Modi’s residence, the prime minister,
home minister Singh, Defense Minister
Manohar Parrikar, Finance Minister
Arun Jaitley, and National Security Ad-
viser Ajit Doval were told by the senior
military leadership that Pakistan had
“raised its defensive posture along the
LOC” by “fortifying its positions,” mak-
ing an Indian military response risky.”**°
On September 22, the Indian DGMO,
Lt. Gen. Ranbir Singh, briefed Modi
and his national security team more
specifically on “LOC strike options.”'¢
An American analyst captured the di-
lemma faced by New Delhi: “India still
lacks military options that could satisfy
its strategic objectives, the first of which
is to get the Pakistani army to demobi-
lize the most potent anti-India militant
groups.” Punitive retaliation “robust
enough to really harm the Pakistani
military could also leave that military
unwilling and unable to demobilize
the most potent anti-India militants
in Pakistan. And even if Indian forces
had the ability to move into Pakistani
territory to inflict major damage on
the army, Pakistan could use its nucle-
ar weapons to stave off defeat. ... But a
restrained use of force could signal lack
of Indian resolve, thereby emboldening
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the Pakistani military:

Meanwhile, Pakistan’s leadership
vigorously denied any involvement in
the Uri attack, instead criticizing New
Delhi for the ongoing violence in Kash-



Indian Politics & Policy

mir. In a speech before the U.N. Gener-
al Assembly (UNGA) on September 21,
Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif argued
that “a new generation of Kashmiris
has risen spontaneously against India’s
illegal occupation—demanding free-
dom from occupation. Burhan Wani,
the young leader murdered by Indian
forces, has emerged as the symbol of
the latest Kashmiri intifada,” while New
Delhi has responded with “brutal re-
pression by India’s occupation force of
over half a million soldiers”'** During
the UNGA meeting in New York, U.S.
Secretary of State John Kerry met with
both Sharif and Indian External Af-
fairs Minister Sushma Swaraj, urging
them to avoid escalating the conflict in
Kashmir.'®* At home, Pakistani leaders
girded themselves for a potential Indi-
an attack, while at the same time issu-
ing their by-now characteristic nuclear
deterrence threats. Army chief Raheel
Sharif said that his forces were in their
“highest state of vigilance” along the
border.'* PAF fighter aircraft practiced
takeoffs and landings on a major six-
lane highway connecting Islamabad
and Lahore, in the process blocking
traffic and closing commercial airspace.
Although officials characterized this as
a “routine” air defense exercise, it was
anything but.'®® Meanwhile, in a Sep-
tember 26 television interview, Paki-
stan’s Defense Minister, Khawaja Mu-
hammad Asif said: “Tactical [nuclear]
weapons, our programmes that we have
developed, they have been developed
for our protection. We haven't kept the
devices that we have just as showpieces.
But if our safety is threatened, we will
annihilate them [India]”'®® However,
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unbeknownst to Islamabad, Modi had
already made his decision in favor of a
limited military strike and conveyed it
to his senior-most advisers on Septem-
ber 23.'7

On September 29, Indian DGMO
Singh announced that the army had
carried out “surgical strikes” the night
before against terrorist “launch pads”
on the Pakistani side of the LOC. “Ter-
rorist teams, he said, “had positioned
themselves” at these staging areas “with
an aim to carry out infiltration and
terrorist strikes in Jammu and Kash-
mir and in various other metros in our
country” Singh claimed that the Indian
strikes had caused “significant casual-
ties,” but pointedly added that the army
had no “plans for continuation of fur-
ther operations.” Lastly, Singh said that
he had informed the Pakistani DGMO
of the Indian operation and “explained
our concerns.”'*® In the following days,
details of the “surgical strikes” emerged
in the Indian and international media,
although many of them were contradic-
tory or simply mistaken.'® Apparently,
some 70-80 special forces commandos
crossed the LOC on foot under cover
of Indian mortar and machine gun fire.
Armed with assault rifles, rocket-pro-
pelled grenades, shoulder-fired mis-
siles, pistols, and plastic explosives, the
soldiers advanced some 1-3 kilometers
into Pakistan-administered territory
and attacked six to seven launch pads—
essentially safe houses where militants
gather prior to infiltration across the
LOC. Early Indian estimates put the
number of militants killed in the raids
as high as 45, which is almost certainly
inflated. The Economist’s estimate of “a
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dozen or fewer” killed is probably clos-
er to the mark.'”

While some early accounts of
the Indian strikes portrayed them as
a fundamental change in New Delhi’s
policy regarding Pakistan’s support for
subconventional operations across the
LOC,"" it was soon revealed that In-
dia had occasionally executed its own
shallow incursions across the LOC to
prevent and disrupt such operations.'”?
What was different this time was the
“public—and political” announcement
of the strikes.'”” Of all the available mil-
itary options, Modi had chosen the one
that was least likely to escalate into a
larger conflict with Pakistan,'”* while at
the same time sending a message to Is-
lamabad, the international community,
and Modji’s frenzied domestic audience.
Indeed, the option he chose was so lim-
ited that Pakistani leaders were able to
deny that it even happened, so as to pre-
empt pressures from their own public to
retaliate in ways that might spark esca-
lation. Pakistani officials termed India’s
assertion of “surgical strikes” a “fabrica-
tion,” claiming instead that two of their
soldiers were killed by Indian forces fir-
ing across the LOC."”> New Delhi had
also received diplomatic cover from the
United States in the form of a telephone
conversation between national security
adviser Doval and his U.S. counterpart,
Susan Rice. In that conversation, which
seems to have occurred just before the
strikes, Rice “strongly condemned” the
Uri attack and highlighted the “danger
that cross-border terrorism poses to the
region”'’¢ Indian officials publicized
Rice’s message at the same time that the
surgical strikes were announced, leaving
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the strong impression that Washington
supported India’s right to self-defense
and did not oppose the attacks.

In the immediate aftermath of In-
dia’s surgical strikes, both sides braced
themselves for more violence. Fearing
a Pakistani reprisal, India ordered an
evacuation of communities in a 10-ki-
lometer belt along the Punjab border
between the two countries.'”” New Del-
hi also raised the alert status of its West-
ern and Northern commands and can-
celed leaves in both commands,'” while
the Pakistan Army maintained its own
heightened state of readiness and also
canceled all leaves.'” Clashes continued
in their “normal” fashion across the
LOC, with regular exchanges of small
arms and mortar fire."® At the same
time, the two governments indicated
that they did not wish to see the fighting
escalate. In the first week of October, the
Indian and Pakistani national security
advisers spoke by phone multiple times
and agreed to defuse tensions along the
LOC." Modi’s decision to retaliate in a
limited way across the LOC, targeting
militants rather than Pakistan army
forces, combined with Islamabad’s de-
cision to deny that the surgical strikes
had even taken place, dampened what
otherwise might have developed into a
full-blown Indo-Pakistani crisis.

Comparative Analysis

his section analyzes the relative
strength of the four most com-
mon explanations for India’s
moderation in response to Pakistaniand
Pakistan-abetted armed provocations
over the last two decades. Again, this is
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not a question of one explanation being
“right” and the others “wrong” Mono-
causal explanations rarely suffice when
it comes to complex national decisions
regarding the use of force. Rather, a
combination of three of the four factors
presented in the introduction—nucle-
ar deterrence, U.S. crisis management,
and the lack of good conventional mili-
tary options—more effectively explains
Indian forbearance in the face of Paki-
stani provocations. Below, I assess their
relative importance to generate a rich
explanation. My analysis leads me to
conclude that the primary factor caus-
ing India to demonstrate “uncommon
restraint after severe provocations”'®?
has been nuclear deterrence. Two other
factors, U.S. crisis management and the
absence of good conventional military
options, were also influential across
the four conflict episodes, but less so.
The least compelling factor was the
ostensible doctrine of Indian strategic
restraint, which rests on shaky prem-
ises. Both secondary factors are close-
ly tied—and subservient—to nuclear
weapons, which sparked energetic U.S.
crisis management efforts and severely
limited Indian conventional military
options. Moreover, nuclear deterrence

was the real cause of India’s “strategic
restraint.”

Each of the four cases under
examination began with aggression
against India emanating from Paki-
stan. Two of the attacks—one by Paki-
stani forces in 1999, the other by Paki-
stan-based terrorists in 2016—involved
breaches of the LOC dividing the two
countries’ territory in Kashmir. The
other two assaults were carried out in
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India’s largest cities—New Delhi in
2001 and Mumbai in 2008—by terror-
ist groups with close ties to Pakistan’s
intelligence agency, the ISI. (And the
2001 onslaught was followed by an-
other mass-casualty attack against an
Indian military installation in Kashmir
in 2002.) Each of these strikes was se-
verely provocative, because of the large
number of fatalities, the audacity of the
target, or both. In every case, India’s
most senior national security officials
convened quickly in the CCS to dis-
cuss a range of potential responses.'®?
The mooted military options tended to
involve everything from very limited,
post-Uri-like ground incursions across
the LOG, to air strikes against terrorist
targets in Pakistani Kashmir or Pun-
jab, to a conventional ground invasion
across the international border.'® In
each case, the Indian prime minister
chose a measured response tailored to
avoid escalation to major conventional
war, and possibly a nuclear exchange.

Nuclear deterrence was the deep-
est root of Indian caution. Any analysis
of the role of nuclear deterrence on In-
dian decision making must begin with a
simple truth: It is difficult, if not impos-
sible, to “prove” that nuclear deterrence
“worked” in any given case. In order to
do so, one would have to compile mu-
tually consistent, authoritative accounts
of key decision makers, to the effect
that they were primed to order military
operations but refrained from acting
because they feared nuclear retalia-
tion by the other side or an escalation
spiral that might lead to a nuclear ex-
change. Indian leaders would naturally
be reluctant to admit either that they
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were actively planning military strikes
or—more importantly—that they were
dissuaded from doing so by Pakistani
nuclear weapons, which would signal
weakness and set a bad precedent.'® As
Robert Jervis writes, “to project an im-
age of high resolve and preserve their
bargaining power for future confron-
tations, states have an interest in min-
imizing the extent to which others be-
lieve that they were influenced by their
adversary’s threats, especially threats to
use nuclear weapons.”’*¢ What analysts
sometimes forget is that it is equally
difficult to “prove” that nuclear deter-
rence “did not work” during a particu-
lar conflict episode. Nuclear deterrence
is a psychological process wherein one
side’s capabilities and signaling work in
often subtle ways on the perceptions,
fears, and ambitions of the other side’s
most important actors. What we are left
with, then, is to assess the plausibility of
deterrence having “worked””

Generally speaking, the effects of
nuclear deterrence on Indian behavior
since 1998 have been twofold. First, the
option of a major conventional military
invasion of Pakistani territory (not Pa-
kistani Kashmir) is no longer feasible
for Indian decision makers. This is a
stark contrast with South Asia’s pre-nu-
clear era, when New Delhi launched
substantial ground attacks on Pakistani
soil during wars over Kashmir in 1965
and Bangladesh in 1971. The impli-
cations of this change can scarcely be
overstated. What it means is that the
punitive option that would best leverage
India’s overall advantages in material
power over Pakistan, a war of attrition
employing India’s greater military and
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economic resources, has been removed
from the Indian strategic toolkit. Sec-
ond, Indian planners are acutely aware
that any substantial military response
to cross-border provocations raises the
possibility of an escalation spiral that is
fraught with peril and might lead to nu-
clear war. As a consequence, they have
been forced to choose options that have
little or no chance of triggering a pro-
cess of escalation to conventional, and
then possibly nuclear, war. Thus, India’s
abiding strategic dilemma in South
Asia’s nuclear era is that any military of-
fensive robust enough to compel Paki-
stan to change its behavior runs the risk
of nuclear retaliation, while Indian mil-
itary strikes that are certain not to pro-
voke a Pakistani nuclear response, or an
escalatory spiral that might lead to such
a response, are unlikely to change Paki-
stan’s behavior.

During the 1999 Kargil crisis,
India responded forcefully after the
discovery of Pakistani intruders on its
side of the LOC in Kashmir.'"¥” How-
ever, India’s military forces had strict
orders from the political leadership to
carefully limit their operations to the
Indian side of the LOC, despite the fact
that more aggressive operations across
the LOC would have empowered the
air force and army to disrupt Pakistani
supply lines and shortened the conflict.
One source says that Pakistan made
four distinct nuclear threats toward In-
dia in an attempt to deter New Delhi
from escalating the conflict."*® More-
over, each side repositioned its ballis-
tic missiles, raising concerns across
the border. These signals seem to have
worked: numerous analysts “concur
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that the prospect of a Pakistani nuclear
reprisal deterred New Delhi from esca-
lating the conflict in ways that not only
would have worked to India’s tactical
advantage, but also would have saved
Indian lives”'** Paul Kapur marshals an
impressive roster of senior Indian offi-
cials who deny that Pakistan’s nuclear
weapons deterred Indian forces from
breaching the LOC in 1999."° But, oth-
er accounts suggest that some of those
same Indian leaders were actually very
mindful of the nuclear dangers. One
observes that “Prime Minister Vajpayee
was known to have seriously considered
a Pakistani nuclear strike had India es-
calated the war” In a “crucial closed-
door meeting, ... Vajpayee expressed his
apprehension about Pakistan using the
nuclear weapon if India enlarged the
conflict by crossing the LOC”"' Army
chief Malik recounts that “the nuclear
weapons factor played on the minds of
the political decision makers ... political
and military planning and preparation
for conflict escalation had to be car-
ried out carefully. Escalation control
was essential”'*? It was not the fear of
an immediate Pakistani nuclear reprisal
that deterred New Delhi from sending
its army across the LOC; it was, rath-
er, Indian officials’ understanding that
the war could escalate from there to
the international border, and perhaps
beyond, into the nuclear realm. Many
observers have pointed out that this dy-
namic represents a distinct shift in In-
dian behavior since the 1965 war, which
began with a clandestine Pakistani effort
to foment rebellion among Muslims in
Indian Kashmir. For example, Narang
writes that: “The BJP, fearing Pakistan’s
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now-credible nuclear threats, curtailed
the Indian military’s options to expel
Pakistani forces and strictly prevented
any operations on or above Pakistani
soil. This was in striking contrast to the
manner in which India had conducted
previous engagements with Pakistan,
most notably in response to the 1965
infiltration, which provided the blue-
print for Kargil”'® Although Indian
officials are circumspect about admit-
ting that they were deterred by Pakistan
from choosing more muscular military
options, for the reasons noted above, “it
is exceedingly difficult to imagine their
having been so restrained in the ab-
sence of the dissuasive power of Paki-
stan’s nuclear weapons. This is especial-
ly so when 1999 is viewed in contrast to
the 1965 Indo-Pakistani war, when—in
response to successive Pakistani provo-
cations—India chose escalatory options
both in disputed Kashmir and along the
international border**

The influence of nuclear deter-
rence on Indian calculations during
the 2001-02 crisis was even more pro-
found. For nine months after the attack
on the Parliament complex, India and
Pakistan’s armed forces were mobilized
along the international border and
LOC, including long stretches of time at
their highest alert levels. India enjoyed
an advantage with three strike corps to
Pakistan’s two; unlike during Kargil, the
Indian strike corps were poised for ac-
tion in their forward launch areas. Both
sides tested nuclear-capable ballistic
missiles and repositioned missiles clos-
er to the international border. Pakistan
also deployed its nuclear-capable at-
tack aircraft to forward bases near the
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border." Senior officials on both sides
exchanged pointed, aggressive, nucle-
ar-tinged threats. Pakistani president
Musharraf recollects that he transmit-
ted repeated nuclear-deterrent messag-
es to Indian prime minister Vajpayee
via intermediaries. One retrospective
analysis counted 17 nuclear threats,
nine issued by Pakistan and eight by In-
dia.”® India was ready to launch major
conventional military operations, and
Vajpayee apparently came very close to
making a decision for war in both Janu-
ary and June 2002."”

Instead, he chose peace. Author-
itative accounts based on extensive in-
terviews point to nuclear deterrence as
the main factor inducing New Delhi to
stand down. “The risk of nuclear escala-
tion, [Indian] officials said, was import-
ant in shaping Indian policy responses.
Vajpayee feared that a full-scale mili-
tary response to Pakistan-backed ter-
rorism could precipitate a wider con-
flagration” Even small reprisals across
the LOC could lead to an escalatory
spiral—a “possibility unacceptable in a
nuclear South Asia” The same source
concludes that “nuclear weapons played
a central role in ensuring that the cri-
sis provoked by the terror strike on In-
dia’s Parliament did not lead to war”**®
Vajpayee’s National Security Adviser,
Brajesh Mishra, recollects that in Janu-
ary 2002 there “was a 90 per cent pos-
sibility of going to war”'®® Mishra says:
“we were pretty sure—fairly certain—
that if we crossed the border, Pakistan
would threaten the use of nuclear weap-
ons. Actual use is uncertain, perhaps
doubtful” In Mishra’s view, “the risk of
nuclear weapons use increased sharply
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as soon as Indian forces crossed either
the LOC ... or more critically the in-
ternational border” He maintains that
“there was no such thing as limited war
in the India-Pakistan context, argu-
ing that if you cross the [LOC] or the
Punjab border there is bound to be an
all-out war; and that Pakistan would es-
calate and this would be the mechanism
for nuclear use”® Narang writes: “Just
as in Kargil, India was—at great cost—
deterred from employing limited, let
alone overwhelming, conventional
force against Pakistan across the inter-
national border or the LOC. Although
several factors may have stopped Delhi
from executing Parakram, the role of
Pakistan’s asymmetric escalation pos-
ture in deterring India’s conventional
assault was crucial .... Such an attack,
as was contemplated in May and June
2002, risked triggering nuclear use and
was thus no longer possible”*' Indian
fears were shared across the border. In
interviews, President Musharraf has re-
called “many sleepless nights” just after
the Parliament attack, asking himself
whether he would or could deploy nu-
clear weapons” He “contemplated the
use of nuclear weapons, but decided
against doing so out of fear of retali-
ation”*” During the second peak of
the crisis, Musharraf remembers that
he “hardly slept for several nights”
and “feared nuclear war” According
to Michael Cohen, who interviewed
Musharraf,” the latter “knew that any
Indian invasion would have quickly
triggered Pakistani nuclear escalation,”
and he “worried that nuclear war would
engulf his country”?” In sum, the Twin
Peaks crisis had the effect of further
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embedding the fear of nuclear war in
the perceptions of Indian and Pakistani
officials. As one analysis notes, with
each new crisis, the “constraining role
of nuclear weapons” became “more ex-
plicit2*

Despite the severity of the Mum-
bai attacks, the near-crisis that followed
receives less attention than Kargil or
Twin Peaks. This is ironic, because
while this episode was relatively muted,
it was muted mainly because—10 years
after South Asia’s overt nuclear weap-
onization and seven years after India’s
frustrating Operation Parakram—it
had been established that a significant
conventional Indian military response
was simply out of the question. Thus,
the case in which the impact of nucle-
ar deterrence on Indian behavior may
have been greatest is the least examined
one. Indians were naturally outraged at
the slaughter in Mumbai, but Congress
Prime Minister Singh decided virtu-
ally immediately that his government
would react with restraint and delib-
eration, not repeating the Twin Peaks
rush to mobilization, which had cost
India dearly in blood, treasure, and
reputation. New Delhi’s circumscribed
response represented the evolutionary
“locking in” of nuclear deterrence be-
tween the two South Asian rivals.

When Indian national security
officials met after Mumbai, they dis-
cussed military options ranging from,
at the high end, limited ground strikes
across the Punjab border and, at the
low end, “surgical strikes” against ter-
rorist targets in Pakistani Kashmir. In
between were air and/or missile strikes
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against terrorist “infrastructure” across
the LOC, but military leaders admitted
that they lacked reliable enough intel-
ligence to recommend such operations.
The strong consensus among the ser-
vices was that Pakistan would retali-
ate for any Indian aggression, and the
service chiefs made it abundantly clear
that they were not ready to engage in a
substantial conventional conflict with
Pakistan (which will be further ad-
dressed below). Political leaders were
themselves very mindful of the escala-
tion risks, and did not want to run the
risk of a nuclear exchange. Although
insisting that all options were on the ta-
ble, the government “conceded that its
military options to retaliate against Pa-
kistan were again limited, because any
meaningful strikes risked uncontrolla-
ble escalation, possibly up to the nuclear
level. India was once again deterred by
Pakistan’s perceived low nuclear thresh-
old from executing retaliatory airstrikes
against suspected [LeT] camps in Pa-
kistan for fear of escalation to general
war. %> Michael Krepon writes: “[Prime
Minister] Singh, like Vajpayee, appears
to have concluded soon after the Mum-
bai attacks that the benefits of punishing
Pakistan would likely be modest and the
risks would likely be great. Foremost
among those risks was the possibility
of uncontrolled escalation resulting in
nuclear detonations”** Because of New
Delhi’s subdued reaction, the resulting
tension saw limited escalation and only
three nuclear threats.”” The Pakistan
Army took several precautionary steps,
such as moving a modest number of
ground forces and heightening the alert
status of others. Both air forces were
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briefly on alert, and the PAF carried
out and loudly advertised exercises of
its fighter aircraft. Ultimately, though,
India refrained from launching military
strikes, again demonstrating its dilem-
ma in South Asias overt nuclear era:
meaningful military operations against
Pakistan run the risk of catastrophe,
while lesser ones have little chance of
bringing about desired changes in Pa-
kistani policies.

The September 2016 Uri attack
and India’s response again demonstrat-
ed the effects of nuclear deterrence on
Indian decision making. Prime Minis-
ter Modi had repeatedly criticized New
Delhi’s weakness in not standing up to
Pakistani provocations, often calling
out his predecessor, Manmohan Singh,
by name for not retaliating against Pa-
kistan after the 2008 Mumbai slaughter.
Modi’s senior national security aides
had pledged on many occasions that
Indians could expect him to respond to
Pakistani aggression with much greater
resolve than had his predecessors. Then
the gruesome Uri attack sparked the
onset of a familiar cycle—full-throated
calls for revenge in the Indian media, a
cross-border war of words including a
very precise nuclear threat by the Pa-
kistani defense minister, both armies
put on alert in Punjab and Kashmir, an
emphatic show of force during PAF “ex-
ercises,” and India’s evacuation of bor-
der villages in Punjab. After the usual
Indian discussion of military options,
Modi then picked one with little po-
tential for escalation to a conventional
war and, possibly, a nuclear exchange.
As a longtime Indian defense journalist
put it, Modi “chose the option that was
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least likely to escalate to an all-out war.”
More robust choices “were ruled out as
they raised the specter of a nuclear con-
flict”208

Overall, after 20 years of an
overtly nuclear South Asia, there is a
broad consensus that Indian and Paki-
stani nuclear weapons deter major war
between New Delhi and Islamabad.
Stephen Cohen calls this the “reality of
[nuclear] deterrence” on the Subcon-
tinent. Ashley Tellis writes: “Pakistan’s
construction of a large, diversified,
and ever-expanding nuclear arsenal ...
serves to prevent any significant Indian
retaliation against Pakistan’s persistent
low-intensity war for fear of sparking a
nuclear holocaust” This represents an
“insidious kind of ‘ugly stability’ over
the past few decades” After the 2008
Mumbai episode, Kenneth Waltz wrote:
“Both countries know that a serious
conventional conflict risks a resort to
nuclear weapons. Given that neither In-
dia nor Pakistan can know whether its
opponent will resort to nuclear use, ei-
ther inadvertently or on purpose, both
are disincentivized from beginning a
conventional conflict at all as the antic-
ipated result is simply disastrous.” Also
after Mumbai, Krepon wrote: “Nuclear
weapons have played a significant part
in previous crises on the subcontinent.
As deterrence optimists argue, nucle-
ar weapons may well have reinforced
caution and helped to forestall escala-
tion across the nuclear threshold” For
Narang, the Kargil, Twin Peaks, and
Mumbai episodes “reveal that Pakistan’s
asymmetric escalation posture means
that major conventional war—even in
retaliation—is no longer a viable option
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for India ... Pakistan’s ... posture inhib-
ited Indian leaders from executing mil-
itarily effective retaliatory options that
might have otherwise been on the list
of choices for fear of triggering Paki-
stani nuclear use” In George Perkov-
ich’s view, expressed just after the Uri
attack, “mutual nuclear deterrence has
made leaders on both sides conclude
that major warfare between the two
states would be suicidal.” But, the Paki-
stan-generated “low-intensity conflict
can escalate,” leading to what he calls
an “unstable equilibrium.” The bottom
line, however, is that: “The leaders of
India and Pakistan understand that
they have more to lose than to gain by
military conflict. They both have inter-
ests in avoiding escalation, in part due
to the shadow of potential nuclear war
if escalation did occur” Perkovich and
Toby Dalton write: “Reviewing the re-
cord of conflicts and crises in South
Asia since 1990 through a prism of es-
calation dominance indicates that the
threat of any conflict becoming nuclear
has had a dampening effect on Indian
strategy and decisionmaking ... The
possibility of escalation drove India to
limit the geographic scope of its air-
strikes during the 1999 Kargil crisis. It
was also a major element of the decision
calculus that led India to mobilize forc-
es but not cross the border during the
2001-2002 crisis, and to limit responses
to economic and diplomatic means fol-
lowing the attacks in Mumbai in 2008
Rajesh Rajagopalan observes that the
“fear of nuclear escalation prevented
India from responding to terror attacks
on ... the Indian Parliament [2001], on
Indian military establishments, and on
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Mumbai, as well as many other less se-
rious attacks.”*”

Another significant factor in
New Delhi’s choices to respond to Pa-
kistani aggression in ways that would
not escalate out of control was the crisis
management role of the United States.
U.S. initiatives to dissuade Indian de-
cision makers from carrying out more
punishing military operations were
most important during the Kargil and
Twin Peaks episodes. In the aftermath
of the Mumbai attacks, U.S. interven-
tion was significant, but less so than
in 1999 and 2001-02, mainly because
Prime Minister Singh decided very
early on that India would not mobilize
its armed forces, which in turn sent a
strong signal to Pakistan and the world
that New Delhi would not mount a ro-
bust military reprisal. U.S. crisis man-
agement was notably less pronounced
during the 2016 Uri aftermath, with
senior Obama administration officials
seeming implicitly to condone India’s
right to respond proportionately.*"°

If it is difficult to show that nu-
clear deterrence has “worked” in a giv-
en situation, it is too easy to show that
U.S. suasion “worked” in the same con-
text. While deterrence is invisible and
plausibly deniable by the deterree, crisis
intervention is typically highly visible,
with senior U.S. officials embarking on
whirlwind tours of South Asia at crit-
ical junctures, activity that is highly
visible via the media and for which the
intervening government is always will-
ing to take credit. Particularly salient in
this regard were trips to the region by
CENTCOM commander Zinni in June
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1999, as the Indian government was fac-
ing severe escalatory pressures during
the Kargil conflict; by Deputy Secre-
tary of State Armitage in June 2002, as
the Twin Peaks crisis crested its second
peak; and by Secretary of State Rice and
JCS chairman Mullen during the Mum-
bai tensions in December 2008. Fur-
thermore, in all three cases, presidents
Clinton and Bush energetically worked
the phones with their Indian and Paki-
stani interlocutors.

Just as important as the fact, and
number, of the visits and phone calls
by U.S. (and occasionally British) offi-
cials was the message they consistent-
ly hammered home; namely, that any
escalation of the crises to substantial
cross-border military operations would
run a serious risk of further tit-for-tat
escalation. Were that to happen, U.S.
leaders could easily imagine two pos-
sible paths to a nuclear exchange: first,
if India decided during such an esca-
lation process to invade Pakistan, and
its forces were winning preliminary
engagements and making progress into
Punjab or Sindh, Islamabad would be-
gin to consider, and perhaps eventually
order, nuclear strikes against the invad-
ing forces or on targets within India;
second, the fog of war during escalation
would generate severe stresses on men
and machines, with the possibility of
inadvertent escalation to a nuclear ex-
change growing with every step up the
ladder. In each case except for Uri in
2016, there was a distinct synergy be-
tween nuclear deterrence and U.S. con-
flict management, which complement-
ed, reinforced, and strengthened each
other. However, nuclear deterrence
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deserves pride of place, because if nu-
clear weapons had not been potential-
ly involved, crisis-management efforts
would have been less urgent, possibly
even negligible. This synergy between
them was demonstrated most obviously
during the Kargil conflict, whose de-
nouement included the extraordinary
meeting in which President Clinton
accused Pakistan of “messing with nu-
clear war” Zinni, too, was unsparing
in his language to Pakistani officials: “I
put forward a simple rationale for with-
drawing: ‘If you don’t pull back, you're
going to bring war and nuclear anni-
hilation down on your country.”?"' As
Lavoy summarizes the synergy between
nuclear deterrence and crisis manage-
ment in 1999, “the fear of nuclear war
did drive the international community
to end the crisis as quickly as possible
and prevent Pakistan from claiming
a victory that could validate a defense
strategy based on nuclear threats and
military aggression.”** Similar dynam-
ics were apparent in the Twin Peaks and
Mumbai cases. U.S. diplomatic inter-
vention undoubtedly played a role in
persuading Indian leaders not to attack
Pakistan in response to the terrorist at-
tacks in New Delhi, Kashmir, and Mum-
bai. Here again, though, it is virtually
impossible to disentangle U.S. diplo-
macy from the underlying fear of pos-
sible escalation to a nuclear exchange.
As Krepon writes, “Washington did
not need much prompting to engage in
crisis management, as nuclear capabili-
ties and the potential for missteps, ac-
cidents, and breakdowns in command
and control grew on the subcontinent.
While nuclear dangers during crises re-
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mained hard to assess, underestimating
them was a luxury that senior US policy
makers could not afford.”*?

One analysis completely dis-
counts the role of nuclear weapons and
deterrence in arguing that U.S. conflict
management was the cause of Indian
restraint during Kargil and Twin Peaks.
Mistry maintains that these “crises end-
ed because of non-nuclear factors rath-
er than because of nuclear deterrence. A
larger war was averted not because—as
supporters of nuclear deterrence theory
would suggest—the threat of Pakistani
nuclear retaliation deterred Indian mil-
itary action against Pakistan. Instead,
war was averted because of U.S. diplo-
matic efforts that restrained the parties
from military escalation.”*"* It is difficult
to accept the idea that, in two major cri-
ses within four years of India and Pa-
kistan conclusively demonstrating their
long extant nuclear prowess, nuclear
weapons would have had no discern-
ible effect at all on the perceptions and
strategic calculations of Indian decision
makers. Part of the problem with Mis-
try’s analysis is that he repeatedly con-
flates Indian planning that was not de-
terred and escalatory possibilities with
actual military operations. His article is
littered with Indian military actions that
“could have” happened, “would have”
happened, were “likely to have” hap-
pened, “came close” to happening, and
other similar formulations.*”> At one
point, he writes about the Twin Peaks
crisis: “Neither was India’s military de-
terred from an attack against Pakistan.
India’s military came close to attacking
Pakistan on two occasions.”*® (Empha-
sis added.) Surely attacks either happen
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or they do not, and nuclear deterrence
is about deterring action rather than
planning. In any event, Mistry contra-
dicts himself by offering a more tenable
posture in another 2009 writing: “The
[Kargil and Twin Peaks] crises did not
escalate to a major war. Nuclear deter-
rence induced caution among securi-
ty planners on both sides and was one
factor that checked them from quickly
escalating to large-scale military oper-
ations, although conventional deter-
rence and international diplomacy also
contributed to this military restraint”*"’
The threat of escalation to the nuclear
level provided both the best reason for
Washington’s crisis management efforts
and the most compelling argument U.S.
interlocutors could use to ease the two
sides away from war.

A third causal factor in the pat-
tern of Indian moderation has been
New Delhi’s lack of favorable conven-
tional military options at key moments.
This might be framed as conventional
deterrence, but—here again—it is ana-
lytically difficult to disentangle conven-
tional from nuclear inhibitions against
the Indian use of large-scale force. As
noted previously, Pakistan’s nuclear
weapons have taken away the option
that in South Asia’s pre-nuclear era was
India’s ace in the hole: a major conven-
tional assault across the India—Pakistan
frontier that would take advantage of
India’s superiority in armored strike
forces, attack aircraft, and overall ma-
terial resources to overwhelm Paki-
stan’s armed forces.”® For the last two
decades, India’s conventional military
advantage has rested not on glaring net
asymmetries between Indian and Paki-
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stani air and ground forces,*'* but rath-
er in its ability to grind Pakistan down
in a longer, attrition-style ground war.
But, this is exactly the type of assault
Pakistan’s nuclear weapons and asym-
metric escalation posture most cred-
ibly deter”*® During the cases under
examination, if India had clear, even
blitzkrieg-level, superiority in ground
forces, and could have inflicted a severe
defeat on Pakistani forces, it would have
run serious risks of a nuclear reprisal.
Furthermore, looming over Indian con-
sideration of even limited conventional
strikes across the established interna-
tional border is that India is damned if
it loses, but also damned if it wins, be-
cause Pakistan might well respond to
imminent defeat by resorting to nuclear
weapons. Large military organizations
are not enthusiastic about, or good
at, winning big ... but not too big. The
champions of Cold Start-type limited
war operations have not succeeded in
convincing their political masters that
they know where the line is between
penetrating “far enough” versus “too
far” into a nuclearized Pakistan.

Even absent the constraints im-
posed on Indian decision making by
Pakistan’s nuclear weapons, it is argu-
ably the case that India has never had
good options for going on the offen-
sive against Pakistan over the last 20
years. Strikes against terrorist targets
across the LOC are likely to have mini-
mal impact on Pakistan’s willingness to
support cross-LOC attacks. Kashmir’s
mountainous terrain is unpromising
for meaningful conventional incur-
sions, militants are likely to have evac-
uated their rudimentary encampments
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and escaped at first warning of major
Indian military operations, and—in
any event—DPakistans terrorist infra-
structure extends well beyond Kashmir.
Only a successful Indian conventional
invasion across the international border
might compel changes in Pakistani be-
havior, but—nuclear weapons aside—
analysts tend to agree that India does
not have sufficient conventional supe-
riority along its Western frontier to be
confident of victory. India’s overall ad-
vantages in conventional military forc-
es are reduced by its need to keep hun-
dreds of thousands of troops engaged in
Kashmir®*! and deployed in the eastern
part of the country against potential
threats from China. Although the Indi-
an army has three strike corps to Paki-
stan’s two, their peacetime positions are
relatively far from the border, and their
mobilization times remain slow. Paki-
stan Army strike corps are much clos-
er to the border in peacetime, and the
country’s narrow geography means that
its internal lines of supply and commu-
nications are considerably shorter than
its opponent’s. Because India would be
unlikely to have the advantage of stra-
tegic surprise in a sudden crisis, by the
time its strike corps are poised for battle
after 2-3 weeks of mobilization, Paki-
stan’s would be well positioned for both
defensive and counter-offensive opera-
tions.””” While India enjoys somewhat
favorable ratios of tanks, fighter air-
craft, and other equipment, these ratios
are not high enough for Indian military
planners to provide assurances of suc-
cess to the political leadership.””* Lastly,
India’s armed forces have been plagued
by obsolete tanks, armored vehicles,
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artillery pieces, and other equipment,
as well as chronic shortages of officers,
ammunition, missiles, air defense as-
sets, and war stores.?**

These restraints on Indias con-
ventional warfighting potential came
into play in each of the four cases.
During Kargil and Twin Peaks, official
Indian estimates put the country’s con-
ventional combat edge over Pakistan
at an estimated 1.1-1.2:1, essentially
“operational-level parity”?* The ofhi-
cial Indian government review of the
Kargil conflict says flatly: “On the In-
dian side, it had been made abundantly
clear that the Indian Army has not for
sometime enjoyed a punitive edge over
the Pakistan Army to adopt an effective
pro-active strategy”**® were India to es-
calate the fighting. During Twin Peaks,
New Delhi opted for a full mobilization
of Indian forces without any specific
guidance as to what their mission(s)
would be. V.K. Singh, then a Brigadier
with the XI Corps in Punjab, recalls
that the “very first few days of Opera-
tion Parakram exposed the hollowness
of our operational preparedness.*’
With three strike corps ready to roll
out of their launch areas, Prime Min-
ister Vajpayee twice backed away from
the brink of war. One account quotes
a senior BJP foreign policy adviser as
saying, “the notion that international
pressure from the United States im-
pelled India to hold fire in 2001-2002
and defuse the crisis was a political
excuse. The real problem was a lack
of viable military options.”**® In 2008,
Prime Minister Singh, apparently hav-
ing learned from the 2002 mobilization
fiasco, resisted pressures to order the
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Indian military into action in retalia-
tion for the Mumbai massacre. Singh’s
instinctive caution was undoubtedly
bolstered by senior army leaders’ view
that an “inadequate and obsolete arse-
nal at their disposal mitigated against”
war.””® The army chief’s admission that
India was unprepared for war with Pa-
kistan was the “most visible manifesta-
tion of the ‘hollowing out’ of the Indian
Army”*° After intensive discussion of
options, even the most limited military
response was ruled out, owing partly
to Indian conventional deficiencies.”!
In 2016, with Indian military forces
still suffering from shortcomings that
“raise serious questions whether In-
dia can undertake large-scale military
operations at all,” and which suggest
that “Indian policy makers cannot be
confident that even a limited resort to
military force would achieve a rapid re-
sult,’*? Prime Minister Modi belied his
more hawkish reputation by ordering
pinprick military operations in Kash-
mir that were militarily insignificant.
One influential Indian defense analyst
was of the view that Indian conven-
tional warfighting capabilities were
even worse in 2016 than they had been
in 2008.***

A fourth potential explanation
for Indian forbearance in the face of
repeated provocations is New Delhi’s
alleged “strategic restraint doctrine,”
which is said to be a driving force be-
hind the political leadership’s tight lim-
itations on the use of military force.”**
For Cohen and Dasgupta, India has a
“deeply embedded tradition of strate-
gic restraint” In this view, “reticence
in the use of force as an instrument
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of state policy has been the dominant
political condition for Indian thinking
on the military”*** This “long-standing
international political-military pos-
ture” can be traced to the views of In-
dian nationalist heroes like Gandhi
and Nehru, who “saw the use of armed
force as normatively flawed and prac-
tically costly for India.” Going back to
Independence, this argument contin-
ues, “the Indian political leadership
has generally seen military force as an
inappropriate instrument of politics.”**®
Indian strategic restraint is rooted in a
“political culture stressing disengage-
ment, avoidance of confrontation, and
a defensive mindset.”*” In Sarang Shi-
dore’s conception, strategic restraint is
one of the “operational elements” of In-
dia’s strategic culture specifically “with
respect to nuclear weapons and secu-
rity relations with Pakistan” Shidore
traces India’s alleged strategic restraint
to the post-Independence leadership:
“Moralism has traditionally been a
prominent driver in Indias strategic
restraint doctrine. Nehruvian ideas of
resolution of conflict through com-
munication influenced the defining of
Indian restraint”*** In more recent de-
cades, he says, “liberal globalism is also
a driver for the continued persistence
of Indias strategic restraint policy”;
New Delhis economic liberalization
and high economic growth rates have
generated a “view that a major con-
flict with Pakistan carries unacceptable
risks to India’s prospects for develop-
ment and security”** One proponent
of this argument, retired Indian briga-
dier Gurmeet Kanwal, claims that New
Delhi has observed “immense strategic
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restraint” in the face of “grave prov-
ocation” As examples, he includes:
“low-intensity limited conflict and
proxy war since 1947 in Jammu and
Kashmir; Pakistan’s Operation Gibral-
tar (1965); Pakistani support to the
Khalistan movement in Indian Punjab
(1980s); the Kargil conflict (1999); the
attack on the Indian parliament, Oper-
ation Parakram, and the attack on In-
dian Army family quarters, Kaluchak
(2001-02); and the Mumbai terrorist
strikes (2008).%%° Shidore concurs, writ-
ing that “strategic restraint in Indian
security policy is largely borne out by
the empirical record with respect to
Pakistan. India’s response to pointed
provocations such as terrorist attacks
has traditionally been overwhelming-
ly diplomatic rather than military” He
specifically refers to Kargil, Twin Peaks,
and Mumbai as good examples of Indi-
an strategic restraint in practice.**!

Although a comprehensive his-
tory of India’s use of military force is be-
yond the scope of this article, there are
strong reasons to doubt that a doctrine
of strategic restraint has caused India to
shy away from wielding military power,
either in general or during the episodes
examined above. In the pre-nuclear era,
New Delhi ordered substantial military
operations in Kashmir in the autumn
of 1947, a provocative and disastrous
“forward policy” toward China in the
leadup to the Sino-Indian war of 1962,
an invasion across the international
border with Pakistan in 1965 (escalat-
ing the second Kashmir war, begun by
Pakistan), another invasion of Pakistan
during the Bangladesh war of 1971, a
military occupation of the Siachen Gla-
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cier in 1984, and an enormous military
exercise in Punjab which kicked off the
Brasstacks crisis and near-war with Pa-
kistan in 1986-87. Drawing on Alastair
Iain Johnstons theoretical frame-
work,*** Ali Ahmed argues convincing-
ly that “India has not shied away from
the use of force. Such resort has been
discreet and conditioned by strategic
considerations. It has displayed both
resolve and restraint.” Furthermore, the
“operational set in India’s strategic cul-
ture was never as pacifist as suggested
by Indias popular self-image.”***

In the post-nuclear era, India
has mounted vigorous attacks against
Pakistani positions during the Kar-
gil conflict,*** attempted via a massive
military mobilization in 2001-02 to
coerce Pakistan to modify its behav-
ior,?* and resorted to “surgical strikes”
across the LOC on several occasions,
including after the 2016 Uri massacre.
However, unlike in the pre-nuclear era,
New Delhi has refrained from launch-
ing major attacks across the LOC or
the international border. As discussed
in previous sections, the combined ef-
fects of nuclear deterrence, U.S. crisis
management, and a dearth of good
conventional military options together
provide a robust explanation for Indi-
an restraint. Nuclear weapons, in par-
ticular, have induced demonstrable
caution, evident in the cases presented
above and in the numerous scholarly
analyses cited in this article. In contrast,
supporters of the strategic restraint ex-
planation never even attempt to show
through evidence or a specific causal
mechanism that such a “doctrine” in
fact animates Indian behavior. Their ar-
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gument is tautological: India acts with
restraint; therefore, it must have a doc-
trine of strategic restraint. Indeed, they
sometimes inadvertently betray their
belief that the primary phenomenon
at play is actually nuclear deterrence,
while strategic restraint is distinctly
epiphenomenal. For example, Dasgupta
and Cohen maintain that “once India
and Pakistan accepted the basic reali-
ty of nuclear deterrence ... restraint by
choice became restraint without choice.
No Indian leader could risk the chance
of a Pakistani [nuclear] attack on an In-
dian city”*** Cohen, writing with two
colleagues about Kargil, notes that In-
dian “restraint was in marked contrast
to India’s response in the 1965 and 1971
conflicts, when nuclear weapons had
not entered the equation and it had not
displayed any inhibitions in invading
Pakistan”* Another observer writes
about Twin Peaks: “Vajpayee’s admir-
ers would praise him for ‘strategic re-
straint’ His critics called him indeci-
sive. No one, in public at least, would
admit the possibility that he might be
being realistic. The Indian Army was
not in a position to deal a decisive blow
against Pakistan.”**® Strategic restraint
in its truest sense is simply an inclina-
tion toward moderation under the nu-
clear shadow. “It means responding in
a way that does not potentially become
strategically costly for India by risking
a broader conventional war, which car-
ries with it not only human and eco-
nomic costs, but also the risk of nuclear
use if the war spills across the interna-
tional border”** Claiming a doctrine of
“strategic restraint” makes a virtue out
of necessity.
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Implications

he main causes of Indian tem-

perance in the four cases exam-

ined in this paper are nuclear
deterrence, a paucity of good conven-
tional military options, and U.S. efforts
to manage Indo-Pakistani conflicts,
and ease tensions. Nuclear deterrence
is the most significant of these factors,
because it spawns and strengthens the
other two. The underlying presence of
nuclear weapons triggers U.S. conflict
management and provides the most
compelling rationale for Indian and Pa-
kistani interlocutors to heed the warn-
ings of U.S. diplomats. The ever-present
possibility of escalation to the use of
nuclear weapons strictly limits Indian
conventional military options, includ-
ing the one most likely to inflict defeat
on Pakistani forces and potentially bring
an end to Islamabad’s subconvention-
al operations on Indian soil (including
Indian Kashmir). Framed another way,
nuclear deterrence is the cause which,
if taken away, would make the most
difference. It is difficult to imagine that
the Indian political leadership would,
in the absence of nuclear weapons, have
resisted pressures to order more puni-
tive military strikes against Pakistan.

Given the daunting constraints
they have faced when contemplating
the retaliatory use of force against Paki-
stan, Indian decision makers have acted
with prudence, wisdom, and rationali-
ty. Unfortunately, this is not how many
Indians see it. Indian analysts and the
population at large, justifiably livid af-
ter years of Pakistani and Pakistan-sup-
ported attacks, often bemoan their
political leaders’ lack of “resolve” in
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not responding with decisive military
force. While their frustration is under-
standable, they should instead celebrate
their government’s sober assessments of
the costs and benefits of striking back
hard against Pakistan. Indian decision
making is the chief firebreak against
major, possibly nuclear, war in South
Asia. Indians should prefer that the
power of escalation control rest in their
hands, rather than in Pakistans. Cross-
ing the international border with large
conventional military forces has now
been established as the brightest of red
lines in a nuclear South Asia. Like early
American nuclear analysts before them,
Indian strategists are chafing against
the dictates of the nuclear revolution.
They continue to search desperately for
“space” under the nuclear threshold to
punish Pakistan for its transgressions,
coming up with a range of Cold-Start-
type “proactive” options. But, the po-
litical leadership is rightly skeptical
of these “solutions,” instinctively un-
derstanding that there really is no safe
“space” for substantial conventional
operations, given the never-negligible
chance that armed clashes might esca-
late out of control. Two analysts capture
the essential logic of Indian restraint:
“as horrific as these acts [against India]
are ... they are not existential threats to
Indian security—but overreaction and
a war that risks nuclear escalation could
be”*° Hard as it is to stomach, India’s
strategic elites should accept, not resist,
the simple logic of the nuclear revolu-
tion.

The first priority of any two ad-
versarial nuclear weapon states should
be to establish and institutionalize a re-



Indian Politics & Policy

lationship of mutual nuclear deterrence.
Unfortunately, Pakistan is likely to keep
poking and prodding, testing India and
attempting to keep Kashmir on the boil.
Indian political leaders should contin-
ue to resist pressures from the armed
forces, domestic political opponents,
the 24/7 media, and the public to rise
to Pakistan’s bait by retaliating with
sizable conventional military attacks.
Indian strategists should also abandon
their hopeless quest for Cold Start-style
limited war options under the nucle-
ar threshold.”' Continuing to design
and publicly discuss “limited” invasion
plans that, if implemented, might spark
a Pakistani nuclear riposte is simply un-
wise. There is no prospect that Indian
military planners can, in the abstract,
calculate the precise magnitude of a
limited conventional attack that is ap-
propriately punitive, effective in coerc-

Notes

ing Islamabad to revise its strategy of
subconventional provocations, but not
so threatening to Pakistan’s vital inter-
ests that it would not unleash its nuclear
arsenal in response. India’s “Cold Start”
discourse plays directly into the hands
of the Pakistan Army, which has used
it to build its case for the deployment
of tactical nuclear weapons and what it
calls “full-spectrum deterrence” Fur-
thermore, were Indian leaders actually
to yield to the temptation of launching
a “limited” military offensive, Paki-
stanis would rally around the flag, rein-
forcing the Pakistan Army’s dominant
position in society. At the same time,
Pakistan-based terrorists would not be
put out of business; indeed, a major In-
dia—Pakistan war is high on their list of
goals. In short, under the nuclear shad-
ow, any movement up the escalation
ladder is potentially catastrophic.
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