
Is India shifting to a
nuclear counterforce strategy? The conventional wisdom is that India only
reluctantly acquired nuclear weapons and has been a restrained nuclear weap-
ons power that adheres to a no-ªrst-use (NFU) policy and rejects the possi-
bility of nuclear warªghting. Although the empirical record largely bears out
its reluctance to acquire nuclear weapons,1 India’s continued nuclear re-
straint is less certain. Speciªcally, India is developing a suite of capabilities and
increasingly making statements about preemption and counterforce that ap-
pear inconsistent with its professed strategy of assured retaliation or mini-
mum deterrence.

This article identiªes, and attempts to explain, why India has devoted con-
siderable resources since 2003 to develop and acquire capabilities that exceed
what is required for a strictly retaliatory nuclear arsenal. Speciªcally, why has
India sought to build a diverse and growing number of accurate and respon-
sive nuclear delivery systems at higher states of readiness, an increasing array
of surveillance platforms, and both indigenous and imported air and ballistic
missile defenses? Moreover, these capability developments have emerged
alongside an increasing number of public statements by serving and retired
Indian national security ofªcials arguing that preemptive counterforce options
against Pakistan are permissible doctrinally and advantageous strategically.2
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We argue that these apparently discrepant capability developments are most
likely the result of India’s conscious pursuit of more ºexible options beyond
countervalue targeting—namely, counterforce options against Pakistan’s
longer-range nuclear systems—and are largely not the product of either tech-
nological drift or strategic confusion.

If our assessment is correct, then these developments are an early indication
of India’s exploration and development of options to target Pakistan’s strategic
nuclear systems in a conºict. Unlike India’s nuclear strategy toward China,
which appears to remain countervalue assured retaliation, available evidence
suggests that India may be developing options toward Pakistan that would
permit it to engage in hard nuclear counterforce targeting, providing India
a limited ability to disarm Pakistan of strategic nuclear weapons.3 Such a de-
velopment would entail a decoupling of India’s nuclear strategies toward its
two neighbors.

A shift to incorporating nuclear counterforce options may be an attempt to
escape India’s strategic paralysis following Pakistan’s development of tactical
nuclear weapons, which Pakistan threatens to use against Indian conventional
forces should they cross certain red lines. What can India do if Pakistan uses
one or several tactical nuclear weapons against Indian forces? India’s ofªcial
nuclear doctrine explicitly threatens massive retaliation against any such use,
which outside observers have widely interpreted as implying a major counter-
value strike against Pakistani cities. Nevertheless, many have questioned the
credibility of massive retaliation—whether any Indian leader would in fact or-
der the killing of millions of innocent Pakistani civilians in response to nuclear
use on Indian forces operating on Pakistani soil.4 If India chose not to retaliate
with massive force, it could attempt a proportional tit-for-tat response. Such a
response, however, would cede the nuclear initiative back to Pakistan, which,
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retaining its long-range strategic nuclear weapons, could respond by destroy-
ing one or several Indian cities. Further, pursuing such graduated options
would place enormous pressure on India’s command and control system.5

Thus, some Indian policymakers appear to be attracted to a third option: a
hard counterforce strike against Pakistan’s relatively small number—perhaps
several dozen—strategic nuclear assets on land (and eventually at sea) to elim-
inate its ability to destroy Indian strategic targets and cities. Such a strategy
would be consistent with India’s doctrine of massive retaliation—massive re-
taliation strategies need not be countervalue—while avoiding the credibility
issues associated with a countervalue targeting strategy following Pakistan’s
use of nuclear weapons on the battleªeld. One problem with a counterforce
option, however, is that, seized with the fear of a disarming strike, Pakistan
would have an incentive to unleash its entire arsenal ªrst before losing
it, which in turn would encourage India to attempt a counterforce strike
preemptively—a problem given India’s NFU commitment, which most com-
mentators have assumed would oblige India or its forces to suffer a nuclear
detonation before retaliating. We argue that these preemptive pressures associ-
ated with counterforce targeting may explain why a number of inºuential
Indian ofªcials have made a persistent and otherwise puzzling argument ei-
ther that India should revise its NFU policy to permit preemption or that pre-
emptive use upon warning of imminent Pakistani launch is consistent with its
existing NFU policy.

India’s adoption of potentially preemptive counterforce options—even as a
choice on a menu that otherwise consists of countervalue retaliation options—
would mark a seismic shift in Indian nuclear strategy and the death knell of
so-called credible minimum deterrence. Furthermore, if India construes pre-
emption as consistent with its NFU policy and therefore preemptive counter-
force as a form of massive retaliation, it may decide that no overt changes to
its declaratory doctrine are necessary. As India’s former National Security
Adviser Shivshankar Menon recently stated, “India’s nuclear doctrine has far
greater ºexibility than it gets credit for.”6 In short, India’s national security
ofªcials may have already quietly concluded that preemptive counterforce
options—and associated increases in strategic force capabilities—are consis-
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tent with India’s existing nuclear doctrine. Therefore, there may be no explicit
acknowledgment or indicators of this shift, which may force Pakistan to adjust
its nuclear posture and strategy on the fear that it has already occurred.

Eliminating Pakistan’s strategic nuclear weapons would be tempting for
India. Rather than current military plans that aim to punish Pakistan for future
provocations while avoiding Pakistan’s nuclear red lines, plans for a counter-
force-capable India would be able to wage whatever conventional war it
prefers by eliminating the nuclear threat altogether. India might be able to re-
establish deterrence against Pakistani terrorist attacks on Indian territory in
ways that aborted adjustments to its conventional doctrine have failed to do.

Nevertheless, India’s ºirtation with nuclear counterforce carries signiªcant
risks. First, the prospects for counterforce success even against Pakistan’s cur-
rent force are questionable. Second, India’s adoption of nuclear counterforce—
or even Pakistan’s fear of its adoption—could generate not just an arms race,
but dangerous “ªrst-strike instability” where neither side could afford to go
second. Absent an explicit denial of Indian interest in counterforce options,
Pakistan must react to the mere possibility of their existence, given that the
survivability of its strategic nuclear weapons could be at stake. Consequently,
Pakistan may decide that it needs to build more nuclear forces and to adopt
riskier deployment patterns to enhance survivability, heightening the danger
of nuclear escalation in any future military crisis.

The article proceeds as follows. First, we situate India’s nuclear develop-
ments in the context of broader strategic developments in the India-Pakistan
relationship. Second, we document a growing number of statements by recent
Indian ofªcials offered in a private capacity while serving or shortly after
retirement that call into question India’s NFU commitment and demon-
strate interest in being able to execute disarming attacks. Third, we discuss
Indian nuclear force developments over the last two decades, which have
substantially improved India’s ability to conduct hard-target counterforce
strikes despite continuity in India’s ofªcial nuclear doctrine. Fourth, we assess
Pakistan’s likely responses to these developments and conclude that India’s
prospects for counterforce success are dubious and the adoption of a counter-
force strategy—or Pakistan’s fear of its adoption—could have signiªcant dele-
terious consequences. This conclusion implies that just as conventional
military options have failed to resolve India’s Pakistan dilemma, adjustments
to its nuclear strategy are similarly unlikely to yield positive results—and
may increase the risk of catastrophic outcomes. Finally, we consider the impli-
cations of these ªndings for scholars’ understanding of theories of nuclear
strategy and the prospect of a broader era of counterforce in the emerging nu-
clear landscape.
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India’s Enduring Strategic Dilemma

Since the late 1980s, India’s leaders have struggled to develop a strategy for
deterring Pakistan-sponsored terrorism in the wake of Pakistan’s acquisition
of a nuclear weapons capability. Despite its conventional military superiority
over Pakistan and its possession of nuclear weapons, India has been unable to
deter Pakistan-backed attacks.7 India has lost more than 30,000 civilians and
security force personnel to terrorist or militant violence in the last thirty years,
an outcome New Delhi attributes largely to Pakistani state sponsorship of anti-
India militants.8 “The challenge is,” one former Indian diplomat explained,
“how can you change the thinking of the other side—raise the cost, but not
then have to face a dilemma that is existential?”9

Indian leaders had initially expected that India’s nuclear weapons would
help deter sub-conventional and conventional aggression. When India con-
ducted nuclear explosive tests in May 1998, Prime Minister Atal Bihari
Vajpayee argued they were necessary because two bordering nuclear weapons
states—China and Pakistan—had attacked India four times. He explained that
Pakistan, a “bitter neighbor,” had sponsored “unremitting terrorism and mili-
tancy” in India.10 Within a week of India’s 1998 tests, India’s deputy prime
minister announced that India’s new nuclear status “brought about a qualita-
tively new stage in Indo-Pak[istani] relations.” He demanded that Pakistan
“roll back its anti-India policy,” and stated that cross-border strikes on militant
camps in Pakistan-administered Kashmir should be “looked into.”11 Pakistan
tested its own nuclear weapons later that same month.

A much publicized visit by Prime Minister Vajpayee to Pakistan in February
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1999 led some Indian ofªcials to conclude that the two countries’ overt nuclear
capabilities had “eliminated the threat of another war, making a settlement
possible.”12 Instead, in early summer of that year, Indian troops in Kashmir
discovered a massive incursion of Pakistani forces near the town of Kargil,
triggering what would become the fourth Indo-Pakistani war. In the aftermath
of that conºict, which terminated with Pakistan’s withdrawal, Indian policy-
makers abandoned the optimism that had emerged following the May 1998
tests and concluded that Pakistan’s possession of nuclear weapons had en-
abled continued Pakistani revisionism. A postwar Indian government commis-
sion examining the causes and conduct of the Kargil War highlighted an earlier
strand of more pessimistic and previously classiªed Indian intelligence
analysis from the early 1990s, even prior to Pakistan’s overt nuclear testing in
1998. These analysts had concluded that Pakistan sought to use its nuclear ca-
pability to “allow Pakistan to continue” waging sub-conventional conºict in
Kashmir, because “the cover of a nuclear threat . . . would limit India’s retalia-
tory options of threatening escalation to a conventional war.”13 To deter
Pakistan, India would need to develop the ability to conduct limited war that
stopped short of triggering Pakistan’s use of nuclear weapons.

Despite public proclamations by India’s leadership that India was ready and
willing to ªght such a limited war, Pakistan continued to support anti-India
terrorist groups—increasingly beyond Kashmir, into India’s heartland. In
December 2001, a group of terrorists attacked India’s Parliament while it was
in session. The terrorists bungled the attack, but had they succeeded, the con-
sequences would have been calamitous for India and its government. In re-
sponse to the attack, India ordered the full mobilization of its army—the ªrst
time it had done so since the 1971 Indo-Pakistani War—and demanded that
Pakistan take action against terrorist groups operating from its soil.14

The unfolding crisis tested, and eventually reafªrmed, the Pakistan mili-
tary’s belief in the importance of its nuclear deterrent—a conclusion Pakistan’s
President Pervez Musharraf did not hesitate to publicize. As early as mid-June
2002, before India had even demobilized its army, Musharraf stated publicly
that “the hesitation, frustration and inability of India to attack Pakistan or con-
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duct a so-called limited war . . . bear ample testimony to the fact that [a] strate-
gic balance exists in South Asia” that deters Indian “aggression.”15 In
December, Musharraf returned to this theme, asserting that he had told Indian
leaders “they should not expect a conventional war from Pakistan” if India at-
tacked. As a consequence, he boasted, “We defeated our enemy without going
to war.”16 It was this statement that convinced India that it needed to release a
public nuclear doctrine that emphasized the certainty of massive nuclear retal-
iation in the event of Pakistan’s ªrst use of nuclear weapons against India or
its forces.17

For its part, the Indian Army attributed the failure of the military standoff
with Pakistan to the slow mobilization of India’s ground forces, which permit-
ted international pressures to dissuade its political leaders from launching a
reprisal and gave Pakistan time to countermobilize, increasing the likelihood
of a full-scale conºict in the event of a limited Indian attack. In response, the
army developed what it called “proactive strategy options,” colloquially
known as Cold Start, which in a future crisis would allow India to initiate lim-
ited attacks from a “cold start,” without needing weeks to mobilize in advance
of the onset of conventional hostilities.18 The idea was to develop calibrated
and quick conventional retaliatory options that the army could employ to pun-
ish Pakistan without provoking nuclear escalation.

A multiday terrorist rampage in the Indian city of Mumbai in 2008, which
left 166 dead and more than 300 injured, provided India an opportunity to put
the army’s conventional retaliatory options to the test. New Delhi’s resulting
inaction, however, showed that these options were too risky for civilian lead-
ers to authorize.19 Indian leaders struggled with the fundamental paradox of
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Cold Start: any level of retaliation punitive enough to deter Pakistan and its
army would risk a nuclear response from Pakistan. It was this concern that
stayed Prime Minister Manmohan Singh’s hand after the Mumbai attack.20

Presented with an attack that justiªed the employment of the Cold Start strat-
egy, India froze instead, and Pakistan took note.

Three years later, in 2011, Pakistan announced that it had tested a very short-
range, nuclear-capable ballistic missile, the Nasr, designed to be deployed
close to the battleªeld—an explicit answer to any remaining temptation to ever
execute a Cold Start strategy. Pakistan’s manipulation of the threat of low-level
nuclear use, something that it had hinted at since 1998, now included a dedi-
cated battleªeld capability. Satellite imagery strongly suggests that Nasr bat-
teries are kept in garrisons near the border, implying that the short-range
missile is in fact a ªelded system.21

With respect to nuclear strategy, two approaches emerged in India to address
Pakistan’s continued sponsorship of terrorist violence, now further enabled
by its introduction of battleªeld nuclear weapons. The ªrst approach sug-
gested shifting from a policy of massive retaliation against Pakistani cities in the
event of Pakistan’s ªrst use of battleªeld nuclear weapons to proportional or
calibrated retaliation against more credible targets, such as a Pakistan military
base.22 In theory, India could retaliate with conventional forces and use the
threat of proportional nuclear retaliation to deter Pakistani battleªeld nuclear
use. The problem with this strategy is that it could trigger a cycle of tit-for-tat
escalation—and put enormous pressure on India’s command and control
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systems—because Pakistan would still retain longer-range strategic nuclear mis-
siles that it could use against the Indian homeland.

The second possible approach—one that outside observers overlooked
given its difªculty and perceived inconsistency with India’s nuclear doctrine—
centered on developing counterforce options, whereby India could launch
a disarming strike against Pakistan’s nuclear arsenal and then overwhelm
Pakistan’s remaining forces with its conventional superiority. After all, U.S.
scholars had concluded that the United States’ attempts to maintain “limited”
nuclear options during the Cold War had provided “a strong incentive for
Soviet military planners to retain preemptive [counterforce] options.”23 If India
could convince Pakistan that its ability to launch a disarming strike were
credible, this might nullify Pakistani nuclear threats, permitting punitive con-
ventional attacks that could restore Indian deterrence of Pakistani sub-
conventional attacks. At a minimum, such a capability might diminish
Pakistani conªdence that Pakistan could contain a nuclear exchange to the bat-
tleªeld. A counterforce strategy might restore credibility to India’s massive re-
taliation doctrine, because it would allow India to retain the nuclear initiative
and would justify a massive strike to achieve disarming effect.24

Although the Indian military would likely try to destroy as many of
Pakistan’s battleªeld nuclear systems as it could, the battleªeld systems do not
pose a threat to Indian population centers.25 The primary concern for India
would be to disarm Pakistan’s longer-range strategic nuclear systems, which
number in the tens, not the tens of thousands, and which India has been map-
ping for years. The logic is seductive: Pakistan’s strategic nuclear force is cur-
rently small enough that India might believe it could be disarmed or
neutralized with combined strikes on Pakistan’s launchers and its command
and control system, and that any remaining Pakistani nuclear weapons could
be intercepted with missile defenses. Although this may sound like wishful
thinking, especially after the aborted ºirtation with Cold Start, India has been
developing the components necessary for such a strategy. In addition, India’s
national security leaders have recently—and intriguingly—made state-
ments that suggest they believe such a strategy may offer a way out of their
country’s current strategic paralysis.
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Public Statements, Private Views, and a Changing Strategy?

According to the conventional wisdom,26 India’s nuclear posture has three
pillars: (1) India seeks to “[build] and [maintain] a credible minimum deter-
rent”;27 (2) India keeps its forces in a disassembled state to maximize safety
and civilian control;28 and (3) India has an unequivocal no-ªrst-use policy, de-
claring that “nuclear weapons will only be used in retaliation against a nuclear
attack on Indian territory or on Indian forces anywhere,”29 and “consciously
rule[s] out” any “preemptive use” of nuclear weapons.30 Together, these three
pillars constitute India’s doctrine and strategy of assured countervalue retalia-
tion: India would not be the ªrst to use nuclear weapons, but it would retaliate
with certainty following a nuclear attack on it (or its forces) with strategic nu-
clear countervalue strikes on an adversary’s cities. The narrow aim of this
strategy was to deter the use of weapons of mass destruction against India, not
to deter Pakistani sub-conventional or conventional attacks. To achieve this ob-
jective, India would rely on a relatively small number of survivable land, air,
and eventually sea-based nuclear weapons, maintained with highly central-
ized control at a very low level of peacetime readiness.31

Although some of these features—such as a declared NFU policy—may re-
main ofªcial doctrine, they are no longer unassailable pillars of Indian nuclear
strategy. Given Pakistan’s threat of ªrst use of tactical nuclear weapons
against Indian forces, India’s nuclear strategy may be evolving. Recent
acquisitions and readiness enhancements to its nuclear arsenal suggest a
widening gap between India’s capabilities and its declared nuclear deter-
rence goals. Additionally, in recent years, serving and retired Indian ofªcials
have begun arguing for greater ºexibility in India’s existing nuclear doctrine—
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World, 1998), p. 314.
31. Narang, Nuclear Strategy in the Modern Era, pp. 94–120.
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or asserting that its existing doctrine is already more ºexible than com-
monly assumed.

Such claims by serving Indian military and political ofªcials complicate the
ability of analysts to assess India’s current nuclear posture and doctrine. India
has produced only one ofªcial nuclear doctrine, and chose to publicly issue
merely a summary of it in 2003. Since then, India’s ofªcials have made very
few declaratory remarks regarding nuclear strategy or doctrine, and have
pointedly avoided revising its ofªcial public doctrine. Instead, India seems to
prefer pursuing any strategic shifts by creatively reinterpreting the current
doctrine. Indeed, India’s national security managers have repeatedly noted the
ºexibility of the existing doctrine. The challenge for analysts, therefore, is to in-
fer their thinking from the few statements that they do make.

Shivshankar Menon, India’s national security adviser and the point person
on India’s nuclear arsenal and strategy from 2011 to 2014, is the highest-level
former government ofªcial to write on India’s nuclear strategy since the re-
lease of the 2003 doctrine. In his book, Choices, Menon laid out what one can
only infer might be India’s operational nuclear strategy, and what he thinks it
perhaps should be. His thinking is starkly different from the conventional
wisdom of a minimum deterrence countervalue retaliatory strategy.32

First, Menon hints at possible preemptive elements in Indian nuclear strat-
egy, which is puzzling for a state that professes an explicit NFU policy. Al-
though he ultimately concludes that declaring no ªrst use is in India’s strategic
interests, he challenges and erodes its operational absoluteness in the follow-
ing scenario: “There is a potential gray area as to when India would use
nuclear weapons ªrst against another NWS [nuclear weapons state]. Circum-
stances are conceivable in which India might ªnd it useful to strike ªrst, for
instance, against an NWS that had declared it would certainly use its weapons,
and if India were certain that adversary’s launch was imminent. But India’s
present public nuclear doctrine is silent on this scenario.”33 This suggestion of
doctrinal silence hints at the notion that India’s nuclear doctrine contains
enough ambiguity to permit preemptive nuclear use if Indian leaders believed
that nuclear use against it was imminent.

This was not the ªrst time Menon cast doubt on India’s commitment to an
absolute NFU policy. In 2010, he gave a speech at India’s National Defence
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College where he used a peculiar formulation that deviated from the ofªcial
doctrine to describe India’s policy: “no ªrst use against non-nuclear weapons
states.”34 This formulation suggests that India’s NFU policy may not apply
to nuclear-armed Pakistan or China. Although some observers believed
that Menon’s phrasing was inadvertent,35 the speech remains on India’s of-
ªcial Ministry of External Affairs website without any correction. Dhruva
Jaishankar, a knowledgeable Delhi-based analyst declared that this eroded for-
mulation “wasn’t a mistake,”36 that “it was deliberate,”37 and it was inten-
tional “signaling . . . [to c]orrespond with other activities around that time.”38

Menon was not working in a vacuum. There have long been skeptics within
India’s government and military about the advisability of a declared and ab-
solute NFU policy—that India would accept ªrst use, especially on its home-
land.39 Hints of preemptive elements in Indian strategy date back to at least
2000, when Prime Minister Vajpayee declared: “We are being threatened [by
Pakistan] with a nuclear attack. Do they understand what it means? If they
think we would wait for them to drop a bomb and face destruction, they are
mistaken.”40 Although Vajpayee’s government would subsequently afªrm
India’s NFU policy in its 2003 ofªcial nuclear doctrine, his national security
team had already presided over the creation and public release of a “draft” nu-
clear doctrine in 1999, which declared that “India will not be the ªrst to initiate
a nuclear strike.” This declaration left open the possibility of using nuclear
weapons ªrst if India detected adversary preparations for nuclear attack.41 Al-
though the 1999 draft was described by the government as illustrative rather
than authoritative, Vajpayee’s statement above only a year later suggests that
at least some of India’s leaders had, from the beginning, been uncomfortable
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with an absolute NFU policy. His statement led to little public debate, and
there was no attempt to reconcile it with India’s reafªrmed NFU commitment
in 2003. With his 2016 book, Menon became the most authoritative ªgure to ar-
gue that preemption may be consistent with India’s ofªcial 2003 NFU declara-
tion since its formal adoption.

Unlike Menon, who construed preemption as consistent with India’s
declared doctrine, other Indian ofªcials have discussed explicitly revising or
jettisoning NFU altogether. In 2012, for example, a group of retired Indian na-
tional security ofªcials engaged in a public effort to convince the Indian gov-
ernment to explicitly permit India to use nuclear weapons in the event of an
imminent nuclear attack—by deªnition, preemption. P.R. Chari, a former se-
nior Indian defense ofªcial, chaired a nongovernmental task force that in-
cluded a former Indian strategic forces commander (the senior-most military
ofªcial in the Indian system responsible for nuclear weapons), which argued
that NFU should mean that India would not “initiate” nuclear use. The task
force stressed that “initiation” included “the process leading up to the actual
use of a nuclear weapon by an adversary. This would include mating compo-
nent systems and deploying warheads with the intent of using them.”42 In
making the argument for preemption, Chari and colleagues were reverting to
language from the 1999 “draft” doctrine that merely proscribed no ªrst “initia-
tion” of nuclear use.

A growing number of India’s highest-serving defense ofªcials have similarly
argued for formally revising NFU.43 Menon’s thinking above on a “gray area”
in NFU dovetails with writings by Lt. Gen. B.S. Nagal (ret.), a former strategic
forces commander who subsequently served as an adviser on nuclear issues in
the prime minister’s ofªce during Menon’s tenure as national security adviser.
Nagal advocated that India should explicitly abandon NFU in favor of a doc-
trine of “ambiguity,” which encompasses potential ªrst uses in preemption
scenarios, launch on warning, or launch on launch (which requires detailed
real-time surveillance and intelligence that India presumably currently
lacks).44 Nagal goes further than Menon and questions the morality of NFU,
particularly in a democratic state such as India—asking how the Indian leader-
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ship could accept signiªcant casualties if it knew that Pakistan was making
preparations for the imminent use of nuclear weapons.

Then, in November 2016, after Nagal’s writings had caused a stir in India’s
strategic community and following the release of Menon’s memoirs, Defense
Minister Manohar Parrikar stated in his “personal capacity” that India should
not declare whether or not it has a no-ªrst-use policy. At a public book event,
Parrikar used the opportunity of a question unrelated to Indian nuclear doc-
trine to offer his opinion on NFU, declaring: “A lot of people say India has a
no-ªrst-use nuclear policy, but why should I bind myself? I should say I’m
a responsible nuclear power, and I will not use it irresponsibly.”45 He went on
to refer to the “written strategy” in the doctrine as only a “guideline,” and
suggested that unpredictability had to be part of any strategy.46 This public
questioning of the sanctity of the NFU declaration by a sitting defense
minister—without a formal rebuke from the government—is, to date, the most
high-proªle example of the erosion of India’s NFU policy.

In sum, unlike his colleagues who have called for explicit revision to India’s
nuclear doctrine, Menon has interpreted preemption as consistent with In-
dia’s current NFU declaration, obviating the need for any adjustment to the
declaratory doctrine or policy—since publicly rolling back NFU would likely
be more costly than creative reinterpretation. The question then becomes:
What standard of evidence of enemy preparation would be required for the
strictures of NFU to dissolve? Would Indian leaders presume imminent use in
the face of verbal threats and clear evidence of tactical nuclear weapons batter-
ies moving into the theater of battle? Menon’s writings suggest that India’s nu-
clear strategy may already include an exception for Indian ªrst use in an easily
imagined crisis scenario.

The puzzle for analysts of India’s nuclear strategy has always been: Why in-
ject ambiguity into India’s NFU commitment, and speciªcally narrowly for
preemptive use options? With its survivable nuclear force and a purported
countervalue targeting strategy, India could absorb a Pakistani ªrst use of nu-
clear weapons and still have sufªcient forces to inºict unacceptable damage on
high-value Pakistani targets. There is one potential logical reason to qualify
NFU: if India does not have a countervalue targeting strategy, but rather is
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considering counterforce options, where it cannot be as relaxed about accept-
ing ªrst use and the potential attrition of forces that would be required to de-
stroy Pakistan’s own nuclear forces. Any consideration of counterforce options
must leave open the possibility of preemptive nuclear use.

Does private interest in counterforce options explain the seemingly persis-
tent effort to carve out an exception to NFU for speciªcally preemptive use?47

Menon suggests an answer in his book. First, he uses the past tense when dis-
cussing countervalue targeting, which many observers believe is India’s
targeting strategy. He writes, “Instead, the logical posture at ªrst was counter-
value targeting, or targeting an opponent’s assets, rather than counterforce
targeting, which concentrates on the enemy’s military and command struc-
tures.”48 Is Menon implying that India has shifted away from countervalue to
counterforce targeting? Although it is unclear here, his subsequent analysis re-
veals his explicit thinking about developing and shifting to a counterforce tar-
geting strategy—if not now, maybe in the future—with the intention of fully
disarming Pakistan of at least its strategic nuclear forces. Menon writes:

What would be credible would be the message India conveyed by how it
conªgures its forces. If Pakistan were to use tactical nuclear weapons against
India, even against Indian forces in Pakistan, it would effectively be opening
the door to a massive Indian ªrst strike, having crossed India’s declared red
lines. There would be little incentive, once Pakistan had taken hostilities to the
nuclear level, for India to limit its response, since that would only invite fur-
ther escalation by Pakistan. India would hardly risk giving Pakistan the chance
to carry out a massive nuclear strike after the Indian response to Pakistan us-
ing tactical nuclear weapons. In other words, Pakistani tactical nuclear weap-
ons use would effectively free India to undertake a comprehensive ªrst strike
against Pakistan.49

Signiªcantly, Menon includes the phrase “comprehensive ªrst strike,” evok-
ing the Herman Kahn notion of a “splendid ªrst strike.”50 Kahn’s term of art is
one with which Menon would be eminently familiar, and it means strategic
nuclear counterforce.51 Despite calls from India’s strategic analysts to expunge
“massive” retaliation from the doctrine given its perceived credibility prob-
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lems, Menon instead reinterprets it to mean comprehensive counterforce
rather than countervalue targeting. Recall, India’s ofªcial nuclear doctrine
does not prescribe countervalue targeting. A comprehensive ªrst strike—
counterforce—would by necessity be massive. And if one interprets preemp-
tion as something other than ªrst use, then it would conceivably be consistent
with India’s existing nuclear doctrine.

Who would go ªrst in a counterforce scenario is necessarily ambiguous. In
Menon’s example, India executes the counterforce strike following Pakistan’s
use of battleªeld nuclear weapons. India may accept Pakistani ªrst use if
it were just on the battleªeld, but as Vajpayee stated and Menon implies,
Pakistan may be gravely mistaken if it believes that India will wait to allow it
to destroy Indian cities or India’s own nuclear forces. If, however, Pakistan an-
ticipated such a disarming attempt after using battleªeld nuclear weapons and
is seized by use-them-or-lose-them fears, it would have an incentive to launch
all of its nuclear weapons ªrst, and would not restrict its ªrst use just to the
battleªeld. For this reason, Menon recognizes that India may have no choice
but to go ªrst in such a scenario, to at least preemptively attack Pakistan’s
long-range nuclear systems. Indian counterforce options must thus retain the
ºexibility to be fully executed preemptively, imminently before Pakistan has
even used nuclear weapons on the battleªeld—precisely the gray area that
Menon discusses. Indeed, nuclear counterforce options—those envisioned in
extreme circumstances rather than a bolt-out-of-the-blue attack—must inher-
ently have some elements of preemption baked in, in order to maximize the
chance of success. As much as India might prefer a second-strike counterforce
option, Pakistan’s reaction to that possibility forces India to consider going
ªrst and preemptively itself.

Again, Menon is not alone in discussing or suggesting counterforce op-
tions. As Lieutenant General Nagal (ret.) wrote in 2015:

Once the adversary has decided to initiate nuclear attacks on India or Indian
forces anywhere, the aim [of India] will be to terminate the war at the earliest.
One method will be to destroy the command and control system of the adver-
sary to prevent further orders for nuclear strikes. This is feasible if all possible
steps are taken to destroy the enemy’s C4ISR [command, control, communica-
tion, computer, intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance] system and
leadership. Selective targeting or small-scale strikes will not sufªce and the call
would be for massive retaliation to cause unacceptable damage in the expecta-
tion that these would be successful in eliminating the ºow of orders.52
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Nagal’s ambiguous wording—“once the adversary has decided to initiate
nuclear attacks”—leaves open the possibility of Indian preemption with a
massive disarming “retaliatory” strike, and is especially noteworthy given the
language of the 1999 draft nuclear doctrine and the Chari et al. task force,
which argued that a decision to initiate a nuclear attack, rather than an actual
nuclear detonation, should be the trigger for Indian nuclear use. Elsewhere,
Nagal has written explicitly about preemptive counterforce: “A shift to a
proactive policy is reassuring to the public. It does not allow destruction of the
nation and strategic forces at the outset; hence the arsenal is intact for use. It
provides a better range of options to launch decapitating and/or disarming
strikes to deal with the adversary leadership/arsenal.”53 Then, in 2019, Nagal,
writing in a volume published by the Indian Army’s think tank, offered the
most explicit argument for preemptive counterforce to date: “Strategic deter-
rence can follow a policy of ªrst use when there is an unstable and unpredict-
able adversary, thereby eliminating the dilemma of responding to battleªeld
weapons or having to qualify circumstances of use with no ªrst use…The basic
requirement is to have an assured capability of intelligence, surveillance, and
reconnaissance to detect, identify, track, and destroy the nuclear assets of the
adversary. This capability must be real time, day and night, all-weather and
multi-mode to make it fool proof…[which] allows the employment of nu-
clear weapons at the right time and place.”54 He goes on to identify a variety
of command and control and military targets of interest to neutralize the
Pakistani nuclear force, but speciªcally highlights the need to be able to de-
stroy “nuclear forces underground or deployed in ªeld areas.”55

Like Menon, Nagal, the highest-level ofªcer in India’s nuclear system to
write on these issues, explicitly advocates Indian preemptive nuclear use in a
counterforce mode to try to disarm the adversary. Interestingly, he discusses
not only hard counterforce targets—the nuclear systems that India could locate
and destroy—but command and control nodes as well, including leadership
decapitation, to render Pakistan’s remaining nuclear force impotent. These lat-
ter targets would only amplify Pakistan’s incentive to use all of its nuclear
weapons ªrst, while it retained the ability to do so, and not restrict its nu-
clear use to just the battleªeld.

If India is indeed contemplating counterforce strategies, it would likely have
to employ nuclear weapons rather than conventional weapons for two rea-
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sons. First, the sheer number of conventional weapons required to destroy an
adversary’s nuclear weapons makes them more expensive than using nuclear
weapons. Second, the limitations of India’s ISR capabilities mean that India
would need a nuclear blast radius to offset intelligence uncertainties in order
to destroy Pakistani systems. Indeed, Nagal argues that a massive nuclear
strike would be required to ensure that India could limit damage from
Pakistan’s nuclear systems.56

Such interest in preemptive counterforce would constitute a radical shift
from India’s initial post-1998 strategy designed to “ride out and survive a ªrst
attack and retaliate later” and its explicit rejection of launch-on-warning pos-
tures.57 The logic of developing a counterforce option is to eliminate the
specter of Pakistani strategic nuclear use altogether and free India to execute
the massive conventional retaliation for which its formidable strike corps
have been built. In theory, this could then deter Pakistan from sponsoring ter-
rorist attacks on India’s homeland by negating Pakistan’s nuclear parity and
exposing it to unrelenting Indian conventional and nuclear superiority.

Analysts can dismiss these musings as nothing more than the personal opin-
ions of former ofªcials. All of these statements generated substantial publicity
in India and abroad, however, and offered opportunities for these ofªcials and
the government to deny interpretations of a shift in thinking.58 They have re-
fused to do so. Indeed, Menon would later declare that India’s “nuclear doc-
trine has far greater ºexibility than it gets credit for,” implying that it is broad
enough to encompass both massive countervalue retaliation and preemptive
counterforce options.59

The next section examines India’s investment in a diverse array of capabili-
ties that would be useful for damage-limiting ªrst strikes, but which otherwise
make little sense for an assured retaliation or a minimum deterrence posture.
Such investments are consistent with the strategic logic that Menon and other
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former Indian ofªcials have laid out over the last decade, and are otherwise
puzzling if India instead adheres to a strict countervalue retaliatory policy.

India’s Capabilities: Moving toward Damage Limitation?

This section surveys Indian strategic force developments since the formal re-
lease of a summary of India’s ofªcial nuclear doctrine in 2003.60 That eight-
point summary began with an assertion that India would build and maintain a
“credible minimum deterrent,” without deªning what “minimum” meant, or
toward whom. Because India faces two nuclear adversaries, one paradox of a
credible minimum deterrent doctrine is that a posture that is “credible”
to China may not seem “minimum” to Pakistan.

For example, India is investing in long-range missiles largely dedicated to
Chinese high-value targets, but these could be used against Pakistan as well.
Moreover, a desire to deter China cannot explain India’s investment in a vari-
ety of counterforce-supporting capabilities that seem singularly dedicated
to Pakistan. The combination of more weapons, a greater number of accurate
delivery vehicles at a higher state of readiness and responsiveness, precise
warheads, multiple independently targetable reentry vehicles (MIRVs), and
a layered ballistic missile defense system allows Indian civilian and military
leaders to start thinking about ªrst-strike strategies—or damage-limiting,
launch-on-warning strategies—that use nuclear missiles to target an adver-
sary’s nuclear arsenal and then rely on missile defenses to intercept any assets
that survive the disarming strike attempt.

more precise delivery vehicles, and more of them

Currently, India is still struggling to achieve a credible deterrent against
China (see table 1).61 Systems developed by India’s Defence Research and
Development Organisation (DRDO) to give India strategic reach against China
are only now being extensively tested and operationalized. These include the
intermediate-range Agni III, which has been successfully tested only a handful
of times, and the longer-range Agni V, ªrst tested in April 2012. The Agni VI is
reportedly in development.62 These missiles will extend India’s ability to tar-
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Table 1. Operational Indian Systems, 2003 and 2018

2003 2018

Estimated number of nuclear warheads 30–40 130–140

Estimated number of warhead-equivalents of
ªssile material

60–120 150–200

Potential nuclear delivery aircraft Mirage-2000H

Jaguar IS/IB

MiG-27a

Mirage-2000H

Jaguar IS/IB

MiG-27a

Land-attack cruise missiles (range) — BrahMos 1 (300 km)

Precision-strike standoff rockets and glide
bombs (range)b

— Kh-59M (120 km)

Short-range ballistic missiles (range) Prithvi-1 (150 km)

Prithvi-2 (250 km)

Prithvi-1 (150 km)

Prithvi-2 (250 km)

Agni-1 (700 km)c

Medium-range ballistic missiles — Agni-2 (2,000 km)c

Intermediate-range ballistic missile — Agni-3 (3,200 km)

Canisterized land-based ballistic missiles none yes

Submarine-launched ballistic missile (range) — K-15 Sagarika
(750 km)

Ship-launched ballistic missile (range) — Dhanush (400 km)

Unmanned aerial vehicles/remotely piloted
aircraft (range)

IAI Searcher Mk II
(300 km)

IAI Searcher Mk II
(300 km)

IAI Heron (1000 km)

Best national imagery satellite (resolution) IRS-1C/IRS-1D
(5.8 m)

Cartosat-2 Series
(0.65 m)

Best commercial imagery satellites DigitalGlobe
QuickBird (0.61 m)

DigitalGlobe
WorldView-4
(0.31 m)

Best national radar satellites (resolution) — RISAT-1/RISAT-2
(1 m)

Best commercial radar satellites — TerraSAR-X (0.25 m)

aNuclear role uncertain.
bExcludes anti-ship missiles.
cAlthough testing of the Agni-1 and Agni-2 was well under way by 2003, the missiles likely

were not inducted formally until 2004 and 2008 and not fully operational until 2007 and
2011, respectively.

SOURCES: “Nuclear Notebook,” Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, various issues; Interna-
tional Institute for Strategic Studies, Military Balance, various issues; and Defense Intelli-
gence Ballistic Missile Analysis Committee, Ballistic and Cruise Missile Threat (Wright
Patterson Air Force Base, Ohio: National Air and Space Intelligence Center, June 2017).
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get China but can be used against Pakistan as well. India’s Strategic Forces
Command has publicized the testing of the intermediate-range Agni III in a
shorter, lofted trajectory to a distance of 1,500 kilometers—a range notable for
its inclusion of virtually all potential Pakistani targets.63

In addition, as part of its ballistic nuclear submarine project, India commis-
sioned the Arihant in 2016. Its submarine-launched ballistic missile (SLBM),
the K-15 Sagarika with a range of roughly 750 kilometers, was ªrst launched
from an underwater pontoon in January 2013, and a longer range 3,500-
kilometer K-4 SLBM is in development. In 2017, the Arihant suffered an acci-
dent that necessitated large-scale repairs.64 The Arihant test-ªred three
Sagarika missiles in August 2018, and Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi
subsequently announced that the submarine had conducted its ªrst deterrent
patrol in November.65 Currently, however, nuclear-tipped Sagarika SLBMs are
capable of targeting only Pakistan from Indian territorial waters: Arihant
would have to transit thousands of kilometers to beyond the Indian Ocean to
target any large Chinese city. Only after India is able to ªeld the K-4 SLBM
will India be able to reach eastern Chinese cities from the Indian Ocean.
Notably, even the K-4 testing program has featured tests involving both
shorter ranges and altered trajectories that appear more applicable to Pakistan
than to China.66

Depressed trajectories place stresses on the reentry vehicle, but they can
generate a shorter ºight time, reducing warning times for systems such as air-
craft that need several minutes to launch or for mobile ground-based systems
to escape the blast radius.67 Lofted trajectories put different stresses on the re-
entry vehicle, but they allow long-range missiles to be used against closer
targets. Any missile capable of reaching Chinese targets can be employed
against Pakistani targets (the reverse is obviously not true). Indian observers,
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such as then-Air Vice Marshal Arjun Subramanian, have acknowledged that
the testing proªle and publicly reported characteristics of India’s SLBMs
suggest that “in terms of technology India will have the capability to perform
counter-force strikes.”68

Moreover, DRDO claims that it has been developing MIRVs. Its director-
general, V.K. Saraswat, explained in 2013, “Our design activity on the develop-
ment and production of MIRV is at an advanced stage today. We are designing
the MIRVs, we are integrating [them] with Agni IV and Agni V missiles.”69 In
multiple interviews, Saraswat has stated that he views MIRVed Agnis as a
“force multiplier,” so that “where I was using four missiles, I may use only
one missile.”70 It is possible that the acquisition of MIRVs could enhance
India’s nuclear survivability. Nuclear warheads are cheaper to produce than
missiles—U.S. intercontinental ballistic missiles from the 1970s, for instance,
cost at least six times as much as the individual warheads they carried.71 If, in a
hypothetical ªrst-use scenario, India feared that China could target many of its
long-range missiles, then MIRVed missiles offer a cheaper way to ensure suf-
ªcient throw weight with which to retaliate against China. The Cold War asso-
ciation of MIRVs as ªrst-strike weapons is also compelling, however. A single
missile that can carry multiple warheads is capable of destroying many tar-
gets at once, increasing the prospects for successful counterforce strikes. Fur-
ther, if India used MIRVed missiles intended for China against Pakistan (by
lofting or depressing their missile trajectories), what it pursues for survivabil-
ity against the former could be employed as a potential ªrst-strike weapon
against the latter.

Further, India’s expansion of its lower-order and shorter-range use options
alone have caused India’s nuclear posture to drift well beyond any reasonable
deªnition of “minimum deterrence” toward Pakistan. India is developing
an array of accurate shorter-range capabilities for potential use in retalia-
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tion against hard or soft counterforce targets such as military bases or concen-
trated armored formations. These include the 150-kilometer Prahaar tactical
ballistic missile, aimed, according to DRDO Director-General Saraswat, at
“bridg[ing] the [range] gap between the multi-barrel rocket system, Pinaka
and the Prithvi missiles,”72 and capable of carrying “different types of war-
heads.”73 In 2018, Saraswat refused to answer questions on whether Prahaar
will be assigned a battleªeld nuclear role.74 Prahaar can be tipped with a 200-
kilogram warhead, a throw-weight sufªcient for a nuclear mission—a possibil-
ity that is supported by reports that Prahaar missiles will eventually replace all
of India’s 150-kilometer Prithvis, which were ofªcially deemed dual use them-
selves.75 Such short-range systems can target many of Pakistan’s most impor-
tant military centers. Four of the Pakistan Army’s nine corps commands are
located within 150 kilometers of the border, as are two of the Pakistan Air
Force’s eleven “ºying bases,”76 and all three of the headquarters for each
Pakistan military service as well as its joint staff and the Strategic Plans
Division. Similarly, the 750-kilometer Shourya hypersonic missile, the land-
based variant of the Sagarika SLBM, could eventually be assigned a nuclear
role given its stated payload capabilities. W. Selvamurthy of the DRDO stated
that the Shourya’s biggest advantage is its mobility and concealability: “It
cannot be detected by satellite imaging. It will surprise our adversaries and
strengthen our strategic defence.”77 The Shourya could reach any one of
Pakistan’s twenty largest cities, all of the Pakistan Air Force’s ºying bases,
every corps command location, and the Pakistan Navy’s two most important
ports, Karachi and Ormara. Given that the Shourya’s sea-based counterpart
can ºy a depressed trajectory to evade detection, presumably the land-based
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missile can as well, perhaps explaining Selvamurthy’s use of the word “sur-
prise.” Even if the eventual K-4 or K-15 SLBM has difªculty reaching China,
India could use these systems to support a counterforce mission against
Pakistan, while its attack submarines and anti-submarine warfare capabilities
would be tasked with locating and destroying its land-based and sea-based
nuclear weapons.

The capabilities described above augment India’s development of cruise
missiles such as the BrahMos and the Nirbhay. The former is a joint venture
with Russia that has been labeled publicly as a “nuclear-capable” system.
After one test, a Russian defense industry ofªcial noted that, “ªred from land,
air and sea platforms, [the BrahMos] can hit targets at ranges of 300 to 500 kilo-
meters and is also capable of carrying a nuclear warhead,” though the Strate-
gic Forces Command has not yet ofªcially assigned it a nuclear role.78 India is
also advertising an extended-range BrahMos, a high-speed, highly accurate
800-kilometer missile that seems uniquely tailored for a counterforce role.79

The Nirbhay, meanwhile, is a subsonic cruise missile that remains in develop-
ment. With a range of 1,000 kilometers and reportedly capable of carrying a
300-kilogram warhead, the Nirbhay, according to some Indian press accounts,
is being developed to fulªll a speciªc requirement for an Indian long-range,
nuclear-capable cruise missile.80 According to DRDO, the BrahMos and
Nirbhay cruise missiles and the hypersonic missile Shourya evidently repre-
sent some of the world’s most accurate capabilities, with DRDO stressing the
comparative speed of the BrahMos and the Shourya.

In fact, DRDO has advertised for years the accuracy of its ballistic missiles,
emphasizing a degree of precision not typically associated with countervalue
targeting. Some of this improvement in accuracy can be traced to India’s
exploitation of widely available technologies such as the Global Positioning
System. Yet, India has also invested substantial effort and resources in radar
and optical correlation guidance systems for its warheads that use the terrain
features of the surface below to improve accuracy.81 Although it may be presti-
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gious for India’s scientists to develop accurate missiles, they are costly and, at
the very least, enable counterforce targeting strategies.

In sum, despite its professed opposition to a nuclear warªghting posture,
India is developing capabilities that enable a possible shift to a counterforce
posture against Pakistan. In particular, as India’s nuclear capabilities expand
both horizontally and vertically (more systems, and more of them), and be-
come more accurate and with smaller and potentially maneuverable war-
heads, India is quietly laying the groundwork for potential counterforce
targeting options that would have been unthinkable a decade ago. India is
increasingly capable of destroying what it can ªnd in Pakistan. The next sec-
tion focuses on how India is improving its ability to ªnd Pakistani strategic nu-
clear systems.

identifying and intercepting pakistan’s strategic systems

For comprehensive counterforce to be effective, a state has to be conªdent that
it can ªnd, ªx, and destroy—or intercept—virtually the adversary’s entire stra-
tegic nuclear arsenal. In recent years, India has made enormous improvements
in these areas. These improvements alone do not necessarily suggest that India
is seeking counterforce capabilities, as nearly all of its ISR platforms are inher-
ently dual use. Additionally, many of these improvements reºect global tech-
nological trends, such as the proliferation of long-endurance unmanned aerial
vehicles (UAVs), combined with growing Indian acumen in space ºight, which
the Indian state has funded for commercial and scientiªc reasons as well as for
military and intelligence purposes. Nevertheless, the improvements since 2003
may give greater conªdence to Indian planners that they can monitor and
track Pakistani nuclear forces. One former Indian defense imagery analyst
wrote triumphantly in a 2017 article publicizing the existence of a possible
Pakistani nuclear weapons storage facility, “Nothing can be hidden from satel-
lite imagery.”82 Regardless of whether this is true, it is certainly possible that
some in India’s intelligence and policy community believe it to be.

Compare India’s ISR capabilities in 2003 to those in 2018. Indian remote
sensing satellites in 2003 were rudimentary, with maximum resolutions of
around 6 meters for panchromatic (visual spectrum) imagery. Imagery with
such a low degree of resolution might be able to detect large structures, such as
aircraft hangars or ªxed radars, but it would have limited military purposes
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and virtually no utility in locating mobile ground vehicles or aircraft. In con-
trast, India in 2018 had at least six high-resolution imaging satellites capable of
capturing imagery between 0.6- and 1-meter resolution—and another satellite
(Cartosat-3) capable of 0.3-meter resolution images scheduled for launch in
2018.83 Such images can distinguish one type of aircraft from another, decoy
aircraft from genuine aircraft, and one type of missile from another with detail
sufªcient to determine if a truck has a spare tire.84

India also can take advantage of an ongoing revolution in the availability of
space-based imaging from commercial providers. There are two aspects im-
portant for remote sensing: quality of image and frequency of image capture of
a speciªc location on the globe. Although high-quality images have been com-
mercially available for decades—the IKONOS satellite, launched in 1999, of-
fered 0.82-meter resolution imagery—there were relatively few satellites in all,
let alone in any company’s constellation, so revisit times often were days
apart. Given the regularity of cloud cover, this could easily mean that one or
two weeks could elapse between capture of usable images. Over time, the res-
olution of the most precise commercial sensors has continued to improve, with
DigitalGlobe’s Worldview-4 satellite, for example, currently offering 0.3-meter
resolution.85 More important, companies are launching large constellations of
medium-resolution satellites with rapid revisit times across the constellation.
The company Planet already has a 150-satellite ºeet of 3-to-5-meter-resolution
microsatellites that provide daily revisits, and that may be able to image the
same ground location multiple times a day as the constellation grows further.86

Although 3-meter resolution imagery is an order of magnitude below the best
Indian or commercial satellite imagery available, it is still militarily useful. It is
sufªcient, for instance, to detect the presence or absence of support vehicles at
a mobile missile base.

Panchromatic imagery sensors, or near-infrared imagery sensors that India
has placed on several satellites, are mostly useless at night or in the presence of
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substantial cloud cover.87 As an alternative, radar imagery can function at
night and despite cloud cover. In 2003, India had access to, at best, 8-meter-
resolution radar satellite imagery, from Canada’s RADARSAT-1. In 2018, India
operated two radar imaging satellites in orbit (one purchased from Israel),
with more scheduled for launch in 2019.88 The best commercially available ra-
dar imagery already has resolutions as low as 0.25 meters, while new commer-
cial entrants seek to offer 1-meter-resolution radar imaging through large
constellations able to provide multiple revisits of the same location per day.89

One-meter satellite imagery could detect the presence of a missile transporter-
erector-launcher (TEL) vehicle at a known location, while 0.25-meter imagery
could distinguish whether a Pakistani ªghter was an F-16 (presumed to have a
nuclear delivery role) or an F-7 (presumed not to have such a role).

Both during peacetime and in a conºict with Pakistan, all of this imagery
would be supplemented by human and signals intelligence, as well as intelli-
gence acquired from India’s partners, such as Israel (which operates two radar
imaging satellites and four panchromatic/multispectral imaging satellites).90

Depending on the nature of India’s spy network in Pakistan, ground sensors
could be placed at important locations or could conceivably be deployed by
manned or unmanned aircraft in the midst of a conºict.91 Satellite imagery
would also be complemented by real-time imagery provided by India’s
increasing number of unmanned aerial vehicles. In 2003, India operated
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only its own indigenous Nishant UAV, with a limited range of 160 kilome-
ters and an operational ceiling of 3,600 meters—making it extremely vul-
nerable to Pakistani air defenses—as well as the Israeli Searcher UAV, with a
300-kilometer range and a 6,100-meter ceiling, which is vulnerable to a small
but increasing number of Pakistani air defense systems while also having a
limited range. Virtually all of Pakistan’s western Balochistan Province, for in-
stance, would have been inaccessible. In 2018, by comparison, India had more
Searchers and Israeli Heron UAVs that can operate at ranges up to 1,000 kilo-
meters with beyond line-of-sight controls capable of reaching and loitering
above virtually any part of Pakistan (or all of Pakistan if India used satellite
communications with the aircraft), and that are vulnerable only to Pakistani
ªghters and a small number of Chinese-origin surface-to-air missile systems.

These UAVs can carry not just electro-optical and infrared imagery sensors,
but also multi-mode radars that can be used to provide high-resolution images
or as a wide-area ground moving target indicator (GMTI). A GMTI could iden-
tify any ground vehicle leaving a suspected nuclear weapons storage facility,
for instance, and then use inverse synthetic aperture radar imagery to pro-
vide a detailed image of that vehicle while it is still in motion. In fact, in
higher-trafªc areas, a modern GMTI would likely be able to distinguish a large
TEL-like vehicle from trucks or other vehicles, simplifying the target discrimi-
nation task.92

Thus, a single Indian drone might loiter over a large potential storage com-
plex and systematically track any missile launchers deployed from that site.
Pakistani countermeasures to defeat Indian UAVs would carry costs. They
could emplace surface-to-air missiles near such sites, but that would likely
generate signatures that would complicate Pakistan’s ability to conceal the
site. Alternatively, Pakistan could divert scarce aircraft to ºy patrols over such
targets, though this too might generate signatures in remote areas that could
arouse Indian interest in otherwise barren terrain. Newer techniques also per-
mit radar imaging satellites to function as GMTI, though the beneªts of this
advancement may be harder for militaries to exploit given the short loiter
times associated with a satellite orbital pass over a speciªc location.93

Despite all these improvements, India’s near-term and medium-term capa-
bilities might be able to locate only a large fraction of Pakistan’s long-
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range nuclear arsenal. What if India could ªnd, ªx, and destroy even a very
high percentage—say, 90 percent—of Pakistan’s strategic nuclear weapons?
Normally the remaining 10 percent, perhaps ªve strategic nuclear missiles,
would be sufªcient to deter any reasonable Indian leader from authorizing
such a risky strike. What if, however, India could erect working missile de-
fenses that could theoretically intercept ªve warheads? If missile defenses
could pick up the residual force, it is not fantastical to think that India might
contemplate a shift to this strategy. Currently, India’s missile defenses have no-
where near this capability, but serious minds in Delhi may be thinking about
the prospect.

The requirement to intercept residual forces in a counterforce strategy is
why DRDO’s pursuit of ballistic missile defenses—and India’s announced
plans to acquire Russia’s S-400 system, which can intercept both ballistic and
cruise missile targets—is so important. Such systems can be characterized as
defensive based strictly on their capabilities. Their primary purpose, however,
could be to support an offensive nuclear counterforce strategy by being capa-
ble of, and tailored to, intercepting residual Pakistani forces. That is, India may
not need to ªnd and destroy 100 percent of Pakistan’s strategic nuclear force to
effectively disarm it. DRDO is pursuing the development of a layered system
that includes the Prithvi Air Defense terminal defense system and the Ashwin
Air Defense theater defense system. Although there has again been no political
decision to deploy these systems, DRDO long ago publicly stated that it
was ready to deploy “Phase I” capabilities—the protection of two cities—and
that the layered system has a hit-to-kill probability of 99.8 percent, a claim that
strains mathematical credulity.94 Even if DRDO’s reputation for broken prom-
ises on weapons systems leads one to doubt the efªcacy of any indigenous sys-
tem, India’s planned acquisition of the S-400 system would provide India with
a highly potent ballistic and cruise missile defense capability, one reportedly
capable of intercepting any of Pakistan’s current inventory of strategic ballistic
missiles and possibly some of its nuclear cruise missiles.95 That India has been
willing to acquire the Russian S-400 system despite threats of U.S. sanctions
reºects its strategic importance, which retired Indian Air Force ofªcers pub-
licly acknowledge derives from the system’s broad missile defense capability
as well as its traditional air defense role.96
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Even if India can ªnd a large fraction of Pakistan’s strategic nuclear arsenal,
and potentially intercept the rest, could it execute its counterforce strike
quickly enough to maximize the prospects for success? The next section as-
sesses whether India’s nuclear command and control system is capable of sup-
porting a counterforce strategy.

india’s more responsive command and control

Even with new missile and missile defense capabilities, could the Indian force
be responsive enough to implement a preemptive counterforce strategy if it
had evidence of imminent Pakistani use of nuclear weapons? As mentioned
earlier, the conventional wisdom has long been that India maintains its nuclear
force in a recessed and disassembled state. Evidence is emerging, however,
that India’s ability to launch upon deciding to do so has also improved rapidly
since 2003. In his 2001 book, Ashley Tellis wrote that the three key features of
India’s nuclear posture were that it was limited in size, separated in disposi-
tion, and centralized in control.97 He noted, “The weapons and delivery sys-
tems are developed and produced, with key subcomponents maintained
under civilian custody, but these assets are not deployed in any way that en-
ables the prompt conduct of nuclear operations. Such assets are, in fact,
sequestered and covertly maintained in distributed form, with different custo-
dians exercising strict stewardship over the components entrusted to them for
safekeeping.”98 Although the narrative that India maintains all of its nuclear
forces in a disassembled and demated state across various civilian agencies
persists, it is largely a myth. Indeed, one of the tasks with which National
Security Adviser Menon was reportedly charged was to streamline the nuclear
force and make it more responsive, dispensing with the chaos and manage-
ment nightmare of component separation, especially in time of a crisis.99

All recent observable indicators suggest that India has increased the baseline
readiness of at least a subset, if not all, of its nuclear forces—particularly as it
marches toward a force consisting largely of so-called canisterized systems in
which warheads are likely premated to delivery vehicles and kept sealed for
storage and transport. This canisterization is made possible by India’s transi-
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tion to solid-fuel ballistic missiles. Canisterization enhances missile longevity
by protecting the solid fuel from the elements, but it would complicate any ef-
fort by India to maintain its nuclear forces in a disassembled or demated state.
Although it is possible that reserve components are stewarded by their respec-
tive civilian agencies—nuclear pits with the Department of Atomic Energy, ex-
plosives packages with DRDO, delivery vehicles with the Strategic Forces
Command—it seems increasingly likely that some subset of the force is within
minutes of readiness. This level of readiness likely includes colocation of
subcomponents and, in some cases, potentially fully mated systems that can be
digitally armed and released by central authorities. Civilian and scientiªc rep-
resentatives may still be involved in the peacetime assembly and mating pro-
cesses, but may no longer be required for arming and launching nuclear
systems. Indeed, India’s ofªcial 2017 Armed Forces Joint Doctrine revealed for
the ªrst time publicly that the Strategic Forces Command “controls all of
India’s nuclear warheads and delivery systems.”100

Several Agni variants are already deployed in canisterized form, and the
SLBM will almost surely have to be deployed in a premated state. Although
there are ways to insert ªnal components or mate a warhead in an SLBM tube
while a submarine is on deterrent patrol, they are likely prohibitively compli-
cated. With some portion of the nuclear force already moving to canister-
ization on land and sea, it is likely that India will rely increasingly on
technological and procedural negative controls—such as two-person assent—
to prevent unauthorized release, rather than on physical separation of compo-
nents or demating.

In interviews, senior Indian civilian security ofªcials and former Strategic
Forces Command ofªcers repeatedly suggest that some portion of India’s nu-
clear force, particularly those weapons and capabilities designed for use
against Pakistan, are now kept at a high state of readiness, capable of being
operationalized and released within seconds or minutes in a crisis—not hours,
as had been assumed. For example, discussions with former ofªcers in the
Strategic Forces Command conªrmed that, even during peacetime, a portion
of India’s land-based missiles are maintained at very high levels of readiness,
and that at least some nuclear bombs for aircraft are colocated with aircraft on
bases and stored in underground bunkers for rapid mating if necessary.101 As a

India’s Counterforce Temptations 37

100. Directorate of Doctrine, Headquarters Integrated Defence Staff, Joint Doctrine Indian Armed
Forces, 2nd ed. (New Delhi: Ministry of Defence, April 2017), p. 37.
101. Vipin Narang interview with Vice Adm. Vijay Shankar (ret.), New York City, July 15, 2011;
and Vipin Narang interview with former civilian national security ofªcials, New Delhi, December
2017.

Downloaded from http://www.mitpressjournals.org/doi/pdf/10.1162/isec_a_00340 by guest on 08 March 2024



crisis escalated, it would be possible for India to ready a signiªcant number of
weapons that could be used in counterforce mode.

In the previous disassembled and dispersed conªguration, there would
have likely been visible signals of movement up alert levels in the Indian sys-
tem as subcomponents were moved, assembled, and mated to delivery vehi-
cles. Now, however, the maintenance of at least some subset of the force at a
higher baseline level of readiness means that there may not be any indicators
that India has readied nuclear weapons for use. This lack of visibility could
complicate signaling in future crises. It also enables India to possibly release a
full counterforce strike with few indications to Pakistan that it was coming
(a necessary precondition for success). If Pakistan believed that India had a
“comprehensive ªrst strike” strategy and with no indication of when a strike
was coming, crisis instability would be ampliªed signiªcantly.

Every Indian government ofªcial and military ofªcer with whom we spoke
emphasized that control over India’s nuclear arsenal remains highly central-
ized. That control, however, is increasingly digital rather than mechanical or
procedural, compressing the time required to arm and release nuclear weap-
ons. In short, at least a subset of India’s nuclear force is no longer maintained
in a highly recessed state and is instead increasingly responsive, making a pos-
ture or strategy of counterforce more plausible than is generally appreciated.
Even if there may not yet be an ofªcial consensus in Delhi as to the wisdom of
fully transitioning to a counterforce strategy, there has been agreement to per-
mit the development of capabilities and changes in readiness that would make
it possible for Indian leaders to contemplate a shift toward preemptive
counterforce options in extremis.

Consequential Actions and Reactions

At a minimum, India is taking steps that could be interpreted as demonstrat-
ing interest in nuclear and nonnuclear counterforce capabilities. This per-
ceived evolution—whether intentional or unplanned—is risky, and any shift
toward counterforce options is unlikely to achieve lasting nuclear superiority
over Pakistan for several reasons. First, India would have to make substantial
investments in delivery vehicle and intelligence, surveillance, and reconnais-
sance capabilities. Even then, it would have only a modest chance of eliminat-
ing Pakistan’s current strategic nuclear force. Moreover, the cost would be
substantial for a country with a developing economy and weak defense indus-
try. Even so, India has taken steps beyond those that most observers would ex-
pect for a state nominally committed to credible minimum deterrence, and it
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has shown a willingness to incur real costs to achieve many of the capabilities
discussed above.

Second, Pakistan has not, and will not, sit idly by if it believes that India
seeks to develop options that may threaten the survivability of its strategic nu-
clear forces; it will adjust its behavior in both crises and peacetime. Even na-
scent discussions of counterforce options risk creating ªrst-strike instability in
a crisis, because nuclear states have an incentive to use their weapons ªrst if
they believe that their nuclear adversary has a counterforce doctrine. Pakistan
cannot allow India to go ªrst, because it risks being completely disarmed.
India cannot allow Pakistan to go ªrst and reduce its ability to disarm
Pakistan. Therefore, as soon as one side believed there was even the possibility
of nuclear use, it would have an incentive to go ªrst and go massively. Every
crisis between India and Pakistan could potentially carry the risk of becoming
a nuclear crisis very early, with the mere possibility of counterforce making
preemption a potentially self-fulªlling prophecy.102 This destabilizing crisis
dynamic was obviated so long as Pakistan perceived a ªrmer Indian NFU and
countervalue strategy, which minimized its use-them-or-lose-them fears.

In addition to ªrst-strike instability in a crisis, an Indian counterforce strat-
egy would spark an interminable arms race in peacetime, as Pakistan sprinted
to maintain survivability and India built up to sustain its ability to threaten
it. Even India’s suggestive statements to date are likely enough to reinforce
Pakistani fears that India has an interest in fully disarming it.103 As Peter
Feaver stressed two decades ago, even if a disarming ªrst strike is unlikely,
that does not rule out the possibility.104

Raising the peacetime costs of maintaining Pakistan’s nuclear deterrent
could be an important motivation for Indian planners who might be attracted
to the idea of encouraging its smaller, poorer neighbor to expend greater
ªnancial resources to maintain its survivable nuclear forces. At the margin,
this could trigger a greater diversion of resources away from conventional
warªghting capabilities. It could also further heighten civil-military tensions
in Pakistan given the already oversized role of the military in the country’s
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economy. Indian planners might hope that, at some point, Pakistani civil-
ians and leaders abandon the strategic competition with India.

Nevertheless, India would have difªculty disarming the current Pakistani
force, let alone one that rapidly expands and disperses to account for coun-
terforce fears. Pakistan has already built much of the infrastructure necessary
to engage in an arms race, decreasing the marginal expenditures necessary to
participate in even an intense prospective arms competition. Pakistan has four
operational plutonium production reactors and multiple uranium centrifuge
enrichment facilities. Credible nongovernmental organizations estimate that
Pakistan has 140–150 nuclear warheads, slightly more than India is thought to
possess.105 Some portion of the Pakistani nuclear force is likely devoted to bat-
tleªeld nuclear use, however.106 Although such warheads are not irrelevant for
India’s counterforce concerns, they could not easily strike major Indian cities
even if deployed to the forward edge of the battle area. If India believed that
Pakistani nuclear use was imminent, its civilian leaders might prioritize target-
ing Pakistan’s strategic systems, relegating tactical systems to a subsequent
mopping-up phase when conventional capabilities could focus on their cap-
ture or destruction. Comparable nongovernmental estimates of the size of
India’s nuclear arsenal suggest that India likely has parity or a small advan-
tage in terms of the number of warheads that it can use for strategic (vs. bat-
tleªeld) purposes. Pakistani ªssile material production, though, continues.
Pakistan has constructed three plutonium production reactors since 2000 and
appears to have built a new uranium enrichment facility as recently as 2015.
By 2025, even conservative estimates conclude that Pakistan might possess as
many as 250 warheads, though a nontrivial portion of these likely would be
apportioned for so-called tactical missions.107

The net result of a counterforce exchange would depend not just on the rela-
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tive number of Indian and Pakistani strategic nuclear weapons, but also on
how many weapons Pakistan colocates at different alert states—or, on how
many nuclear weapons are distributed across how many storage or deploy-
ment locations. While Pakistan will face increasingly strong incentives to
widely disperse its warheads if India explores counterforce options, some level
of colocation is almost inevitable—especially for the air-based and (probably
future) sea-based legs of Pakistan’s nuclear triad, and the degree of colocation
is almost certainly greater earlier in a crisis before forces can be deployed
into the ªeld. Even for the mobile, ground-based systems, countries have
frequently deployed multiple missiles per launcher (e.g., the Soviet Union
deployed four missiles per SCUD-B mobile launcher), so destroying a single
launcher can effectively prevent several warheads from being ªred.108 Also,
Pakistan tested a MIRVed medium-range ballistic missile, the Ababeel, in
January 2017, expressly stating that the goal of developing a MIRVed platform
was to defeat any potential Indian missile defenses.109 On the one hand, ballis-
tic missile defenses encourage MIRVing, because a salvo of multiple warheads
can quickly overwhelm and penetrate the ballistic missile defense interceptors.
On the other hand, MIRVing may undermine the survivability of Pakistan’s
strategic nuclear weapons, because one Indian warhead can now destroy sev-
eral Pakistani warheads if it successfully destroys the missile on which they
are placed (e.g., a four-for-one payoff). Consequently, South Asia is already ex-
periencing a counterforce feedback loop where India’s pursuit of ballistic mis-
sile defenses is encouraging Pakistan to develop countermeasures such as
MIRVs to ensure survivability and penetrability, which then increases the in-
centives Indian planners have to ªnd and destroy MIRVed missiles.

Evidence that warheads might be colocated with delivery systems, espe-
cially early in a crisis, is also supported by Pakistan’s development of remote,
hardened storage sites as a survivability measure, including large under-
ground facilities. Destroying the entrances to such a facility—or causing col-
lapse of the facility—would potentially neutralize any warheads or launch
vehicles stored there. Such facilities, however, could contain an unknown
number of warheads or launch vehicles (or possibly even none), potentially
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turning them into a warhead sponge. This would force India to commit many
warheads—far more than it presently has relative to Pakistan—to destroying
potentially empty sites on the small chance that they may in fact be large nu-
clear storage facilities. Multiple analysts claim to have located potential under-
ground nuclear weapons warhead facilities from commercially available
satellite images. The process of excavating such sites likely makes it extraordi-
narily difªcult to hide their development. If India did not have precise intelli-
gence as to their layout underground, it might be forced to target each
entrance separately, which would again inºate the number of warheads it
would need to complete a successful counterforce strike. The payoff, though,
could be enormous, because such facilities appear to be large enough to hold
dozens of TEL vehicles.110

In addition to going underground to protect and hide its nuclear weapons,
Pakistan is going underwater. Consideration of counterforce options would al-
most certainly accelerate Pakistan’s shift to sea-based forces on the assumption
that those systems are more survivable. This carries risks of accidents or unau-
thorized use if the Pakistan Navy is forced to manage sea-based nuclear
weapons before it is ready.111 The same month that it tested the MIRVed
Ababeel, Pakistan tested the Babur-3 sea-launched cruise missile, with a publi-
cized 450-kilometer range, which the Pakistan military pointedly stressed was
“capable of delivering various types of payloads.”112 Pakistan currently pos-
sesses ªve submarines that could carry cruise missiles, and reports suggest
that it is acquiring up to eight Type 041 Yuan-class submarines from China,
which presumably would also be capable of performing that mission.113 The
short range of the Babur-3 precludes Pakistan from a bastion-model of subma-
rine basing—deploying the submarine in the sanctuary of territorial waters—
because no major Indian city is within range from Pakistani waters. Although
the sea-based arsenal’s survivability might in theory discourage ªrst strikes, in
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practice it is less clear. Because any given submarine may carry only a handful
of nuclear-tipped cruise missiles, and only a fraction of the submarine force
would be on patrol during peacetime, India might have stronger incentives to
strike early at Pakistan’s submarine ºeet in the event of conºict, before these
submarines could be ºushed out of port. The dual-use role of Pakistani subma-
rines would make them legitimate targets for Indian conventional air and
cruise missile attacks on Pakistani ports; and in the 1971 war, India showed an
interest and capability in undertaking such attacks. Here too, then, there is
an emerging counterforce feedback loop: fear of disarming strikes incentivizes
Pakistani sea-based capabilities, but those same capabilities become high-
priority targets, vulnerable to ªrst strikes early in a conºict.114

In addition, Pakistan could disperse its airborne weapons and nuclear-
capable aircraft early in a crisis, complicating India’s intelligence and targeting
task. Such nuclear-capable aircraft (F-16s and Mirage 5s) routinely operate
from just four Pakistani airªelds.115 In a crisis, though, they almost certainly
would be dispersed. The Pakistan Air Force has practiced dispersal to, and use
of, satellite airªelds for decades, and it has dispersed combat aircraft occasion-
ally during periods of heightened tensions, including as recently as 2017.116

Pakistan does not appear to have constructed specially hardened shelters or
additional security fencing at potential dispersal bases, but this may merely
be a prudent effort at avoiding telltale visual signatures.117 Pakistan’s ground-
attack aircraft require runways of 7,500 feet for safe takeoff and landing,
and Pakistan has at least thirty-ªve runways of such length overall.118 The
Mirage 5 might be able to take off in as little as 5,250 feet, allowing it to operate
from as many as forty-three additional airports or air bases in Pakistan.119

Some of these airªelds, such as Mushaf air base at Sargodha, are quite large,
permitting aircraft distribution within the base at locations more than 1 mile
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apart. Even if Pakistan does not store nuclear delivery aircraft in hardened
shelters, simply distributing some aircraft along the perimeter of a facility can
dramatically increase survivability. A past U.S. study found that distributing
bomber aircraft to the perimeter of bases reduced aircraft attrition from 80 per-
cent to 22 percent after the detonation of a 40-kiloton warhead.120 In general, to
evade potential Indian ISR, Pakistan would want to reposition its nuclear as-
sets continuously and rapidly, so that India could not completely disarm them
in peacetime or early in a crisis. In a country that is facing a signiªcant terror-
ism threat and that is host to radical violent actors who may want to steal nu-
clear weapons, this deployment procedure can carry serious risks of loss
and theft.121

If Pakistan adopted passive measures for nuclear delivery aircraft such as
those discussed above at home and at forward operating bases, India would be
forced to make difªcult choices. It may not have any warheads in its arsenal of
sufªcient yield to assure a high likelihood of destruction of all of Pakistan’s de-
livery aircraft on a large air base, given continued doubts about the success of
its 1998 thermonuclear weapons test. Even if it did, using large boosted ªssion
devices would generate widespread civilian casualties. Alex Wellerstein’s
NUKEMAP program estimates that a 10-kiloton device might generate fewer
than 35,000 dead if dropped at the center of Mushaf air base, whereas a
sufªciently large device to destroy aircraft along the perimeter would kill
nearly 400,000.122 Alternatively, India could opt to have the warhead detonate
closer to the surface, which would create a large crater, likely rendering the
runways unusable even if aircraft survived. (Even a 1-megaton device deto-
nated in an airburst produces “no appreciable” crater, authoritative U.S. gov-
ernment studies conclude.123) This would also generate radioactive fallout,
with unpredictable long-term effects. Although the effect on Indian citizens
from fallout might be minimal at a location such as Sargodha far away from
the Indian border, targeting many of Pakistan’s other nuclear locations would
create a high likelihood that substantial fallout would contaminate Indian ter-
ritory. As another option, India could target every large Pakistani air base with
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multiple warheads. This would further inºate the target set for a counterforce
campaign. Attacking the eleven airªelds designated as ºying bases by the
Pakistan Air Force with two weapons each would require twenty-two weap-
ons. Targeting Pakistan’s potential dispersal locations (airªelds with paved
runways longer than 7,500 feet) with just one warhead would add twenty-four
targets to the list. If the Mirage 5 can operate with even shorter takeoff dis-
tances, as some public estimates suggest, an additional forty-three airªelds
might host bomb-carrying aircraft. Even this target list assumes that Pakistan
will not be operating aircraft from motorways, though the Pakistan Air Force
practices precisely this operation during its Highmark exercise series.124 There-
fore, to destroy Pakistan’s air-breathing leg with conªdence if the Pakistan Air
Force were on a crisis-footing, India might require nearly 100 warheads or pre-
cise information about the location of virtually all of Pakistan’s hundred-plus
potential delivery aircraft.125 In practice, perhaps, particularly after a pro-
longed air campaign, India might feel conªdent that, as long as it could locate
the vast majority of Pakistan’s aircraft, it would be able to rely on its air
defenses to protect its major population centers from the handful of Pakistani
aircraft that might remain following a counterforce strike. Such reliance, how-
ever, would necessarily entail substantial risk, because if even one Pakistani
aircraft penetrated those defenses to deliver a nuclear payload, an Indian city
could face destruction.

Furthermore, Pakistan could also intersperse decoy vehicles among its
transporter-erector-launcher vehicles. A 2001 RAND analysis concluded by
emphasizing “that the TEL is a pretty unsatisfying target. After all, it is little
more than a dressed-up tractor-trailer rig.”126 As a consequence, building more
of them, or vehicles that look like them, is relatively inexpensive. Famously in
the 1991 Gulf War, the United States and coalition air forces likely failed to de-
stroy a single SCUD missile launcher despite conducting nearly 1,500 air
strikes targeting them. At the time, coalition aircrews believed that they had
destroyed approximately eighty mobile launchers, which highlights the wide
gap between believing one can successfully disarm one’s opponent and actu-
ally doing so. In retrospect, it seems clear that the aircrews were likely report-
ing the destruction of decoys or ground vehicles such as fuel tanker trucks that
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had visual, radar, or infrared signatures difªcult to distinguish from TELs.127

Although India likely has more persistent ISR capabilities today than the
United States did in Iraq in 1991, the gap between contemporary Indian and
historic U.S. capabilities is not enormous. The advent of long-endurance UAVs
is comparatively new, but the United States operated manned U-2 spy planes
with electro-optical sensors and synthetic aperture radar alongside a wide ar-
ray of imaging and signals intelligence satellites in 1991.128 According to the
Gulf War Air Power Survey Summary Report, the great SCUD hunt was certainly
disadvantaged by a lack of intelligence preparation of the battleªeld: “The
presurveyed launch sites and hiding places used by the mobile launchers were
not identiªed” prior to the onset of the air campaign.129 India, in contrast,
likely has considered the location of such sites as one of its highest intelligence
priorities for decades. Pakistan could greatly complicate these tracking efforts,
however, by developing a large number of inexpensive decoys, putting pres-
sure on India’s intelligence and surveillance capabilities, as well as inºating
the number of targets India would have to neutralize.

In sum, Pakistan will not remain idle if India shifts to a counterforce strat-
egy. Indeed, fears that India is already moving in this direction have likely al-
ready set Islamabad’s nuclear planners off to the races. Building up its nuclear
forces, building out its delivery platforms and decoys to generate greater di-
versity and survivability, and moving them around to complicate Indian tar-
geting even during peacetime are all likely responses—in a state beset by a
large number of militants who have already shown an appetite for targeting
vulnerable nuclear facilities and assets. Moreover, India’s evolving nuclear
posture may generate many of the risks of a counterforce strategy with few of
the beneªts. Although India has made considerable strides in acquiring the ca-
pabilities it would need to successfully execute a disarming strike, these ap-
pear insufªcient to destroy the growing Pakistani arsenal in the near to
medium term, and India’s missile defenses are not yet capable of reliably inter-
cepting residual Pakistani nuclear forces. Looking ahead, Pakistan can likely
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build up its nuclear forces and alter its various deployment procedures faster
than India can plausibly obtain and maintain a credible counterforce option,
all while incentivizing Pakistan to use nuclear weapons early and massively in
a crisis.

Alternative Explanations

We have presented evidence of a strategic explanation for India’s potential in-
terest in developing counterforce targeting options against Pakistan. That
is, the observed capability developments and professed interest in counter-
force targeting are both real and intentional—they are the product of neither
technological drift nor simply “noise” in the ether. We believe this to be the
most consistent and parsimonious explanation for India’s otherwise puzzling
nuclear developments and statements. There are two alternative explanations
worth considering, however.

The ªrst alternative explanation is inadvertent technological drift—that
Indian scientists operate with limited oversight from national policymakers,
that their motives are purely organizational and technological, and that the
public statements by (nonscientist) Indian ofªcials expressing interest in
counterforce are merely “noise” signifying no change in the distribution of
views held by Indian policymakers on the desirability of preemptive options.
Although past scholarship has rejected such technological determinist expla-
nations in explaining the emergence of counterforce capabilities in other coun-
tries,130 this does not necessarily disprove organizational and bureaucratic
politics as the driver of recent Indian behavior. Such a hypothesis is potentially
more worrisome than arguments based on rational top-down decisionmaking,
because it suggests that India might be stumbling into all of the downsides of
counterforce strategies without intending to do so. After all, one argument for
the “illogic” of U.S. nuclear strategy—and perhaps now India’s—is the preva-
lence of organizational and bureaucratic pathologies driving its posture.131 Al-
though in the past these pathologies may have hampered India’s ability to
develop capabilities and doctrines because of the inattention of civilian
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overseers,132 as India becomes wealthier, these pathologies have the potential
to generate excess and unwanted capabilities. We generally ªnd these argu-
ments uncompelling, because India is still a poor country where defense
expenditures are subject to serious scrutiny, even if the defense expertise
of Indian politicians and bureaucrats is often lacking.133 It seems unlikely that
Indian politicians and bureaucrats have continued to fund such precise and
expensive counterforce-enabling systems without some strategic purpose, es-
pecially when so many other defense priorities go unfunded. Technological
determinism also cannot account for the growing chorus of statements from
members of the national security establishment who seem to be attracted to
the concept of nuclear counterforce for explicitly strategic reasons.

Alternatively, perhaps India’s recent behavior is an elaborate bluff designed
to enhance its general deterrence posture, where Indian ofªcials drop ambigu-
ous hints about preemptive counterforce despite having no real interest in
India ever being able to execute a ªrst strike in a crisis or war. Despite its po-
tential to create signiªcant crisis instability, the true aim may be to provoke
massive Pakistani military spending to bankrupt the state in an arms race.
Periodic statements by retiring government and military ofªcials and press re-
leases advertising the accuracy of indigenous missile defense systems are all
essentially cost free. In the late Cold War, some U.S. ofªcials may have
doubted that President Ronald Reagan’s Strategic Defense Initiative would
succeed, but they believed that publicly pursuing it was strategically useful
because it would generate pressure on the Soviet Union to develop and deploy
expensive countermeasures.134 If India’s recent behavior is merely a strategic
feint, however, then it seems likely that Pakistan’s responses—higher readi-
ness, greater dispersal, and more frequent movement of Pakistani nuclear
weapons in peacetime, crisis, and war—may carry much higher nuclear risk
for India (and the world) than any added deterrent or competitive value that
would come from blufªng about the pursuit of a preemptive counterforce
strategy. It is a possibility, but seems unlikely.
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Theoretical Implications

If India does have a sustained, strategic interest in developing counterforce op-
tions, what does that imply for theories of nuclear strategy? First, it adds an-
other data point to evidence that the strictures of the “nuclear revolution” do
not decisively favor second-strike assured retaliation strategies nor do they al-
ways inhibit the adoption of nuclear counterforce and broader damage limita-
tion strategies. Although both the United States and the Soviet Union adopted
such strategies during the Cold War, if India were to adopt counterforce target-
ing options, it would be the ªrst regional power to explicitly do so.135 This out-
come would suggest that superpower pursuit of counterforce was neither
unique to the Cold War nor solely the product of either extended deterrence
commitments or distinct pathological tendencies in the United States and the
Soviet Union.

Second, India’s consideration of counterforce options may offer evidence of
a new era of counterforce where the balance of technological advantage is
shifting in ways that encourage damage limitation strategies. Proponents for
such a technological shift argue that strike systems, including ballistic missiles,
are more accurate and cheaper today than they have ever been, while revolu-
tionary improvements in remote sensing make the location of adversary tar-
gets more discernable. Nuclear survivability previously was ensured through
hardening of storage locations and the concealment and mobility of weapons
systems. Accuracy nearly eliminates the beneªt of hardening while transpar-
ency dramatically reduces the survivability afforded by concealment and
movement.136 The assumption that nuclear survivability is both cheaper
and easier to obtain and maintain than it is to threaten—particularly when
one is dealing with only tens, rather than tens of thousands, of strategic nu-
clear weapons—may be challenged at the regional level, and not just by
the United States.137
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Third, India has struggled with novel revisionist threats from Pakistan, the
likes of which neither superpower had to face. The 1999 Kargil conºict was
a blatant attempt by Pakistan to seize territory of a nuclear-armed India in a
place that would not merit full-scale conventional escalation to repel the in-
truders, especially given the nuclear risk associated with full-scale war.138 And
in the 2000s, Pakistan demonstrated that even mass-casualty terrorist vio-
lence in major Indian cities could take place without triggering war. Such at-
tacks on India were far deadlier than those that Soviet-supported groups
(e.g., the Red Army Faction) conducted against Western targets during the
Cold War. Pakistan’s sponsorship of violent proxies has led to enraged, but
thus far deterred, Indian leaders.139 This state of affairs triggered an under-
standable search for punitive options to compel a change in Pakistani strat-
egy and reestablish deterrence. Counterforce options threaten to eliminate
Pakistan’s nuclear shield. In so doing, they offer the ªnal piece for a strategy of
escalation dominance, where India can threaten credibly to escalate and defeat
Pakistan at every potential level of violence. They also provide India a last-
resort option if control of Pakistan’s nuclear forces were to fall into extremist
hands—a small but nonzero risk.140

India’s present challenges with Pakistan, and its resulting ºirtation with a
counterforce strategy, may not be unique. The contemporary and future nu-
clear landscape will likely include states that may be emboldened by nuclear
weapons to engage in more dangerous pursuit of revisionist aims,141 or
states where the prospect of extremist takeover cannot be entirely dismissed,
making disarming attacks more attractive142—all while the costs of implement-
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ing counterforce strategies against small arsenals (i.e., those that look like
Pakistan’s, not the Soviet Union’s) may be falling. For example, Israel would
almost certainly be in a position to consider nuclear counterforce strategies if it
faced an emerging nuclear adversary that used its nuclear weapons as a shield
behind which to unleash proxies with greater devastation against the Israeli
homeland. If other states believe that counterforce options are necessary to
confront nuclear-armed adversaries, it could have implications for the stability
and safety of a world with more nuclear weapons powers.

Conclusion

This article has presented evidence that, even without formally modifying its
long-standing declaratory doctrine, India has quietly developed or acquired
many of the capabilities that might make a counterforce strike possible. Mean-
while serious national security thinkers in India have increasingly discussed
the permissibility and strategic beneªts of such a nuclear disarming strike in
certain extreme circumstances. India has historically had a restrained nuclear
strategy emphasizing no ªrst use and countervalue retaliation. It was a
uniform nuclear strategy against both of India’s primary adversaries: China
and Pakistan. We believe that India continues to maintain this strategy vis-à-
vis China for a variety of structural reasons—namely, the low risk of con-
ventional war with China; China’s own NFU policy; and its larger and
increasingly mobile nuclear arsenal, which would be extremely difªcult for
India to destroy.

As India’s security dynamics with Pakistan have evolved, however, and
Pakistan has shifted to a strategy of threatening tactical nuclear use against
Indian forces should Delhi choose to retaliate following a Pakistani-backed
provocation, Indian nuclear strategy toward its two nuclear adversaries may
be decoupling as India searches for a way out its perceived strategic paraly-
sis toward Pakistan. In addition to debating whether it can continue to exercise
restraint, as well as considering calibrated conventional options, there is evi-
dence that Indian national security ofªcials are simultaneously interested in
developing more ºexible nuclear options against Pakistan, beyond counter-
value targeting strategies. The incentives to remove the constraints of
Pakistan’s nuclear arsenal through counterforce strikes are rising at the same
time as the costs of building a force capable of doing so are falling.

A shift—or even perception of a shift—by India toward developing counter-
force options carries major risks, however. First, it is a recipe for an arms race
as Pakistan struggles to maintain survivability while India seeks to sustain its
ability to threaten it. Second, it creates crisis instability by producing incen-
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tives for both sides to escalate to nuclear use early and massively to avoid ad-
versary ªrst use. Every serious crisis now risks a potential strategic nuclear
exchange at the outset. Third, it is doubtful that India could destroy enough
Pakistani weapons on the ground such that India’s ballistic missile and air de-
fenses could intercept the residual force. It almost certainly cannot do so today,
and it is unclear if it ever could in the future. Indeed, the fear of reciprocal ªrst
strikes may set in before India has a workable capability to execute a counter-
force strike.143 This has signiªcant implications for South Asian and global se-
curity. India may be writing security checks that its counterforce option may
not be able to cash when the time comes.

India’s ºirtation with preemptive counterforce also has signiªcant implica-
tions for other regional nuclear powers and the broader nuclear landscape. If
the siren song of counterforce ªnds appeal in other regional nuclear states con-
fronted with both the threat of revisionist adversaries and the opportunity af-
forded by less expensive counterforce capabilities, the world may indeed be
moving toward a much broader era of counterforce.
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