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Introduction 

 

The world has seen peace for almost eight decades now. Some give credit to mature 

interconnected relations among countries while some say it is because of nuclear 

weapons. While we cannot certainly say why there is no third world war yet, nuclear 

weapons certainly deserve some credit for that. Nina Tannenwald called it a “Nuclear 

Taboo1”, where no world leader wants to be associated with the destruction and killings 

of millions of civilians by launching a nuclear strike. While other analysts claim that it is 

because of Mutual Assured Destruction (MAD)2 that leaders avoid escalating the war 

through nuclear weapons.  

 

A lot has changed since the only time nuclear weapons were used in World War 2 in 

Japan. While the yield of nuclear weapons used on Hiroshima and Nagasaki was 

between 10 to 20 kilotons, now countries possess weapons having a destructive yield 

of 100 kilotons to a few megatons. But what is interesting and more complex in addition 

to MAD is the emergence of the Tactical Nuclear Weapons3.  
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A tactical nuclear weapon is a type of nuclear armament specifically intended for use 

on the battlefield in military operations. These weapons are designed to be deployed in 

conjunction with conventional forces during combat4.   

 

During the Cold War, tactical nuclear weapons made up a significant portion of nuclear 

arsenals. However, following the Cold War, the NATO and Russian stockpiles of these 

weapons were significantly reduced, while the focus shifted to increasing long-range 

ballistic missile capabilities. Both the United States and the former Soviet Union had 

deployed these weapons in Europe, among other locations, during the Cold War era5. 

The possibility of the use of Tactical Nuclear Weapons in future conflicts in South Asia 

makes it more challenging for India to strategise its planning for any future war against 

Pakistan and China6.   

 

China Challenge 

 

When India tested its nuclear weapons in May 1998, it reasoned it as a development of 

deterrent capability against China which was a nuclear state since 1964. However, 

China does not believe in this story that India developed its nuclear weapons in 

response to China. It thinks it was also India’s aspiration to become a great power that 

was not possible without acquiring nuclear weapons as the major motivation7.  

 

The great power competition of China with the United States of America is pushing 

China to acquire more and more nuclear weapons, especially tactical nuclear weapons 

to balance the hegemony of the United States of America in the domain8. According to 

the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI), as of 2024, china has a 

military stockpile of 500 warheads, while 24 are deployed9. Hans M. Kristensen, 

associate senior fellow with SIPRI’s weapons of mass destruction programme and 

director of the nuclear information project at the Federation of American Scientists 

(FAS) said “China is expanding its nuclear arsenal faster than any other country10”. 

 

China's rapid expansion of its nuclear arsenal and its efforts to assert dominance in 

South Asia and the South China Sea significantly heighten the risk of escalation in the 

region11. This situation also exerts pressure on India, which is already contending with 

border tensions with China.  
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Aggressive Pakistan 

 

Pakistan has implemented a “full spectrum deterrence” strategy12, which permits the 

use of nuclear weapons in response to even low-scale conventional warfare, 

significantly below the typical nuclear threshold. This approach reflects Pakistan's 

intent to maintain a broad and flexible nuclear posture13. 

 

As part of this strategy, Islamabad has developed tactical or battlefield nuclear 

weapons, such as the Hatf IX Nasr missile, which has a short range of 60 kilometres14. 

These weapons are designed to provide a quick, localized nuclear response in a 

conflict scenario. 

 

Additionally, Pakistan has expanded its arsenal with various ground- and air-launched 

nuclear-capable cruise missiles, with ranges between 350 and 700 kilometres15. In 

2017, following India's commissioning of a nuclear submarine, Pakistan introduced its 

Babur-3 nuclear-capable sea-based cruise missile, further enhancing its strategic 

deterrence capabilities16. 

 

The ongoing infiltration of terrorists into Jammu and Kashmir, allegedly supported by 

the Pakistani military and ISI, combined with India's robust responses, such as the Uri 

surgical strike and the Pulwama airstrike, could potentially escalate tensions.  

 

In such a scenario, Pakistan might perceive a significant threat from India and fear an 

impending attack, this creates instability in the region. As Pakistan does not have a “no 

first use” nuclear doctrine, it increases the chances of miscalculations, especially if it 

anticipates a potential defeat. While there is substantial scope of conventional conflict 

below the nuclear threshold, Indian planners must look at Pakistan using its nuclear 

card at some stage.  

 

India’s Options 

 

India's nuclear doctrine rests on three key principles: a "no first use" policy, maintaining 

a credible minimum deterrent, and ensuring civilian control over nuclear weapons17. 

According to this policy, India will only resort to using nuclear weapons in response to a 
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nuclear attack on the country, its territories, or its armed forces. The retaliation will be 

overwhelming and intended to cause unacceptable harm. 

 

India's approach to nuclear defence, which emphasizes an overwhelming retaliation 

designed to inflict massive destruction on the enemy, renders the need for investment 

in tactical nuclear weapons unnecessary. Instead of focusing on smaller, battlefield-

specific nuclear arms, India prioritizes the use of strategic nuclear weapons, which are 

intended to deliver a devastating blow in response to any nuclear aggression. 

 

This strategy reflects the belief that maintaining a credible and powerful deterrent 

through strategic nuclear capabilities is sufficient to ensure national security, without 

the additional complexity and risks associated with deploying tactical nuclear weapons. 

India holds the view that the political and psychological atmosphere likely to exist 

during the use of nuclear weapons — particularly in a tit-for-tat scenario — would be 

too volatile to allow for moderation or the possibility of strategic dialogue through 

controlled nuclear exchanges18. The intensity of the situation, marked by extreme 

tension and high stakes, would make it difficult to maintain any level of restraint. 

 

Moreover, India believes that such ideas of controlled nuclear engagement overlook 

the harsh political and military realities that would shape decision-making in an 

environment characterized by deep distrust, pervasive danger, uncertainty, and 

overwhelming fear19. In such a charged atmosphere, the pressures on leaders would 

likely push them towards more aggressive actions, leaving little room for measured 

responses or negotiations. 

 

Conclusion 

 

The nuclear rivalry in South Asia, often seen as a trilateral competition between India, 

China, and Pakistan, is, in reality, a four-sided race involving the USA and its allies 

along with China-Pakistan, and India20. China aims to counterbalance U.S. influence in 

South Asia and the South China Sea – especially after the signing of AUKUS- while 

India strives to keep up. Pakistan's pursuit of Tactical Nuclear Weapons is an effort to 

maintain a strategic advantage over India.  
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While many analysts argue that India need not invest in tactical nuclear weapons due 

to its existing nuclear policy, which explicitly states the use of strategic nuclear 

weapons in response to any nuclear attack, others advocate for a policy shift. They 

suggest moving from the doctrine of "massive retaliation for unacceptable damage" to 

K. Subrahmanyam's concept of "punitive deterrence21." This shift would offer India 

greater strategic flexibility and more nuanced options to counter the threat posed by 

tactical nuclear weapons22. 

 

 

DISCLAIMER 

 

The paper is the author’s individual scholastic articulation and does not necessarily 

reflect the views of CENJOWS. The author certifies that the article is original in 

content, unpublished and it has not been submitted for publication/ web upload 

elsewhere and that the facts and figures quoted are duly referenced, as needed and 

are believed to be correct. 
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