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Toe-to-toe in South Asia

India, Pakistan and the rajectory of nonproliferation

John Feffer | Im early 1999, Pakistami
forces crossed the Line of Control high
up in the Himalavas near the small
town of Kargil in the disputed prov-
ince of Kashmir. The invaders seized
guard posts that Indian forces had
abandoned during the winter months.
When it discovered the armed intru-
sions, India responded with military
force. The two sides waged a small-
scale, high-altitude war for the next
two months.

The Kargil War would have been
just another comflict in the ongoing
bhattle between the two South Asian
powers, except for three things. The
year before, both countries had offi-
cially become nuelear powers. Civil-
1an suthorties in Pakistan mitally
knew mothing about the incursion,
which was executed by the senior gen-
eral, Pervez Musharraf, who would
later take over the government in a
coup. And both Pakistan and India
made preparations, albeit ambiguous
ones, to use nuclear weapons in the
confrontation. What started out as an
almost ludicrous attempt to gain ad-
vantage on the Siachen glacier in the
world’s highest-altitude barttlefield
nearly became the world's first nu-
clear exchange.

The Kargil War challenges several
assumptions about military affairs in
the nuclear age. Civil authorities do
not always have full control over the
strategic environment within which
nuclear weapons might be used, and
the spread of democracy does not nec-
czsarily lead to fewer nukes world-
wide. “The situation in South Asia re-
mains just 38 unpredictable in the age
of presumed deterrence as it was prior
to the entry of India and Pakistan into
the nuclear club. And nuclear powers
continue o wage conventional wars
inn the behef that they will not tum
nuclear. Yet it 13 perhaps only by
chance that India and Pakistan did
not try out their new weapons and
destroy each other as well as all hopes
of pushing the nuclear genie back into
its bottle.

Before 1998, history seemed to be
on the side of nuclear nonprolifera-
tion. Several post-Soviet states—Be-
larus, Kazakhstan, Ukraine—had
given up their nuclear arsenals. South
Africa ended its nuclear program. Bra-
zil and Argentina renounced nuclear
weapons. But in May 1998, “eleven
nuclear tests by India and Pakistan in
the span of three weeks forced a major
reconsideration of this optimism,”
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writes University of Texas political
seientist Ity Abraham in the excep-
tionally useful new book Inside Nu-
clear South Asia, edited by Scott Sagan,
who co-directs Stanford University's
Center for International Security and
Cooperation.

Today, the world teeters perilously
on the edge between nuclear optimism
and pessimism. U.S. President Barack
Obama has declared nuclear abohtion
a goal, the first American leader to do
so, and the administration has taken
an initial step in that direction by ne-
gotiating modest cuts with Russia in
their respective nuclear arsenals. At
the same time, the nuclear nonprolif-
eration regime seems on the point of
obsolescence. In addition to unde-
clared members of the nuclear club
hke Israel, North Korea has tested two
muclear devices, and Iran has pro-
duced enough [ssile material for sev-
eral bombs.

Which way the world goes—io-
ward cuts and abolition or toward
prohferation and Armageddon—de-
pends a great deal on the expericnce
of South Asia. While Washington and
Moscow discuss the fner points of
telemetry and mssile defense, other
couniries are very seriously consider-
ing whether to follow the path of
India and Pakistan. Preventing war
between these two countries and pre-
venting the rest of the world from
similarly going nuclear are two major
challenges of the current nuclear age.

The current nonproliferation Te-
dgime depends in part on India and
FPakistan being the exceptions rather
than the rule. As such, the decision-
making processes by which the two
countries decided fo go nuclear have
dgrealt bearing on the trajectory of non-
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proliferation. Pakistan, which tested
second, was largely responding to
India and attempting to level the play-
ing field. But why did Imdia test? The
contributors to Inside Nudear South
Aszia rigorously assess the faclors, di-
viding them into two rough categories:
internal and external. On the external
side, the ruling Bharatiyva Janata Party
(BJP}) may have been using the nu-
clear tests to position India more fa-
vorably in a regional security order.
Or perhaps the BJP was hoping to
transform India into a global actor. Or,
m the face of global nonproliferation
efforts, the new Indian government
might have wanted to get in under the
wire before it was too late.

The book's contributors, however,
lean more heavily toward internal fac-
tors. The BJP, a Hindu natonalist
party, presented itself as more princi-
pled and consistent than the long-rul-
ing Congress Party. Moreover, the BJP
had “no qualms about power—and
military power in particular,” writes
Oxford University professor of inter-
national relations Kanti Bajpai, where-
as “the valorization of power is a no-
tion that resides uneasily in the strate-
gic culture of the Congress.” Prime
Minister Atal Bihari Vajpavee had an
earher taste of power as prime minis-
ter for two weeks in 1996. In his sec-
ond time around, he felt that he had to
act ¢quickly in case his tenure in office
was similarly cut short. Indeed,
Vajpavee did not even bother to in-
form his defense minister until after
the decision to test had been made,
The tests took place only two months
after Vajpayee took office.

Becorming a nuclear power is inex-
tricably connected to nationalist striv-
ing and ntermational prestige. But
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Vipin Narang, a doctoral candudate at
Harvard University, applies a critical
distinction to this linkage. The Con-
gress party, he writes, had a “more

benign techno-nationalist pride, cen-
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tering on demonstrating Indian self-
sufficiency and technological prowess
as a vehicle to being considered a lc-
gitimate global power. The BJF's con-
ception of pride, on the other hand,
can be characterized as oppositional
nationalist and is intensely driven by
a defiance against two perceived ma
hgnant entities: an aggressive Pakistan
and a hypocritical club of global pow-
ers secking to exclude India from
great powerdom.”

This
standing of motivation has important

more Mne-gramed under-

implicabons for counter-proliferation
strategy. Nationahst parties that feel
strongly alienated from the mterna-
tional commumity, like the ones that

rule in Pyongyang and Tehran today,
are likely to follow the same kind of
reasoning as the BJF. But where the
international commumty offers access
and not simply containment—as was
the case with the successful nedgotia-
tions that led to an end to Lihya's nu-
clear program—the nuclear option
can become less attractive,

A strengthened nonproliferation
regime will not, however, serve to pre-
vent war between existing nuclear
powers such as India and Pakistan.
The Kargil War demonstrated that the
two sides have not been forced into
more conciliatory stances by the pros-
pect of mutual annihilation. Scott
Sagan guotes the head ot a govern-
ment-sponsored thinktank in Pakistan
to great effect. “With the nuclear de-
terrence making all-out war between
Pakistan and India a receding reality,”
Shireen Mazari, who once led the Is-
lamabad Institute of Strategic Studics,
satd 1n March 1999, “the opportunity
for limited warfare in Kashmir be-
comes a viable option.”

According o the “stalnhty/insta-
bility paradox.” greater strategic sta-
bility at the nuclear level makes con-
ventional war more hkely, since nmh-
tary planners calculate that their at-
tacks will not hkely escalate to the
level of a nuclear exchange. Thus, the
United States and Soviet Union fought
proxy wars in the Third World in the
1970s and 1980s without much fear
that these conflicts would eventually
mvolve nuclear weapons. In South
Asia by contrast, the strategic situa-
tion remains unstable and yet conven-
tional conflicts continue to break out,
explains S. Paul Kapur.

In other words, we cannot really
relv on deterrence working in South
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Asia. “Important segments of Paki-
stan’s stratedgic elite are convinced
that nuclear brinksmanship works,”
writes Kapur, who teaches national
security affairs at the Naval Postgrad-
nate School. “And Indian strategdists
have decided that rapid conflict esca-
latiom 13 the antidote to Pakistani ad-
venturism. Nuclear learning and logic,
then, are pushing South Asia toward a
nuclear future that could be as unsta-
ble as its past.” The two countries
have not stabihized the region through
their acqumsition of nueclear weapons.
As such, 1t becomes meumbent on the
international community to pressure
the two sides to settle their primary
disagreement, Kashmir, and remove
the greatest catalyst behind any future
conventional and nuclear war.

For all its strength of analysis,
Inside Nuclear South Asia is vather
tepid with its prescriptions. The edit-
ed collection does not provide much
in the way of concrete advice on how
to avoid future Kargils, terronst at-
tacks like the one that took place in
Mumbai in 2008, or other conflicts
that could escalate into nuclear war.
Also, because it focuses on top-tier ac-
tors—politicians, generals, nuclear
scientists—the book misses the sector
of the population that might ultimate-
ly have greater influence over the
strategic environment of the region.

Over the last two decades, despite
considerable hostility from their re-
spective governments, many Indians
and Pakistanis have worked to reduce
mutual hostilities through NGO, cul-
tural, and scientific exchanges. Bridy-
ing Partition, edited by the noted schol-
ar-activists Smitu Kothan and Zia
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Mian, chronicles these efforts. The
most moving essays in the books are
the Rrst-person accounts of activists,
artists, and academics. Indian activist
Kuldip Nayar describes how the small
group of activists who gathered for a
candle-light vigil on the Indo-Pak bor-
der m the mid-1990s grew 10 a crowd
of 500,000 a decade later. The manager
of the Pakistami rock band Junoon
writes about the group rising to the top
of the charts in India. Pakistani nu-
clear physicist Perver Hoodbhov tells
of touring India with a series of lec-
tures after winning UNESCO’s Kalinga
Prize for the populanzation of science.

These efforts have not receiwved
even a fraction of the attention that
the military actions, terrorist inci-
dents, and inflammatory statements
of politicians on both sides of the Line
of Control have garnered in the press.
“Many people doubt the efficacy of
people-to-people contact. I do not
blame them,” writes Kuldip Nayar. “If
they are looking for results tomorrow
or the day after, they are probably
right. But in the long run, the pressure
from the public will count.” If South
Asia can find 1t way out of its current
nuclear impasse—and show the way
for the rest of the world—it will ulti-
mately be because these courageous
people, over the lomg mun, changed
hearts and minds one by one.
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