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n a marked departure from previous national governments, the National Democratic Alliance 
(NDA) coalition led by the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) sought to address national security 
issues both proactively and strategically in line with the latterôs philosophy of achieving a 

strong India. This paper begins by examining the strategic vision of the BJP. It then analyses how 
this vision led the BJP to make India an overt nuclear weapons state in 1998, and how this status 
affected the governmentôs actions in the Kargil Conflict of 1999. This is followed by a closer 
examination of national security strategy under the NDA, particularly as outlined in the seminal 
Reforming the National Security System: Recommendations of the Group of Ministers of 2001, and 
how this administration responded to the near-war situation which developed between India and 
Pakistan in the spring-summer of 2002. The paper conceptualises the subsequent NDA national 
security policy as ñstrong at home, engaged abroadò as evidenced by defence spending on external 
and internal security, the militaryôs deployment on peacekeeping duties, and defence cooperation 
with other countries. The paper concludes by asking if India, given the logic of maintaining a viable 
nuclear detterent and the planned introduction of weapons systems qualitatively better than its 
strategic neighbours, may be in danger of creating a renewed arms race with Pakistan and China.





In 2002, Indiaôs National Security Council secretariat produced a National Security Index (NSI) 
which ranked the country as the tenth most powerful on earth (see Figure 1: National Security 
Index). China and Pakistan, Indiaôs main security threats, are ranked third and twenty-eighth, 
respectively. (Also compared are the ñhyperpowerò United States, former superpower Russia, and 
putative ñregional superpowersò Brazil and Nigeria.) The NSI is a composite measurement of five 
indices; human development, research and development, gross domestic product (GDP), defence 
expenditure, and population, each of which includes a number of (sometimes weighted) sub-indices 
based on commonly accepted reference data compiled by international organisations and/or non-
partisan research institutions.1 The NSI is notable for its acknowledgement that Indiaôs national 
security depends on both its socio-economic and military strengths.

For all its detail, the NSI fails to take into consideration a countryôs political power, both internal 
and external. Domestic security can only be maintained if a country has a political system supported 
by its citizens. Similarly, the international security of a state is more solid if it enjoys a moral 
authority (in addition to its socio-economic and military prowess) which enables it to achieve its 
aims by attracting others to its cause.2 Ultimately, the security of India is dependent not just on 

1 For full details, see National Security Council Secretariat, ñNational Security Indexò, in Satish Kumar (ed.) Indiaôs 
National Security: Annual Review 2002 (New Delhi: India Research Press, 2002), Chapter VII, pp 349-362.

2 Moral power may be seen as equivalent to what Joseph Nye calls ñsoft powerò or Stephen Cohen deems 
ñreputational powerò. See Joseph Nye, ñPropaganda isnôt the way: Soft Powerò, International Herald Tribune, 
10.01.2003 at http://www.ksg.harvard.edu/news/opeds/nye_soft_power_iht_011003.htm accessed 13.02.03http://www.ksg.harvard.edu/news/opeds/nye_soft_power_iht_011003.htm accessed 13.02.03; and 
Stephen Cohen, India: Emerging Power (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2001), p 25.

Source: Adapted from National Security Council Secretariat, ñNational Security Indexò in Satish Kumar (ed) Indiaôs 
National Security: Annual Review 2002 (New Delhi: India Research Press, 2002), Chapter VII, pp 349-362.
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easily quantifiable factors such as literacy rates, GDP adjusted for purchasing power parity (PPP), 
and ballistic missiles deployed, but also on the ideological leadership of its elected government 
which lends the country a sense of identity, at home and abroad. 

Yet, despite the importance of the socio-economic, political and moral aspects of national security, 
ultimately, the state is a body of armed men.3 As such, the classic indicator of Indiaôs security is the 
strength and ability of its armed forces in carrying out their professional duties:

The Armed Forces of India have the responsibility of defending the country against external 
aggression, safeguarding the national territorial integrity and to maintain [sic] constant 
vigilance at the borders. [The] Armed Forces also help civil authorities during internal 
instability, natural calamities, [and] also in [the] maintenance of essential services.4

The Indian armed forces are far from a parade ground military. Since independence in 1947, they 
have been involved in any number of challenges to the countryôs national security. Domestically, 
these have included the (sometimes forcible) incorporation of the Princely States, left-wing 
terrorism in Andhra Pradesh and West Bengal, armed insurrections in Assam and the Northeast, 
Punjab and Kashmir. International challenges to national security have led to armed conflicts 
with Portugal (over Goa), China (over Ladakh and the Northeast frontier area), and Pakistan (over 
Bangladesh and Kashmir). The Indian armed forces also have sent an Indian Peace-keeping Force 
(IPKF) to Sri Lanka, prevented the overthrow of the government of the Maldives, and participated 
in almost 40 United Nations (UN) peacekeeping activities5 throughout the world. Given the ongoing 
(threat of) violence in Assam, the Northeast and Kashmir, and disputed international borders on its 
north and west, the Indian armed forces will continue to serve as crucial guarantors and defenders of 
the countryôs national security. Therefore, this briefing paper will focus on its armed forcesô ability 
to fulfil their primary responsibility of protecting the geographical integrity of the country from both 
external and internal threats. 

Despite the numerous domestic and international challenges to Indiaôs security, successive national 
administrations have given little serious attention to military matters, especially in terms of the 
strategic role of the armed forces as a tool of government. With few exceptions, decisions dealing 
with challenges to national security have been reactive, tactical, and/or confined to the prime 
minister and an informal coterie of advisors rather than proactive, strategic and/or the result of a 
formal consultative process within the governing party, the armed forces and non-governmental 
experts.

In a marked departure from previous national governments, those led by the Bharatiya Janata Party 
(BJP) sought to address national security issues both proactively and strategically in line with the 
partyôs philosophy of achieving a strong India. This paper begins by examining the strategic vision 
of the BJP. It then analyses how this vision led the BJP to make India an overt nuclear weapons 
state in 1998, and how this status affected the governmentôs actions in the Kargil Conflict of 1999. 

3 Paraphrased from V.I. Leninôs comments on Engelôs musings on the state in The State and Revolution (Class, 
Society and the State), at http://www.marxists.org/archive/lenin/works/1917/staterev/ch01.htmhttp://www.marxists.org/archive/lenin/works/1917/staterev/ch01.htm accessed 12 
February 2004.

4 Government of India Ministry of Defence, Major Activities & Achievements, p. 3, at http://mod.nic.in/reports/http://mod.nic.in/reports/
achievements/majoractivities.docachievements/majoractivities.doc accessed 4 February 2004.

5 Major Activities & Achievements, p. 4.



This is followed by a closer examination of national security strategy under the BJP-led National 
Democratic Alliance (NDA), particularly as outlined in the seminal Reforming the National 
Security System: Recommendations of the Group of Ministers6 of 2001, and how this administration 
responded to the near-war situation which developed between India and Pakistan in the spring-
summer of 2002. The paper then will conceptualise NDA national security policy as ñstrong at 
home, engaged abroadò as evidenced by defence spending on external and internal security, the 
militaryôs deployment on peacekeeping duties, and defence cooperation with other countries. It will 
conclude with an examination as to whether this national security policy as conceptualised here will 
remain effective and/or viable in the future.

That numerous internal and external challenges to Indiaôs national security failed to prod successive 
national administrations into giving serious attention to the strategic role of the armed forces as a 
tool of government may be traced to the history of Indian civil-military relations in the colonial 
period. As the ultimate guarantor of British rule, the Indian Army did not entrust its commissioned 
officers (lieutenants and above) to be anything but British until promises made in the heat of World 
War I pushed it to admit the first Indian Gentleman Cadets (GCs) into the Royal Military Academy 
(RMA), Sandhurst, in 1919.7 The elite socio-economic background of Indian officers, combined 
with their professionôs demand that politics be shunned, contributed to their general disinterest in 
nationalist politics. 

In turn, nationalist leaders showed no interest in politicising Indian military officers and gave little 
thought to defence matters in general, beyond lobbying for additional places for Indian GCs in the 
army, navy and air force.8 Even Jawaharlal Nehru disdained thoughtful reflection of the present 
and future role of the armed forces in favour of assuming that with independence would come the 
armed forcesô subservience to civil supremacy-of-rule. Those few nationalist politicians interested 
in defence issues made it clear that a young officerôs prime duty was to learn his profession to the 
best of his ability, as his knowledge would be essential come independence. Nationalist politiciansô 
generally indifferent attitude towards the military was shared by the general public. The common 
man remained ignorant of the armed forces, the educated middle-class were interested only insofar 
as to employment possibilities, while the wealthy and/or aristocratic Indian families sending their 
sons to into the armed forcesô officer corps were unwilling to see their social position reduced by 
challenges to the status quo.9

In the first decade of independence, relations between the political leadership that had won 
freedom non-violently had little time for a military establishment which had served loyally as the 
ultimate guarantor of British rule. Not that the government had no use for officersô expertise in 
ñthe management of violenceò;10 under their direction the armed forces helped enfold the former 

6 Reforming the National Security System: Recommendations of the Group of Ministers, Government of India 
Ministry of Defence, 2001, at http://mod.nic.in/newadditions/welcome.htmlhttp://mod.nic.in/newadditions/welcome.html accessed 1 February 2004.

7 Apurba Kundu, Militarism in India: The Armed Forces and Civil Society in Consensus (London: Tauris Academic 
Studies, 1998) p. 12.

8 Kundu, Militarism in India, pp. 50-67, 76. 
9 For a detailed examination of relations between commissioned Indian officers and the Indian nationalist movement, 

see Kundu, Militarism in India, pp. 33-49.
10 H.D. Lasswell, óThe Garrison-State Hypothesis Todayô as cited in S. Huntington, Changing Patterns of Military 

Politics (New York: The Free Press of Glencoe, Inc., 1962), p. 51. See also Lasswell, óThe Garrison Stateô, 
American Journal of Sociology, 46:4, January 1941, pp. 455-458..



Princely States of Junagadh, Hyderabad and (most of) Jammu & Kashmir (J&K) into the union. 
Yet Prime Minister Nehru was happiest posting them on UN peacekeeping missions11 in pursuit 
of liberal belief that diplomacy rather than force was best for solving international conflicts. The 
29 April 1954 agreement in which India recognized Chinaôs suzerainty of Tibet and bound Asiaôs 
two great powers to the pancha sheela (five principles) of mutual respect and peaceful coexistence 
formed the basis of Indian strategic thinking on national security for decades to come. Indiaôs 
greatness would be recaptured by concentrating on directing socio-economic development at home 
and relying on diplomacy abroad. Nehruôs championing of a new, non-aligned movement (NAM) 
not beholden to the American or Soviet superpowers also effectively froze the Indian armed forces 
out of professionally beneficial (and lucrative) defence pacts. One Indian Air Marshal succinctly 
sums up the attitude of the political leadership towards the armed forces in the first decade of 
independence as ñvery much as that of a teetotaller who had inherited a breweryò.12

This attitude of benign neglect changed somewhat when the office of Defence Minister, hitherto 
seen as a political backwater, went to Nehruôs close confident V.K. Krishna Menon. Expectations 
were great and Indiaôs defence establishment seemed poised to begin a new and fruitful era. 
However, while the Menon oversaw the militaryôs liberation of Goa, Daman and Diu, Portugalôs 
remaining colonies on the subcontinent, in Operation Vijay, and carried out a number of important 
military reforms and initiatives, most notably in the field of indigenous defence production, his 
abrasive and self-important working habits failed to impress colleagues, both military and civilian. 
His tenure came to an ignominious end when, having cultivated a coterie of military yes-men, he 
failed to heed their comradesô warnings of defence unpreparedness on Indiaôs northern borders. As 
a result, the 1962 Sino-Indian War saw China rout Indian Army opposition and grab thousands of 
square kilometres of Indian territory before unilaterally declaring a humiliating cease-fire. At least 
the 1962 defeat prompted a massive increase in government funding for the military.

Defeat in the Sino-Indian War and Nehruôs death in 1964 allowed his pancha sheela strategic 
outlook to be modified by a ñmilitant Nehruvianò13 worldview which agreed with his perception 
that India was an inherently great power, but disagreed that this could be achieved by depending 
on the peaceful intentions of others. Instead, the world was full of potential threats, and foreign 
powers were bent on curtailing Indian interests, both abroad and at home. This perception seemed 
justified when, while the armed forces were still digesting their increased post-1962 budgets and 
manpower, Pakistan initiated a second attempt to wrest the Kashmir Valley from Indian hands. That 
the Line-of-Control (LoC) remained unchanged after the two sides met for peace talks in Tashkent 
following the 1965 Indo-Pak War allowed Indian strategists to think theirs was the victory (a view 
subsequently challenged in more recent times). This complacency allowed attention to the state of 
the armed forces again to wander, especially when the death of the ñvictoriousò Prime Minister Lal 
Bahadur Shastri let in the inexperienced Indira Gandhi, who quickly became embroiled in projecting 
a domestic faux-socialism at home while continuing to pay lip service to her fatherôs NAM ideal 
abroad.

11 From 1947 until Nehruôs death in 1964, Indian military personnel served on UN missions in Lebanon, Laos, the 
Congo, and Gaza. See United Nations Peacekeeping at http://www.un.org/Depts/dpko/dpko/home.shtmlhttp://www.un.org/Depts/dpko/dpko/home.shtml accessed 
10 February 2004.

12  Kundu, Militarism in India, p. 87
13  Cohen, India, p.41.



Nonetheless, Prime Minister Indira Gandhi demonstrated her understanding of global power politics 
when a massive influx of refugees caused by Pakistani repression in their eastern wing pushed India 
into cooperating with Bengali separatists to liberate/create the new nation-state of Bangladesh. As 
the need for Indian military intervention became obvious, Indira Gandhi countered the potential 
threat of a Pakistan-China-US axis by signing the treaty of Peace, Friendship and Co-operation with 
the Soviet Union in August 1971.14 This was perhaps the finest hour of Indiaôs armed forces, and 
both Indira Gandhi and Indian Army Chief SHFJ Manekshaw were feted as national heroes. Again, 
however, pressing domestic concerns meant that government attention to the armed forces soon 
returned to their customary characterisation of benign neglect.

The militant Nehruvian worldview which included ña near-paranoid understanding of the domestic 
threats to Indian securityò15 reached its apogee in 1984 when Indira Gandhi, having returned to 
office after a spell in the wilderness following her period of Emergency Rule (1977-79), ordered 
the army to flush out Sikh militants ensconced in their religionôs most holy Golden Temple 
complex in Amritsar.16 The militants were led by Jarnail Singh, or Sant (Saint), Bhindranwale, a 
former religious teacher plucked from obscurity now leading a ferocious movement of violence to 
establish a separate Sikh homeland of Khalistan.17 Although Operation Blue Star was successful 
in its immediate aimsðBhindranwale and his followers were all either killed or capturedðits 
repercussions included the assassination of Indira Gandhi and the deaths of thousands of innocent 
Sikh civilians in subsequent rioting.

The paranoia of Indian strategists continued long after Indira Gandhiôs death. To its north, China 
continued to dispute the international frontier, to its east, Bangladesh was wary rather than grateful, 
to its south, a Tamil insurrection in Sri Lanka threatened to embroil their millions of ethno-religious 
brethren in Tamil Nadu and, to its west, Pakistan, which had given succour to the Khalistani 
militants, was now aiding and abetting Kashmiri separatists. In almost every instance, the shadowy 
ñforeign handò, usually of the United Statesô Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), was invoked as a 
baleful influence. For a time, the Indian armed forces were seen as essential to ensuring national 
security, and their budgets soared in the late 1980s under Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi as the 
country was touted as a potential ñregional superpowerò. There was much talk of a blue water 
navy, and the army was sent onto the Siachen Glacier in 1984 and drilled for war against Pakistan 
in Operation Brasstacks (1986-87).18 Such talk quietened when the IPKF, sent into Sri Lanka to 
protect the Tamil separatists while they disarmed, quickly found itself embroiled in fighting the 
Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) and returned to India. Dreams of achieving regional 
supremacy via the projection of military power seemed unrealistic given that the use of the Indian 
Army in quelling domestic disturbances saw nearly one-third of its personnel involved in combating 
internal disturbances in Assam, the Northeast and, especially, J&K by the mid-1990s.

14 Treaty of Peace, Friendship and Co-operation between the Government of India and Government of the Union 
of Soviet Socialist Republics, Ministry of External Affairs at http://meaindia.nic.in/treatiesagreement/1971/http://meaindia.nic.in/treatiesagreement/1971/
chap434.htmchap434.htm accessed 12 February 2004.

15  Cohen, India, p. 42.
16  Operation Blue Star may also be seen as the governmentôs cumulative reaction to a long history of political, 

socioeconomic and religious agitation by the Sikh of Punjab. See, for instance, J.J.M. Pettigrew, The Sikhs of 
the Punjab: Unheard Voices of State and Guerrilla Violence (London: Zed Books, 1995); and R.A. Kapur, Sikh 
Separatism: The Politics of Faith, pbk. ed. (First published London: Allen & Unwin; New Delhi: Vikas Publishing 
House Pvt Ltd, 1987).

17  Sanjay Gandhi and Zail Singh conspired to promote Bhindranwale by forming a new Sikh political party, the Dal 
Khalsa, which from its inception advocated transforming Punjab into an independent Sikh state of Khalistan. While 
the Dal Khalsa became known as Bhindranwaleôs party, he himself never formally joined any political organisation.

18 Subrata K. Mitra, ñThe reluctant hegemon: Indiaôs self-perception and the South Asian strategic environmentò, 
Contemporary South Asia, 12:3, September 2003, p. 406.



There had been some attempts to mitigate the paranoia of Indian strategists. In the late 1970s, the 
Janata Dal government led by Prime Minister Morarji Desai sought to tilt India away from the 
Soviet Union and towards the US. However, his administration was in power for too short a period 
to make any long-lasting impression on Indiaôs historical strategy of self-interested non-alignment. 
In the mid-1990s, United Front administration of Prime Minister IK Gujral had some success with 
what came to be known as the ñGujral Doctrineò. This sought to counter the fears of its smaller 
South Asian neighbours by expounding the belief that, as the grossly superior power, India could 
negotiate in good faith even on a non-level playing field. As with Desai administration, Gujralôs was 
too short-lived to have a lasting impact on Indian strategic conceptions of national security.

By the mid-1990s, the cumulative effect of Indian national security strategy was seen as having 
failed the country. In Defending India, a seminal work on Indian national security by Jaswant Singh 
(former Indian Army captain, then deputy chairman of the Planning Commission of India, and later 
Defence and then Finance Minister in the NDA), the author asks:

What, therefore, has been the lasting legacy of the past 50 years? An absence of certainties 
in security-related issues; no establish land boundaries; an absence of a secure geopolitical 
environment; a devaluation of Indiaôs voice in global affairs and worrisomely, not even a 
beginning of any institutional framework for conceptualizing and managing the countryôs 
defence.19 

Singhôs sentiments were to find prominence when many of his ideas were incorporated into the BJP 
manifesto for the 1998 general elections.

In the 1998 general elections, the BJP campaigned against the previous United Front administration 
and the Congress party with an ideology of hindutva that envisaged a great India as a militarily 
powerful India. Their 1998 election manifesto stated that the ñfrenetic pace of military expansion 
and modernization by some of our neighboursò had not been addressed by previous administrations: 
ñSince 1991, the countryôs defence budget has been declining in real termsé.from 3.4 per cent of 
the GDP in 1989-90 to a mere 2.2 per cent this yearò,20 and it listed numerous defence projects21 
that had been delayed for lack of adequate funds. The manifesto committed the party to a specific 
list of strategic, organisation and deployment options, including:

The establishment of a National Security Council to ñconstantly analyze security, political 
and economic threats and render continuous advice to the Governmenté[as well as to] 
undertake Indiaôs first-ever Strategic Defence Reviewéò.
A re-evaluation of Indiaôs nuclear policy with a view to ñexercise the option to induct 
nuclear weapons.ò
Expediting the development of the Agni series of ballistic missiles.22

19 Jaswant Singh, Defending India (New Delhi: Macmillan India Ltd, 1999), p. 268.
20 BJP Election Manifesto ô98: BJPôs 10-Point Freedom Charter, http://www.bjp.org/manifes/manife99.htm#bbhttp://www.bjp.org/manifes/manife99.htm#bb, 

accessed 9 February 2004.
21 These included ñinordinate delays in the LCA [light combat aircraft], nuclear submarine and guided missilesò. See 

BJP Election Manifesto ô98.
22 BJP Election Manifesto ô98. The pledge to exercise the nuclear option appeared as far back as the BJPôs 1985 

election manifestoðalthough they won only two Lok Sabha seats. See Raj Chengappa, Weapons of Peace: The 
Secret Story of Indiaôs Quest to be a Nuclear Power (New Delhi: Harper Collins Publishers India, 2000), p. 39.



The manifesto also included a series of promises to improve the lot of the armed forcesô personnel, 
both serving and retired (see below), as well as to allow the countryôs security forces ña free hand to 
deal with armed insurgency and terrorismò. 23 

The 1998 elections were a victory for the BJP and its electoral allies. The 12th Lok Sabha 
(parliament) contained 178 members of parliament (MPs) from the BJP and 264 in total in the BJP-
led coalition. While Congress(I) and its allies also gained seats, up from 141 to 168, all but one 
of these seats were won by supporting parties. The big losers were the parties of the United Front 
(UF) which had made up the governments of the previous 18 months but saw their number of MPs 
plummet from 179 to 101. When two UF parties, the Telegu Desam Party (TDP) and Kashmirôs 
National Conference decided not to vote against the BJP bloc, the latter had a majority of 6 and 
formed the next government.24 That the voters had rejected the partiesðand policiesðof the past 
may be seen from ñthe defeat of more than half of the candidates who had held seats in the 11th Lok 
Sabha and had stood for re-electionò. 25 Would the BJP-led coalition keep to its manifestoôs national 
security promises? 

The seriousness of the BJPôs intentions was demonstrated within months of their electoral victory 
when, on 11 May 1998, Prime Minister Atul Behari Vajpayee publicly announced that three nuclear 
devices, one of them thermonuclear, had been tested at Pokhran in the Rajasthan desert (just some 
60 miles from the Pakistan border).26 Two days later, another series of nuclear devices were tested. 
Whereas the first series of devices tested included including a hydrogen ñcity busterò bomb, the 
second were quantitatively smaller, indicating, perhaps, the intention to develop battlefield nuclear 
weapons.27 A day after the second series of tests, Vajpayee declared ñIndia is now a nuclear 
weapons stateò.28

In fulfilling their election manifestoôs pledge to induct nuclear weapons, the BJP realised long-
standing Indian preparations to go overtly nuclear. The history of Indian nuclear research began 
while the country was still ruled by the British when, in 1944, the nuclear physicist Homi Bhabha 
gained the support of industrialist JRD Tata to set up the Tata Institute of Fundamental Research. 
Four years later, the Atomic Energy Commission (AEC) was inaugurated under the chairmanship of 
Bhabha. In 1956, Indiaôs first nuclear reactor went critical, and was joined in 1965 by the countryôs 
first power generating reactor.29 Within days of China becoming the first Asian country to test a 
nuclear device on 16 October 1964, Bhabha ñtalked of India being in a position to go nuclear in 
about eighteen monthséò30 and a government committee set up to study the implications of such 

23 BJP Election Manifesto ô98.
24 R. Dettman, India Changes Course: Golden Jubilee to Millennium (Westport: Praeger, 2001), pp. 21-23, 28-29
25 Dettman, India Changes Course, p. 24.
26 See Chengappa, Weapons of Peace, p. 432; and Dettman, India Changes Course, p. 37.
27 Dettman, India Changes Course, p. 40. See also Cohen, India, p. 179.
28 Chengappa, Weapons of Peace, p. 433.
29 Singh, Defending India, pp. 306-309.
30 Jasjit Singh, Nuclear India (New Delhi: Knowledge World, 1998) pp 16-35, as cited in Singh, Defending India, 

p. 311. See also Jawaharlal Nehru, Toward Freedom (Boston: Beacon, 1958, rpt 1941), p. 284, as cited in Cohen, 
India, p 159.



a move. Before his death, Prime Minister Shastri instructed Bhabha to proceed with examining 
the possibility of a ñSubterranean Nuclear Explosion Projectò31 which eventually culminated 
in the underground ñpeaceful nuclear explosionò (PNE) in 1974 under Prime Minister Indira 
Gandhi. Although other prime ministersðIndira Gandhi, in 1983, her fellow Congress party leader 
Narasimha Rao, in 1995, and the United Frontôs HD Deve Gowda in 1996ðtoyed, to a greater or 
lesser extent, with idea of sanctioning a further nuclear test,32 almost 15 years were to elapse before 
the Vajpayee gave the go-head for the 1998 Pokhran tests.

The strategic thinking behind Vajpayeeôs decision to have India go overtly nuclear may be traced to 
a variety of arguments, including immediate domestic political considerations. Some argued that the 
tests had been timed to overshadow the domestic machinations of erstwhile BJP ally but supreme 
political opportunist Jayalalitha, leader of All India Anna Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam (AIADMK) 
party. However, it later emerged that Vajpayee had given the go-ahead for the Pokhran tests on 10 
April 1998, just three weeks after he had been sworn in as prime minister.33 Nonetheless, while 
Vajpayee may not have foreseen the exact nature of this particular political threat, it could be argued 
that the BJP, mindful that their slim majority in the Lok Sabha would be vulnerable to any kind of 
disaffection or over-ambition from within their multi-party coalition,34 pushed for the nuclear test so 
as to have a strong campaign issue in any subsequent general election. Indeed, it has been reported 
that Vajpayee had authorised a nuclear weapon testðbut not been in power long enough to see it 
throughðduring the BJPôs short-lived two-weeks in power in the spring of 1996, for much the same 
reason.35

That the BJP perceived nuclear tests to be a vote winner may be traced to its belief that 
demonstrable military power was an essential component of its drive to create a great India. 
Nuclear weapons were argued to be a currency-of-power without which India would never be 
taken seriously on the world stage. Indeed, successive Indian administrations resisted signing the 
nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) and Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty (CTBT) as enshrining 
a discriminatory nuclear order. If the permanent five members of the UN Security Council insist on 
retaining their nuclear weapons for national security purposes, how can they deny India the same 
rationale? Thus, at a meeting the day before the Lok Sabha first met after the 1998 tests, Vajpayee 
told BJP MPs that India was ñnow among the great powersò.36 The BJP also saw nuclear weapons 
as a source of pride, especially in terms of its public image. Following the tests, Vajpayee explained 
how ñthe greatest meaning of the tests is that they have given Indian shakti [power], they have given 
India strength and they have given India self-confidenceò.37

A second argument accepted by the BJP was that the overt display of nuclear weapons is essential to 
ensure national security. Previous strategists had argued that a policy of ñrecessed deterrenceòðan 
undeclared capability to assemble and deploy nuclear weapons at short noticeðwas sufficient 

31 Singh, Nuclear India, pp. 16-35, as cited in Singh, Defending India, p. 312.
32 See Chengappa, Weapons of Peace, pp. 284-287, 382-400; Singh, Nuclear India, pp 16-35, as cited in Singh, 

Defending India, p. 321-322, and Singh, Defending India, p. 325.
33 Dettman, India Changes Course, p. 37.
34 Chengappa, Weapons of Peace, pp. 29-30.
35 Raj Chengappa states that ñVajpayeeôs close aides believe that it was the delay in locating [Defence Research and 

Development Organisation Director and, later, President of India] Abdul Kalam that saw the 1996 attempt to test 
failò. See Cohen, India, pp. 177-178; and Chengappa, Weapons of Peace, pp. 31-32, 395.

36 Dettman, India Changes Course, p. 41.
37 Interview in India Today, as cited in Chengappa, Weapons of Peace, p. 36; and Dettman, India Changes Course p. 

43.



to induce doubt in the minds of potential enemies.38 However, the logistical and command-and-
control shortcomings of this policy were increasingly thought unworkable. When, on 28 January 
1987, Dr Abdul Qadeer Khan, the driving force behind Pakistanôs nuclear weapons programme, 
told an interviewer that his country had nuclear weapons and would use them to counter Indian 
aggression,39 recessed deterrence came to be seen as an anomaly. Perhaps it was now best if India 
openly declared its nuclear weapons capabilities. It was thought that further tests would enhance 
the effectiveness of its nuclear weapons, allow the development of effective command-and-control 
mechanisms, allow the armed forces to acquire suitable launch systems, exploit the knowledge and 
expertise of a generation of Indian nuclear scientists and engineers nearing the end of their working 
lives40 and, most importantly, prevent further nuclear threats not just from Pakistan, but also China 
and, even, the US. It was argued that India could ñacquire nuclear weapons in order to pressure the 
nuclear óhavesô to disarm and to protect itself against nuclear blackmail. Indians could thus have 
their nuclear cake and eat ité[too]ò.41 In early May 1998, Defence Minister George Fernandes 
began publicly preparing the ground for the Pokhran tests by citing China as Indiaôs ñpotential 
threat number oneò42 in a television interview and a series of remarks to reporters.43 Only days 
after the tests, however, Home Minister L.K. Advani variously stated that ñIndiaôs nuclear weapons 
capability showed the countryôs resolve to deal firmly and strongly with Pakistanôs hostile designs 
and activities in Kashmirò,44 and ñIn fact, it is Pakistanôs clandestine preparations that forced us to 
take the path of nuclear deterrenceò.45

Domestically, the 1998 Pokhran tests played very well. There were enthusiastic pro-nuclear 
test demonstrations throughout the country, and a public opinion poll conducted in the Indiaôs 
main metropolitan cities the day following the first series of tests found that 91% of respondents 
supported the tests, 82% wanted the government to now build nuclear weapons, and 67% felt the 
BJP-led coalition was ñstrong and would safeguard their securityò.46 Indian newspapers were also 
supportive, as were almost all Indiaôs major political partiesðsave the Communist Party of India 
(Marxist) and the Communist Party of India (Marxist-Leninist) who were upset that the potential 
threat from China was being used to justify the tests.47 The Congress party which, as stated above, 
had twice close to testing in the 1980s, could hardly avoid praising the governmentôs actions. In a 
meeting of the Congress Working Committee, Sonia Gandhi stated that she ñwould like to place on 
recordéthe pride we feel in the achievement of our nuclear scientists and engineersé.The nuclear 
question is a national matter, not a partisan one. On this every Indian stands unitedò.48

38 ñRecessed deterrenceò was a term popularised by Air Commodore (Retd) Jasjit Singh, former director of the 
Institute for Defence Studies and Analyses (IDSA), Indiaôs official think tank. See Cohen, India, p. 165.

39 Singh, Defending India, p. 323.
40 See Chengappa, Weapons of Peace, p. 34. The ñgung-hoò attitude of these men is exemplified by Abdul Kalam, 

then Director of the Defence Research and Development Organisation (DRDO) and, later, President of India. He 
is reported to have pointed out to Vajpayee that the previous Indian administration had signed a chemical weapons 
treaty which meant it had to get rid of its chemical weapons, therefore: ñWe have given up one weapon of mass 
destruction. We must be sure at least of the other oneò. See Chengappa, Weapons of Peace, p. 34.

41 Cohen, India, p. 169.
42 ñGeorge and the Dragonò, Times of India, 5 May 1998, as cited in George Perkovich, Indiaôs Nuclear Bomb: The 

Impact of Global Proliferation (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999) p. 415.
43 See, for instance, ñFernandes fixates on Chinese threat to Indiaò, 7 May 1998, BBC News, at http://news.bbc.co.uk/http://news.bbc.co.uk/

1/hi/world/south_asia/89267.stm1/hi/world/south_asia/89267.stm accessed 9 February 2004.
44 Dettman, India Changes Course, p. 40.
45 Dettman, India Changes Course, p. 40.
46 As cited in Dettman, India Changes Course, p. 41. The main metropolitan citied were Mumbai, Delhi, Kolkata, 

Chennai, Bangalore and Hyderabad.
47 Dettman, India Changes Course, p. 42.
48 As cited in Dettman, India Changes Course, p. 42.



Domestic approval of the Pokhran tests was not shared internationally. Many western leaders 
condemned Indiaôs overt display. Americaôs 1994 Nuclear Proliferation Prevention Act obliged 
the Bill Clinton administration to impose economic sanctions, and all US economic aid, save that 
earmarked for humanitarian purposes, was halted. The Act also stipulated that the US oppose 
a future World Bank loans to India. Japan, at the time the main source of public and private 
investment to India, took similar actions, and economic sanctions were also imposed by many 
western countries. 49 

Most worryingly, despite huge international pressure, Pakistan also declared itself an overt nuclear 
power by testing six such devices just weeks after Indiaôs tests. Although its economy was already 
in a parlous state (with foreign exchange reserves of only slightly over $1 billion),50 and the 
government knew the country would face similar international economic sanctions, domestic public 
opinion and heavy lobbying from the armed forces eventually convinced Prime Minister Nawaz 
Sharif that Pakistan must match the Indian tests.

The overt demonstration of its nuclear weapons capability meant Indian had to elucidate a strategy 
for their deployment and use. Speaking in the Lok Sabha soon after the tests, Vajpayee confirmed 
that his government:

Was imposing a voluntary moratorium on further tests;
Would consider signing the CTBT;
Was adopting a ñno first strikeò policy regarding nuclear weapons;
Would not use nuclear weapons against any country not in possession of such weapons; 
and
The countryôs nuclear weapons would remain under civilian control.51

Little further information was forthcoming as to the exact nature of any command-and-control 
structure for nuclear weapons or, indeed, to what extent the government intended to weaponise its 
nuclear capabilities, although there was immediate talk of a minimum deterrent deployed in a triad 
of air, land and sea weapons delivery systems. 

To address these questions and other national security issues in depth, the BJP government created 
a new National Security Council (NSC) in November 1998. This was a seminal moment as, for 
the first time in independent India, the government now had a civilian hierarchy of expertise to 
co-ordinate defence thinking and advise on all matters of national security. The NSC consists of 
several tiers. At cabinet level, it is made up of the prime minister, deputy chairman of planning, the 
respective ministers of Home, Finance, External Affairs, and Defence, the respective military chiefs 
of staff, and a new national security advisor (NSA)ðwho also serves as principle private secretary 
to the prime minister. The NSA, in turn, is served by a secretariat and advisory board. Indeed, it 
was this national security advisory board (NSAB), made up of 27 former officials, academics and 
journalists, which was charged with writing a Draft Nuclear Doctrine.52

49 Dettman, India Changes Course, pp. 41, 48-49.
50 This compared to Indiaôs foreign exchange reserves of over $25 billion. See Dettman, India Changes Course, p. 86.
51 Chengappa, Weapons of Peace, p. 434.
52 See Cohen, India, pp. 82-83, 180; ñLessons Learnt from the Kargil Warò, and ñIndiaôs Draft Nuclear Doctrineò, in 

Lt. General (Retd) RK Jasbir Singh (ed), Indian Defence Yearbook 2000 (Dehra Dun: Natraj Publishers), pp. 140, 
162.



2.2 The Kargil Conflict

Political events soon overtook debates on what should be Indiaôs nuclear strategic doctrine. 
Economically, the annual rate of increase in the countryôs gross national product had fallen to 5% by 
1998 (as compared to 7% during the height of the post-1991 economic reform boom).53 Electorally, 
the BJP had recently failed in state elections in Rajasthan, Delhi and MP in late 1998.54 December 
also saw the beginning of a series of communal attacks on Christian institutions and church workers 
which culminated in a horrific immolation of an Australian missionary and his two young sons.55 
Then, on 30 December, Defence Minister Fernandes dismissed Navy Chief Admiral Vishnu 
Bhagwat from his post on the grounds of insubordination. This, the first time a serving services 
chief had ever been forced out, was seized upon by Congress as an issue to force the government 
out of power. The opposition was soon joined in their efforts by BJP-coalition partner AIADMK 
leader Jayalalitha as a means to ensure her way freedom from numerous prosecutions hanging over 
her head. Their joint efforts culminated in the government losing a vote of confidence by 1 vote 
on 17 April 1999. After efforts by the Congress to cobble together a majority coalition failed, the 
President of India asked the BJP to lead a caretaker government until fresh elections could be held 
over August-September.56 

Before its fall, the direction the BJP-led coalition intended to pursue in terms of nuclear 
weaponisation had become obvious when, at the height of the political machinations against it, the 
government kept another of its 1998 manifesto pledges by testing an updated version of the Agni 
ballistic missile, capable of carrying nuclear weapons to all parts of Pakistan, interior China and 
even Beijing and Shanghai with a reduced payload, on 11 April 1999. (Almost exactly one year 
earlier, Pakistan had tested its Ghauri missile with a 1500 km range.)57 After the successful test 
launch of the Agni, Vajpayee is reported to have had informal consultations with the three service 
chiefs who indicated that they were ñkeen that the nuclear option be made a working realityò.58

Now, before fresh elections could take place, the caretaker BJP-led coalition government found 
itself embroiled in yet another armed conflict with Pakistan over the status of Kashmir, despite 
recent efforts to calm relations between the now overt nuclear adversaries. Consciousness, perhaps, 
that a nuclear confrontation between the two could lead to millions of deaths and the radioactive 
poisoning of vast areas of India and Pakistan (see below), Vajpayee had become the first Indian 
prime minister in over 10 years to visit Pakistan when he travelled overland on 20 February 
1999 to meet with Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif. This ñbus diplomacyò culminated in the Lahore 
Declaration which reiterated the two countriesô belief in ñuniversal nuclear disarmament and non-
proliferationò and intention to ñresolve all issues, including the issue of Jammu and Kashmirò while 
remaining committed to the implementation of the Simla Agreement (which had recognised the 
LoC in Kashmir) ñin letter and in spiritò.59 India and Pakistan would also pursue other confidence-
building measures designed to reduce the possibility of armed confrontation between the now overt 
nuclear adversaries. 

53 Dettman, India Changes Course, p. 72.
54 Dettman, India Changes Course, p. 79.
55 Dettman, India Changes Course, pp. 81-85.
56 Dettman, India Changes Course, pp. 101-105.
57 Pakistan tested the Ghauri on 6 April 1998. See Chengappa, Weapons of Peace, pp. 43-44.
58 Chengappa, Weapons of Peace, p. 50.
59 See the full text of the Lahore Declaration at the United States Institute of Peace, at http://www.usip.org/library/pa/http://www.usip.org/library/pa/

ip/ip_lahore19990221.htmlip/ip_lahore19990221.html accessed 15 February 2004.



However, almost simultaneous to the Lahore Declaration, the Pakistan Army was engaged in 
a campaign of armed infiltration across the LoC into the Kargil sector of Indian-administered 
Kashmir. Surprised at making little or no contact with Indian forces (who, as usual practice during 
the winter months, had withdrawn to more hospitable positions lower down the slopes), elements 
of the armyôs Northern Light Infantry and their mujahedeen allies soon found themselves well 
entrenched in commanding heights deep inside Indian-administered Kashmir. Debate continues as to 
the exact tactical and strategic motives of the Pakistan Army in launching the infiltration. Was it to 
retaliate for Indiaôs continuing presence in Siachen, to scupper the nascent Indo-Pak peace process, 
to re-energise what appeared to be a ñflagging insurgencyò60 in the Kashmir valley, to push Kashmir 
higher up the international agenda, to conquer territory sufficient enough to force India to negotiate 
the regionôs sovereignty, or some combination of all these reasons? The muddle surrounding the 
aims and objectives of the Pakistan Army also may be applied to the question of if, when and how 
much Prime Minister Sharif knew about the plans of army commander (now Pakistan President) 
General Pervez Musharraf and his staff. If the prime minister did know in advance, why was he 
simultaneously agreeing the Lahore Declaration with Indian Prime Minister Vajpayee? It also 
remains unclear as to the exact role played by United States President Bill Clinton at a 4 July 1999 
meeting with Sharif when he warned the Pakistan prime minister of his administrationôs non-support 
for his countryôs Kargil incursion. It is claimed that 

Clinton asked Sharif if he knew how advanced the threat of nuclear war really was? Did 
Sharif know his military was preparing their nuclear tipped missiles? Sharif seemed taken 
abacké.He denied that he had ordered the preparation of their missile force, said he was 
against thatéò.61

Finally, did Sharifôs subsequent agreement to direct the mujahedeen forces (he continued to 
refuse to acknowledge that Pakistan Army forces were involved) to pull back in early July on turn 
Pakistanôs tactical advantage into a strategic failure?

Whatever the doubts concerning Pakistan decision-making, it is clear that the Kargil Conflict 
would provide a huge boost to the electoral future of the BJP caretaker administration. Indiaôs 
ñfirst media warégenerated a unifying response of binding a nation together as never beforeò.62 
The public saw for themselves that Indian military personnel assigned to winkle out the infiltrators 
entrenched in commanding heights with clear lines of fire performed heroicallyðcertainly, they 
suffered enormous casualties63 during the heavy fighting which lasted from late May until the end 
of July.64 The popular and stout defence of Kargil helped obscured multiple failings of high-level 
political, intelligence and military decision-makers in the run-up to, and conduct of the Conflict. 

60 Ashley J. Tellis, C. Christine Fair and Jamison Jo Medby, Limited Conflicts under the Nuclear Umbrella: Indian 
and Pakistani lessons from the Kargil Crisis (Santa Monica: RAND, 2001), p. 1.

61 This conversation is reported by Bruce Reidel, Special Assistant to the President and Senior Director for Near 
East and South Asia Affairs in the National Security Council, who was present at the meeting. See Bruce Reidel, 
American Diplomacy and 1999 Kargil Summit at Blair House (Philadelphia: Center for the Advanced Study of 
India Policy Paper Series, May 2002) at http://www.sas.upenn.edu/casi/reports/RiedelPaper051302.pdfhttp://www.sas.upenn.edu/casi/reports/RiedelPaper051302.pdf accessed 23 
July 2002.

62 Maj. Gen. Ashok Kalyan Verma, Kargil: Blood on the Snow: Tactical Victory Strategic Failure: A Critical Analysis 
of the War (New Delhi: Manohar, 2002), p. 22.

63 During Operation Vijay, the Indian Army suffered 591 killed, 1,365 wounded and 1 missing. The Indian Air Force 
suffered 5 dead. An estimate as to Pakistan personnel casualties includes 737 from the army, 68 from the SSG, and 
13 from the ISI. See Maj. Gen. Ashok Krishna, ñThe Kargil Warò, in Maj. Gen. Ashok Krishna and PR Chari (eds.), 
Kargil: The Tables Turned (New Delhi: Manohar, 2001), p. 137.

64 See D. Azhagarasu, Deepa Rajkumar and Anju Susan Alex, ñAppendix 1: Chronology of Events during the Kargil 
Crisisò, in Krishna and Chari, Kargil, p. 137.



Similarly, the subsequent emphasis on heavily manning outposts all along the LoC may be seen 
as a ñstrategic blunder brought on by the Indian mindset of óno loss of territoryô of the political 
leadership, compounded by the óNo-mistake [overly cautious] syndromeô that permeates the military 
in the higher ranksò.65 In an effort to not repeat the mistakes of the past, on 29 July the caretaker 
government appointed a Kargil Review Committee under the chairmanship of the hawkish defence 
analyst K. Subrahmanyam to investigate the causes and outcomes of the Conflict.66

Having won the Kargil Conflict, the NDA predictably played heavily on its national security 
credentials during the 1999 general elections. Its 1999 manifesto expounded the war leadership 
shown by the caretaker administration which ñrose to the challenge and acted decisivelyé[and the] 
last of the Pakistani intruders were cleared from the Kargil Sector on 27th Julyò.67 The manifesto 
also was very specific in noting the high ratio of national security pledges made in 1998 and their 
achievements in just thirteen months of government, including exercising the nuclear option, 
successfully testing a second-generation Agni ballistic missile, increasing the defence budget, and 
creating a NSC to advise the government on all matters of national security. In October, Vajpayee 
was returned to power at the head of a 24-party NDA which won a comfortable majority in the 13th 
Lok Sabha with 303 seats (including those of two parties and the independent Maneka Gandhi who 
joined the coalition after the results were announced) out of a total of 545. In contrast, Congress 
suffered its worst defeat ever, winning 27 fewer seats than its 1998 total of 140.68

In Pakistan, the Kargil Conflict had an opposite effect on the incumbent government. Here, a 
feeling persisted that Sharif had given way to international pressure too soon and needlessly given 
away territorial gains that could have been held for much longer. This feeling, especially among 
those officers who planned and prosecuted the war, eventually led to the forcible overthrown of the 
civilian government by a military coup dô®tat on 12 October, and Sharifôs replacement by Kargilôs 
chief architect, Pakistan Army Chief General Musharraf.69

To the great consternation of the international audience, the first armed conflict between two states 
equipped with nuclear weapons had been fought without either side having established a formal 
tactical or strategic doctrine for their use.70 In Pakistanôs case, as described above, the danger posed 
by such a state of affairs was seen above in President Clintonôs warning to Prime Minister Sharif 
that military officers were moving nuclear weapons without the knowledge of the prime minister. 

65 Verma, Kargil, p. 176.
66 In addition to Subrahmanyam, the Kargil Review Committee comprised Lieut.-General (Retd) KK Hazari, journalist 

BG Verghese and Satish Chandra, Secretary of the National Security Council. The Committee submitted its report 
to the government on 15 December 1999, and it was tabled in parliament on 24 February 2000. See Verma, Kargil, 
p. 179. The full Kargil Review Committee Executive Summary may be found in Verma, Kargil, pp. 180-215. A list 
of its recommendation may be found in Reforming the National Security System, Annexure B.

67 National Democratic Alliance Manifesto, 1999, For a Proud Prosperous India: An Agenda: National Democratic 
Alliance, http://www.bjp.org/manifes/manife99.htmhttp://www.bjp.org/manifes/manife99.htm, accessed 9 February 2004.
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70 Tellis, Fair and Medby, Limited Conflicts, pp. ix-x.



In Indiaôs case, Vajpayeeôs pragmatic decision not to cross the LoC, either in hot pursuit or to attack 
supply lines, won the country new respect abroadðdespite some of his more nationalist supporters 
urging that nuclear weapons be used against the enemy. Although it proved a relief when both 
Pakistan and India refrained from escalating the Kargil Conflict beyond the immediate region, it 
did not prove that they would not do so in the future. Instead, contrary to the belief that nuclear-
weapons states would refrain from engaging in any open warfare for fear of escalating matters into 
a nuclear exchange, the Kargil Conflict showed that there was plenty of room for low-intensity 
conflict.71

The beginning of the end of Indiaôs lack of a formal nuclear strategic doctrine came when the NSAB 
concluded its Draft Nuclear Doctrine on 27 August 1999. Its findings closely reflected Vajpayeeôs 
elucidation of Indiaôs nuclear position in his statement to the Lok Sabha some days after the 1998 
Pokhran tests, with some modifications. In brief, its findings and recommendations included:

India shall pursue a doctrine of credible minimum nuclear deterrence.
Should deterrence fail, India must have an adequate nuclear retaliatory capability.
India will not be the first to initiate a nuclear strike.
India will not use nuclear weapons against any country not in possession of such weapons 
and/or not aligned with nuclear powers.
Indiaôs nuclear forces should consist of a triad of land, air and sea launched systems.
Indiaôs nuclear weapons will be controlled and released for use by the prime minister, 
president or designated successor.
An integrated operational plan should be developed, predicated on established strategic 
objectives and targeting policy.72

The Draft Nuclear Doctrine also suggested that India maintain its commitment to pursuing global 
nuclear disarmament. Although the document was intended only as a preliminary report designed to 
stimulate debate rather than formally set out Indiaôs strategic nuclear doctrine, its findings formed 
the basis for the countryôs nuclear weapons strategy (until the announcement of a very similar 
formal nuclear strategy on 4 January 2003.)73

71 Tellis, Fair and Medby, Limited Conflicts, pp. ix-xii.
72 ñIndiaôs Draft Nuclear Doctrineò, in Singh, Indian Defence Yearbook 2000, pp. 153-159.
73 On 4 January 2003, the NDA released its formal nuclear doctrine which stated its intentions of:
 Å Building and maintaining a credible minimum deterrent;
 Å A posture of ñNo First Useò: nuclear weapons will only be used in retaliation against a nuclear attack on Indian 

territory or on Indian forces anywhere;
 Å Nuclear retaliation to a first strike will be massive and designed to inflict unacceptable damage.
 Å Nuclear retaliatory attacks can only be authorised by the civilian political leadership through the Nuclear 

Command Authority.
 Å Non-use of nuclear weapons against non-nuclear weapon states;
 Å However, in the event of a major attack against India, or Indian forces anywhere, by biological or chemical 

weapons, India will retain the option of retaliating with nuclear weapons;
 Å A continuance of strict controls on export of nuclear and missile related materials and technologies, participation 

in the Fissile Material Cutoff Treaty negotiations, and continued observance of the moratorium on nuclear tests. 
 Å Continued commitment to the goal of a nuclear weapon free world, through global, verifiable and non-

discriminatory nuclear disarmament.
 See The Cabinet Committee on Security Reviews operationalization of Indiaôs Nuclear Doctrine, Government of 

India Ministry of External Affairs press release, 4 January 2003.



The BJPôs long-standing pledge to establish a national security doctrine took a further forward 
step in February 2001 with the submission of Reforming the National Security System: 
Recommendations of the Group of Ministers, a report reviewing all aspects of national security. 
Already, just over one year earlier, a the government had been presented with the Kargil Review 
Committeeôs recommendations on how to remedy failings in intelligence, border security 
and defence management in the immediate region where the Conflict had occurred.74 It had 
subsequently expanded the focus of this report by charging a Group of Ministers (GoM) consisting 
of Home Minister LK Advani, Defence Minister Fernandes, External Affairs Minister Jaswant 
Singh and Finance Minister Yashwant Singh plus ñspecial inviteeò NSA Brajesh Mitra to review all 
aspects of Indian security.75

While Reforming the National Security System identifies China, on its way to ñnear superpower 
status by 2020ò76 as a potential threat because of its ñwide-ranging defence modernisation with a 
special focus on force-multipliers and high technology weapons systemsò,77 it repeatedly focuses on 
the danger posed by Pakistan. The country, states the report,

will continue to pose a threat to Indiaôs securityé.Its traditional hostility and single-minded 
aim of destabilising India, is not focused just on Kashmir but on a search for parityé.As 
a result of Pakistanôs political and economic instability, its military regime may act 
irrationallyé.Pakistan believes that nuclear weapons can compensate for conventional 
military inferiority; its leaders have not concealed their desire to use nuclear weapons against 
India [My emphasis].78

The problem with addressing such threats, the Report continues, is that Pakistan chooses to employ 
non-state actors and non-traditional avenues in pursuit of its aims to destabilise India. Its Inter 
Services Intelligence (ISI)ðcited over a dozen times in those pages not censored79ðis accused of 
direct or indirect involvement with: ñTaliban and Jihadi elementsé[working] relentlessly for the 
break-up of the Indian Unionò;80 drugs, arms and/or people smuggling from Bhutan, Bangladesh, 
Nepal, Myanmar and/or Pakistan; and ñtrying to cultivate the border population on out sideé
through Pakistani nationals, who visit border areas on legitimate Indian visasò.81

How can India hope to maintain law-and-order order internally plus defend its 14,880 kilometres 
of land borders and 5,422 kilometres of coastline82 from the multitude of threats described above? 
Reforming the National Security System suggests extensive reforms in the four areas of intelligence, 
internal security, border management and the management of defence. These include:

74 The Kargil Review Committee Report was given to the government on 15 December 1999.
75 The Group of Ministers was set up on 17 April 2002. See Reforming the National Security System, p. 1.
76 Reforming the National Security System, p. 9.
77 Reforming the National Security System, p. 9.
78 Reforming the National Security System, pp. 9-10.
79 Although the intelligence section in Reforming the National Security System has been deleted from the version 

available to the public, scattered references are made in other parts of the text. In addition, it may be safely assumed 
that much of the intelligence section, as with other parts of the Report, would have built upon the (narrower) 
intelligence recommendations of the Kargil Review Committee. These are contained in Reforming the National 
Security System, Annexure B, pp. 121-123. See also Mitra, ñThe Reluctant Hegemonò, p. 407.

80 Reforming the National Security System, pp. 10, 12.
81 Reforming the National Security System, p. 88.
82 Reforming the National Security System, p. 58.



Upgrading the intelligence gathering and sharing capabilities of the Intelligence Bureau.
Deploying the vast array of central para-military forces only in those duties for which they 
were originally trained and equipped.
Creating a separate Department of Border Management within the Ministry of Home 
Affairs.
Establishing the posts of Chief of Defence Staff (CDS) and Vice-Chief of Defence 
Staff (VCDS) to provide the government with a single source of military advice and 
administration.
Establishing a Strategic Forces Command to manage all strategic forces.
Setting up a Defence Intelligence Agency to co-ordinate the different service intelligence 
directorates.

The authors of Reforming the National Security System justify their long list of recommendations by 
notingðcorrectlyðthat this is the first ñcomprehensive review of [Indiaôs] national security system 
in its entiretyéThe apparatus and systems that we had inherited from the British are no longer 
suitable in this day and age.ò83

Reforming the National Security System had a great influence on the national security apparatus of 
India. Most of its recommendations were followed up, and a large number have been implemented 
in the years that followed. For instance, in the Ministry of Home Affairs there is now a Department 
of Border Management responsible for the management of all international and coastal borders 
(excluding those specifically allocated to Ministry of Defence and Ministry of External Affairs), as 
well as a programme aimed at developing the border areas.84 Also, as of March 2002, India replaced 
the Directorate of Military Intelligence with a Defence Intelligence Agency (DIA) which combines 
the intelligence networks of all three armed services. It is hoped that the DIA will significantly 
reduce the militaryôs reliance on civilian intelligence agencies such as the Intelligence Bureau (IB) 
and Research and Analysis Wing (RAW) which have been found lacking in previous wars and 
conflicts.85 

Perhaps the most significant outcome of the Reforming the National Security System came with 
the 6 January 2003 announcement of a new Nuclear Command Authority (NCA) responsible 
for the management of Indiaôs tactical and strategic nuclear weapons.86 The NCA comprises a 
political council chaired by the prime ministerðthe only person entitled to authorise the use of 
nuclear weaponsðserved by an executive council chaired by the national security adviser. Their 
directives are to be operationalised by a new Strategic Forces Command under the control of a 
Commander-in-Chief of the rank of Air Marshal (or its equivalent) in charge of the management 
and administration of the tactical and strategic nuclear forces.87 The NCA may be seen as the first 

83 Reforming the National Security System, p. 118.
84 The Department of Border Management also co-ordinates national and state efforts to strengthen border policing 
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stage in the development of ñan effective and robust command-and-control (C2) and indications-
and-warning (I&W) systems and infrastructure for its strategic nuclear force commensurate with 
Indiaôs strategic requirementsò.88 

The one notable exception in the acceptance of Reforming the National Security System concerns 
its recommendation to create the posts of CDS (and VCDS). Although the initial signs were that the 
posts were going to be created by the NDA government,89 they have not yet been realisedðdespite 
decades-old arguments for a unitary military chief.90 These new posts are seen as simply too radical 
a change to existing civil-military relations in India by political parties (both within and outside the 
NDA) worried at the power the post would carry, as well as by vested interests in the three defence 
services seeking to protect their spheres of influence.91 Disappointed advocates of a CDS have 
complained that the failure to create this post has left the ñfledging integrated defence staff and the 
much-touted objective of promoting ójointnessô in operational planning among the armed forces 
ótotally rudderlessô and without any óstrategic guidanceô.92 It remains to be seen how plans for a 
CDS and VCDS progress under subsequent administrations.

The failure to win political (and military) approval for the creation of a CDS is by no means the 
only set back to NDA plans for improving Indiaôs national security. Just days after Reforming the 
National Security System was submitted to the government, it emerged that undercover reporters 
posing as arms dealers for the Indian news website the tehelka.com had secretly filmed a number 
of high-level political personages and serving military officers accepting bribes and/or demanding 
sexual favours in the hope of influencing lucrative defence contracts. The release of videotape 
footage of these activities forced the resignation of those directly involved, including BJP President 
Bangaru Laxman and Samata party President Jaya Jaitley, and the suspension of four senior officials 
at the Ministry of Defence, including an army major-general responsible for evaluating defence 
procurements, were suspended. Although Prime Minister Vajpayee faced down opposition demands 
that he, too, resign, Samata party founder and member Defence Minister Fernandes, though not 
himself personally accused in the scandal, did relinquish his office on 15 March 2001.93 Although 
the scandalôs reverberations would continue to rumble on well into 2003-04, Fernandes himself was 
re-appointed defence minister just seven months later.94 
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While the Tehelka scandal exposed flaws in Indiaôs domestic security hierarchy, international events 
in the coming months would bring Indo-Pakistan relations to new levels of danger. In July 2001, 
the Agra Summit between General Musharraf and Prime Minister Vajpayee, the first face-to-face 
meeting of the leaders of Pakistan and India since the Kargil Conflict, ended inconclusively.95 
Indian strategists had more reason to worry when, a few months later, the attacks of 9 September 
2001 brought Pakistan back into Americaôs favour as a key ally of President George W. Bushôs new 
ñWar on Terrorismò. The NDAôs offer of Indian air bases in support of the US in its response to 9/11 
helped see the lifting of all outstanding American economic sanctions imposed in the aftermath of 
the Pokhran nuclear tests of 1998.96 However, Pakistan were the bigger winners when, after some 
hesitation, Musharraf came down firmly on the side of the US in their fight to oust the Taliban 
regime (previously supported by Pakistan) from power in Afghanistan. In addition to the lifting 
of all remaining US economic sanctions imposed on Pakistan in the aftermath of their own 1998 
nuclear tests, his co-operation led to the America granting the country massive military and further 
economic assistance. 

Pakistanôs new popularity with the Bush administration also served to deflect NDA attempts to 
heighten global awareness of the cross-border, Islamic ñterroristsò India had been combating 
in Kashmir for over a decade.97 As violence in Kashmir worsened, notably when more than 30 
people were killed in a suicide attack on the Srinagar Assembly in Srinagar on 1 October,98 and 
then India accused Pakistan of complicity in the unprecedented 13 December attack on the Lok 
Sabha which left 14 people dead, relations worsened to the point where the armies of both countries 
began massing along their shared border.99 In the first few months of 2002, both India and Pakistan 
ratcheted up tensions by successfully test-firing ballistic missiles capable of carrying nuclear 
weapons and, despite concerted efforts by various foreign governments, the US and UK advised 
their citizens to leave the region as worries rose that the world may be about to witness the first 
nuclear war.100

Adding to concerns at the time of the heightened tensions in the spring-summer of 2002 were 
continued uncertainties about the respective nuclear arsenals of India and Pakistan. Neither country 
openly offers details of its nuclear weapons. However, as of early 2004, India is estimated to have 
approximately 60 operational nuclear weapons (up from less than 10 in 1998) that may be carried 
on ground-to-ground Agni-1, Agni-2, Prithvi-1 and Prithvi-2 ballistic missiles, sea-launched 
Brahmos cruise missiles, and on over 40 suitably modified MiG-27, Mirage 2000-5, Su-30MKI 
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and/or Jaguar aircraft.101 Similarly, Pakistan is thought to have 20 operational nuclear weapons that 
may be deployed on Ghauri-1 ballistic missiles, and on over 40 Mirage aircraft.102

Of course, the damage such weapons could causeðeven in the smaller numbers available to India 
and Pakistan in 2002ðis immense. One study has used casualty data from the Hiroshima bomb to 
predict the effect of 10 nuclear bombs exploding over (that is, delivered by airplane) five Indian and 
five Pakistani cities. In this scenario, it predicts that 2.9 million people would be killed outright, 
1.5 million would be severely injured, and 3.4 million people would be slightly injured. The same 
study explores a second scenario in which 24 nuclear war heads aimed at major cities are detonated 
on the ground (that is, delivered by ballistic missile). As the radioactive fallout would be hugely 
more significant in this case, the study predicts that 22.1 million people would be exposed to lethal 
radiation doses, another 8 million would suffer severe radiation sickness and potential death, and as 
many as 30 million people would be threatened by the fallout.103

Uncertainties about the command-and-control structures and nuclear doctrines of India and Pakistan 
further increased worries about the possibilities of their going to war. As described above, the 
NDA did not announce its official nuclear strategy and NCA until January 2003. In the meantime, 
confidence in the governmentôs management of its nuclear arsenals responsibly rested on their ñno 
first useò policy announced back in August 1999ðas well as the countryôs history as a democratic 
state which had always maintained undoubted civil supremacy of rule over the military.104 In 
contrast, Pakistan, then and now, is under a military government led by the chief architect of the 
1998 Kargil Conflict, during which elements of its armed forces had been suspected of manoeuvring 
nuclear weapons independently of the countryôs elected civilian prime minister. Not until the day 
after Indiaôs announcement of its NCA did the Pakistan press carry reports that its own nuclear 
National Command Authority (NCA)ðconsisting of the president, chiefs of the three military 
services and the civilian prime ministerðhad been in control of the countryôs nuclear arsenal for 
four years, and that no one individual, not even Musharraf, had sole say as to the use of nuclear 
weapons.105 However, at the time, with Pakistan (understandably) refusing to embrace a ñno first 
useò nuclear weapons strategy, nor publicly state what events (Indian forces encroaching its airspace 
and/or crossing the LoC and/or the Punjabi border and/or threaten the break-up of the country, etc.) 
would cause its decision-makers to climb a ñladder of escalationò, the path to nuclear war remains 
highly volatile.
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January 2003, pp. 2, 8, 10, 15-29, at http://www.vic-info.org/soasia/indiapage.htm accessed 5 February 2004http://www.vic-info.org/soasia/indiapage.htm accessed 5 February 2004; and 
Arms Control Association, Worldwide Ballistic Missile Inventories, at http://www.armscontrol.org/factsheets/http://www.armscontrol.org/factsheets/
missiles.aspmissiles.asp accessed 12 February 2004.
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There are further notes of caution to be sounded. The first concerns the great size and populations 
of India and Pakistan. As described above, even in the event of 28.1 million dead or dying plus 
another 30 million injured, the vast majority of both countriesô respective populations would survive 
a nuclear exchange. Thus, whereas deterrence may be argued to have worked during the Cold War 
as both East and West had enough nuclear weapons and nuclear weapon delivery systems to ensure 
the complete destruction of the other side, this is not the case for India and Pakistan. After a first 
and even second strike (India has always maintained that its nuclear doctrine includes a second 
strike capability), the military forces of these two neighbours may well ñstill be intact to continue 
and even escalate the conflictò.106 Also, while the geographic distance between the US and Soviet 
Union allowed for perhaps a 30-minute gap between the launch of a nuclear warhead and its 
projected impact during which the nature of the threat (mistaken identity, rogue launch, etc.) might 
be analysed, the proximity of India and Pakistan allows no such luxury. In such circumstances, 
immediate and full retaliation might be the only option considered. 

In the event, both conventional and the potential for nuclear war were averted, and India eased 
back its armed forces from the border in the autumn. Subsequently, President General Musharraf 
has attempted to describe the Indian moves as the result of as Pakistanôs nuclear deterrence having 
workedðthe NDA administration had peered into the abyss of a potential nuclear exchange and 
climbed down. In contrast, it also has been argued that, while the fear of nuclear war was present, 
this attitude was held by the US, UK and other western powers rather than India. The NDA used 
this fear to pressure these powers into ñleveraging concessions from Islamabadò 107 (including an 
assurance to the Americans that Pakistan would halt the infiltration of militants from its territory 
into Kashmir),108 before ordering standing down their armed forces.

Peering into the abyss of nuclear war in the summer of 2002 influenced the NDA into rethinking 
its strategy for ensuring national security. While some strategists may have thought previously that 
force (almost) alone could best settle internal security challenges (had it not worked in Punjab?),109 
this view was adjusted, especially for Kashmir and, to a lesser extent, for Assam and the Northeast. 
In its place came a national security doctrine I will call ñStrong at home, engaged abroadò.

The first part of this new national security doctrine entails a continued focus on force as the chief 
guarantor of national security. Therefore, as had the BJP-led coalition government, the NDA 
continued to increase the defence budget in absolute terms, from $9.39 billion in 1998 to $12.88 
billion in 2002 (see Figure 2: Defence Expenditure in $ (billions), 1988-2002). Indeed, since 
coming to power in 1998, BJP-led governments have increased the defence budget by an average 
6.28% per annum between 1998 and 2002 (see Figure 3: Defence Expenditure Percentage 
Increases, 1988-2001). Note that these figures do not reflect the governmentôs total spending on 
national security. Much of the expenditure on the research and development of nuclear weapons 
and their delivery systems is thought to be contained within the respective budgets of the civilian 
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Figure 2: Defence Expenditure in $ (billions), 1988-2002

Source: Stockholm International Peace Research Institute, The SIPRI Military Expenditure
Database 2003, at http://first.sipri.org/ accessed 5 February 2004.
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Department of Atomic Energy110 and Department of Space. The budgetary requirements for 
maintaining internal order also need to be added to the total cost of national security (see Figure 4: 
Central Paramilitary Forces, 1988-2001). From 1998 to 2001, the number of personnel enrolled 
in the central paramilitary forces (CPFs) of the National Security Guards, Indo-Tibetan Border 
Police, Border Security Force, Assam Rifles, Central Industrial Police Force, and Special Service 
Bureau increased by 5.2% percent, from 567,855 to 597, 492. However, over the same period, the 
actual expenditure on these forces rose by over 33%, from $1.11 billion (Rs5052 crores) in 1998 to 
$1.48 billion (Rs6719 crores).111 While these costs are met from the budget of the Ministry of Home 
Affairs, they do not include the expense of funding local and state police forces which are paid for 
at the state level.

The charge that national security costs under the NDA are too high for a developing nation like 
India, in which almost 30% of the population live below the official poverty line and over 40% 
remain illiterate,112 is not easy to answer. However, successive Indian administrations of whatever 
political ideology have rarely seen defence expenses in a ñguns or butterò lightðexcept in the 
notable case of nuclear weapons. Otherwise, various governments have adjusted defence spending 
in a reactive and/or ad hoc manner rather than as part of a long-term, proactive strategy. Thus, one 
of the biggest spikes (a virtual doubling) in defence expenditure came as a reaction to national 

Figure 4: Central Paramilitary Forces, 1988-2001

Figure 4: Central Paramilitary Forces, 1988-2001

Source: Adapted from Government of India Ministry of Home Affairs, Annual Report 2002-
2003, at http://mha.nic.in/annual/2002-2003/annual_rep.htm accessed 1 February 2005. The
monetary figures are for an exchange rate of Rs45.33=US$1 as shown at www.oanda.com on
9 February 2004.
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security shortcomings exposed in the defeat of the 1962 Sino-Indian War,113 another occurred in 
the mid-1980s when the Rajiv Gandhi administration sought to make India a regional superpower, 
complete with ñblue waterò navy, and a third during the middle of Narasimha Raoôs premiership. 
Even the supposedly socialist United Front administration increased defence expenditure by almost 
9% in 1996 (see Figure 2). The BJP also can argue that, while it has increased spending on the 
CPFs which help maintain internal order, this percent annual rise has never approached the levels 
seen in previous Janata Dal, Congress and/or United Front administrations. 

Indeed, as recommended in Reforming the National Security System, the governmentôs objective in 
increasing funding for the CPFs is to improve their training and upgrade their equipment so that they 
might replace the Indian Army in internal security duties.114 No army enjoys using force against its 
own civilian population and, as their training and equipment is geared towards inflicting maximum 
damage on an external enemy, most enforce internal order less efficiently (and more bloodily) that 
paramilitary and/or police forces. Indian military officers also share the professionôs sentiments that 
internal security duties detract from their organisational effectiveness and preparedness for their 
primary duty of defending the country from external threats.115 Finally, repeatedly using the military 
for enforcing domestic order may lead armed forcesô officers to question the competence of the civil 
authorities and one need look no further than Pakistan to see examples of officers deciding that 
order may best be restored by staging a coup dô®tat and assuming power themselves.116 Although 
the vast array of CPFs was created to keep the armed forces from internal security duties, it is 
estimated that up to one-third of the Indian Army found itself embroiled in maintaining order and 
combating insurgencies in Punjab, Assam, the Northeast and Kashmir in the mid-1990s. In response, 
the BJP-led administrations have concentrated on significantly increasing the Rashtriya Rifles117ða 
paramilitary force made up of regular army soldiers and officers on rotation, under the operational 
command of the military and funded by the Ministry of Defence (rather than Home Affairs)ðwhich 
has been perceived to have had great success in freeing the army from internal security duties in 
Kashmir from 36 battalions in 1999 to a projected 66 in 2005.118 In crude terms of minimising 
casualties to the CPFs while increasing terrorist ñkillsò, this strategy appears to working.119

The recent BJP governments can also point out that, for all their continual promises to modernise 
the armed forces, induct nuclear weapons and build a triad of nuclear weapon delivery systems, 
much of the defence budget continues to be eaten up by the costs of providing for the 1,325,000-
strong serving personnel of the armed forces,120 their retired comrades, and the dependants of 
those who have died in the service of their country. Approximately 60,000 service personnel are 
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