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Minimum Deterrence and Pakistan’s Nuclear Strategy 
 

Rajesh M. Basrur1 
 
Pakistan has adopted a nuclear strategy of “minimum credible deterrence.” What 
exactly this means is not clear.2 The concept of minimum deterrence has been defined 
as “the lowest level of damage necessary to prevent attack, with the fewest number of 
nuclear weapons possible.”3 But this still remains uncertain and could extend to rather 
large numbers of weapons, depending on what level is conceived of as adequate to 
deter. During the Cold War, for instance, the US Navy conceived of minimum 
deterrence as the capacity to destroy “all of Russia” with 720 warheads.4 A more 
useful approach is to examine the history of nuclear confrontation and identify what it 
actually takes to deter. The results are startling: historically, states with a very small 
number of nuclear weapons have been able to deter states with much larger arsenals. 
This is evident from a survey of all nuclear rivalries during the Cold War and after.5 
The US-Russia equation was inherently unequal till the late 1960s; China’s arsenal 
was tiny compared to both the US and Russia when it was at loggerheads with both; 
and North Korea’s capabilities were and are negligible in comparison to those of the 
United States. Yet, in every case, the larger power has not had the confidence to use 
military force against the much smaller one. The key to deterrence is risk: when faced 
with even a small risk of large-scale nuclear damage, states are quickly deterred. This 
deflates most contemporary deterrence theorizing and confirms Kenneth Waltz’s view 
that nuclear deterrence is essentially very simple and is easily obtained with a small 
number of weapons.6 
 
In the light of this understanding, the strengths and weaknesses of Pakistani thinking 
about the workings of nuclear deterrence can be assessed. I argue that Pakistani 
nuclear-strategic behaviour is minimalistic and stable. On the other hand, Pakistani 
thinking about non-nuclear levels of conflict and about the requirements of deterrence 
is maximalist and unstable. A clearer conception of minimum deterrence will help 
dissolve this contradiction and facilitate a more optimal strategy and posture. 

                                                 
1 Rajesh M. Basrur is Associate Professor at the S. Rajaratnam School of International Studies (RSIS), 
Nanyang Technological University, Singapore. His work focuses on global nuclear politics, nuclear 
terrorism, South Asian security, and international relations theory. He is the author of South Asia’s 
Cold War: Nuclear Weapons and Conflict in Comparative Perspective (Abingdon and New York: 
Routledge, 2008); Minimum Deterrence and India’s Nuclear Security (Stanford, CA: Stanford 
University Press, 2006).  The views expressed are entirely those of the author and should not be 
construed as representing the views of the PSRU, the Department of Peace Studies or the University of 
Bradford.   
2 Jeffrey Lewis, “Minimum Deterrence,” Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, 64, 3 (July/August 2008), 
pp. 38-41. 
3 Peter Gizewski, Minimum Nuclear Deterrence in A New World Order, Aurora Papers, 24, Canadian 
Centre for Global Security, Ottawa, March 1994, p. 2. 
4 Ibid, pp. 2-3.  
5 Rajesh M. Basrur, South Asia’s Cold War: Nuclear Weapons and Conflict in Comparative 
Perspective (New York and Abingdon: Routledge, 2008), esp Chs 2 and 4. 
6 Kenneth N. Waltz, “Nuclear Myths and Political Realities,” American Political Science Review, 84, 3 
(September 1990), pp. 731-745. 
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The Strengths of Pakistani Nuclear Strategy 
The idea of minimum deterrence is in itself remarkable. One must bear in mind that 
Pakistani thinking is driven by fear for national survival. From Pakistan’s perspective, 
its main adversary, India, was unwilling to acknowledge the basis of its existence as 
an independent state. India also retains control over the larger part of Kashmir, over 
which Pakistan has, in its view, a legitimate claim. Further, India went to war and 
facilitated the break-up of Pakistan by assisting in the birth of Bangladesh in 1971. 
Under the circumstances, Pakistanis perceive nuclear deterrence as a central pillar of 
their national security. Yet it is never argued that Pakistan requires a very large 
arsenal or one that exceeds the size of India’s because Pakistan is more vulnerable. As 
President Pervez Musharraf stated in 2003, numbers do not matter “beyond a point,” 
and Pakistan has attained sufficient deterrence capability.7 This conception of the 
requirements of nuclear deterrence, if held consistently, eliminates the need to 
compete with India and avoids the costs and risks of arms racing. 
 
Non-deployment of Pakistan’s nuclear weapons is perhaps the most striking feature of 
its strategy. It is known that the bomb is not only not “mated” with delivery vehicles, 
but kept unassembled.8 This reflects the recognition that the close physical proximity 
of India and Pakistan allows very little time for reaction in a crisis situation. Deployed 
read-to-use forces in such an environment would be highly threatening and would 
induce hair-trigger postures and launch-on-warning strategies, especially during a 
crisis. In practice, despite recurring Pakistan-India crises (1990, 1999, and 2001-02), 
Pakistan has held fast to its non-deployed posture (as has India). This posture of non-
offensive defence has sustained a strong element of stability in the Pakistan-India 
strategic relationship. 
 
Pakistani targeting policy has not been spelt out in detail, but there is clearly a 
preference for countervalue over counterforce targeting. 9  Musharraf indicated as 
much when he asserted in 2003 that “if we are attacked we will defend and in that 
defence we are going to be very, very offensive,” which implied massive retaliation.10 
Besides, there is awareness among Pakistani strategists that the distinction between 
the two types of targeting is notional, since most military cantonments are juxtaposed 
with large cities.11 In short, there is no sense of readiness to fight and “win” a nuclear 
war, as is normally associated with a counterforce strategy. This precludes the 
possibility that the Pakistani military will risk escalation and initiate a limited nuclear 
conflict or even a conventional war. This, of course, brings up a contradiction. If 
Pakistan is not likely to initiate nuclear use, what is the credibility of its rejection of 
no-first-use and its assertion that if India crosses any of a range of “red lines” – 
including political destabilisation and economic strangulation – it might resort to a 
nuclear riposte?12 I distinguish between declaratory policy and reality. The distinction 
between first use and no-first-use is notional, which explains the remarkable similarity 
                                                 
7 B. Muralidhar Reddy, “Pak. Has Sufficient Deterrence,” Hindu, March 7, 2003. 
8 Owen Bennett Jones, Pakistan: Eye of the Storm (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 
2002), pp. 211-212. 
9 Smruti S. Pattanaik, “Pakistan’s Nuclear Strategy,” Strategic Analysis, 27, 1 (January-March 2003) 
http://www.ciaonet.org/olj/sa/sa_jan03pas01.html, see esp note 58. 
10 B. Muralidhar Reddy, “Pakistan Faces Threat from Within: Musharraf,” Hindu, December 13, 2003. 
11 Brigadier A. R. Siddiqi (retd), “Balancing the Nuclear Debate,” Defence Journal, 19, 11-12 (1993), 
p. 9, cited in Gregory F. Giles and James E. Doyle, “Indian and Pakistani Views on Nuclear 
Deterrence,” Comparative Strategy, 15, 2 (April-June 1996), p. 149. 
12 I am grateful to an anonymous reviewer for drawing this point to my attention. 
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between the postures of Pakistan and India, which hold diametrically opposite 
positions on the timing of use. The targeting distinction is more important: 
counterforce strategy encourages a force posture that is more dangerous since it rests 
on early use. 
 
Pakistan has abided by a self-imposed moratorium on nuclear testing since the series 
of tests carried out by it in the summer of 1998. A highly operational view of nuclear 
weapons would have mandated otherwise, for any military would expect to test its 
weapons several times before considering them usable. 
 
Command and control of Pakistan’s nuclear arsenal has been institutionalized and is 
considered strong and stable. There is a National Command Authority (NCA) with an 
Employment Control Committee, which decides on doctrine, posture and nuclear use, 
and a Development Control Committee, which is in charge of weapons development. 
According to one source, centralised control is maintained by a two-key system and 
through launch codes. 13  Another source states that there is a three-man rule in 
effect.14 The unassembled state of nuclear weapons prevents unauthorized launch. 

                                                

 
Finally, Pakistan has consistently demonstrated a strong interest in and commitment 
to arms control. This has taken the form of a series of nuclear risk reduction measures 
(NRRMs) and other confidence building measures (CBMs) with India, an on-going 
process under the India-Pakistan Composite Dialogue.15 Specific measures on nuclear 
risk reduction include the Agreement on Non-attack of Nuclear Facilities (1988) and 
agreements to establish a hotline between their foreign secretaries and to pre-notify 
missile tests (2005). 
 
All of the above shows the high degree of stability in Pakistan’s approach to nuclear 
strategy. Given that by all accounts the military has held continuous and tight control 
over the nuclear arsenal, this is contrary to the conventional wisdom which tends to 
treat military control as suspect. Indeed, what is remarkable is that all of the features 
are very similar to the nuclear strategy of India, where political control is very firm. 

Inconsistencies and Weaknesses 
Perhaps the most fundamental failing of Pakistani deterrence thinking is the notion 
that, among nuclear powers, the balance of military power matters. Some do believe it 
does not. Kamal Matinuddin, for instance, argues that “credible nuclear deterrence 
does not require a bomb-for-bomb or a missile-for-missile policy.”16 Similarly, Rasul 
Bakhsh Rais holds that “it is neither necessary nor desirable for Pakistan to match 
Indian nuclear strength warhead for warhead or delivery vehicle for delivery 

 
13 Jones, Pakistan, pp. 209, 213. 
14 Mahmud Ali Durrani, “Pakistan’s Strategic Thinking and the Role of Nuclear Weapons,” Occasional 
Paper 37, Cooperative Monitoring Center, Sandia National Laboratories, Albuquerque, NM, July 2004, 
p. 33. 
15 Rajesh M. Basrur, India’s Minimum Deterrence Posture and the India-Pakistan Composite 
Dialogue, Landau Network Centro-Volta, Como, Italy, March 2006 
http://www.centrovolta.it/landau/content/binary/Minimum%20deterrence%20and%20India-
Pakistan%20dialogue.%20Case%20study%20on%20India.pdf. 
16 Kamal Matinuddin, The Nuclearization of South Asia (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), p. 
241. 
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vehicle.”17 But the more widespread view is that the size and quality of Pakistan’s 
arsenal must match India’s. As Ambassador Munir Akram stated in his address to the 
UN Security Council in April 2004, Pakistan’s policy was to “continue to develop its 
nuclear missiles and related strategic capability to maintain the minimum credible 
deterrence vis-à-vis our eastern neighbour which has embarked on major programmes 
for nuclear weapons, missiles, anti-missiles and conventional arms acquisition and 
development.”18  Reflecting a widespread view, another expert notes that “nuclear 
deterrence is a dynamic concept” and that the size of a force, which should reflect the 
principle of “safety in numbers,” depends on survivability against a first strike.19 
 
But in fact the view that “assured second-strike capability” is the bedrock of stable 
deterrence is problematic. It rests on an unquestioned assumption that can be traced to 
Albert Wohlstetter’s seminal but flawed analysis of the so-called “balance of terror,” 
which holds that “to deter an attack means being able to strike back in spite of it” and 
that this involves a “numerical interaction” between rival forces.20 The history of 
nuclear confrontations shows, on the contrary, that during a crisis what is at work is 
not a balance of terror, but simply terror. What deters is not the certainty of a state’s 
retaliation, but its adversary’s uncertainty of avoiding it. No nation wants to risk the 
small possibility of immense destruction. As the late President Zia ul-Haq recognised, 
“with respect to…nuclear capabilities, if they create ambiguity, that ambiguity is the 
essence of deterrence.” 21  Hence, the working of deterrence is both absolute and 
minimal and all calculations that stem from the so-called instability of unequal 
balances are erroneous. 
 
This has a profound bearing on key beliefs prevalent in the Pakistani strategic 
community. First, it means that the fear of a preemptive attack or “surgical strike” – 
an “indelible part of Pakistani threat perceptions”22 – is unfounded. On the contrary, 
the possibility that it might not work is sufficient reason to preclude such a strike – 
which explains why President Johnson did not consider seriously a plan to wipe out 
China’s fledgling arsenal in the mid-1960s; and similarly, accounts for Soviet 
circumspection against China in 1969 and American reluctance to strike North Korea 
more recently. Second, the Pakistani position on missile defence, which is critical of 
India’s pursuit of missile defence capability, rests on the erroneous assumption that 
the possession of a defensive capability by one side leaves the other side vulnerable.23 
This amounts to saying that missile defences are destabilising because they generate 
imbalances. But if in fact, as have seen, balances do not matter, they do no such thing. 
Third, since balances do not have a bearing on deterrence, it follows that Pakistan’s 
interest in obtaining a triad with the addition of sea-based weapons to its arsenal is 

                                                 
17 Rasul Bakhsh Rais, “Conceptualizing Nuclear Deterrence: Pakistan’s Posture,” India Review, 4, 2 
(April 2005), p. 150. 
18 “Pak Charges India with Embarking on Major Nuke Programmes,” Times of India, April 30, 2004 
(emphasis added). 
19 Zafar Nawaz Jaspal, “India’s Missile Capabilities: Regional Implications,” Pakistan Horizon, 54, 1 
(January 2001), pp. 59-60. 
20 Albert Wohlstetter, “The Delicate Balance of Terror,” Foreign Affairs, 37, 2 (January 1959), p. 213. 
21 Cited in Giles and Doyle, “Indian and Pakistani Views on Nuclear Deterrence,” p. 147. 
22 Feroz Hassan Khan, “Challenges to Nuclear Stability in South Asia,” Nonproliferation Review, 10, 1 
(Spring 2003), p. 63. 
23 Shireen Mazari, “BMD and Its Impact on Pakistan,” Strategic Studies, XXI, 2 (Summer 2001) 
http://www.issi.org.pk/journal/2001_files/no_2/comment/2c.htm; Tanvir Ahmad Khan, “Arms Control 
in South Asia,” Dawn, September 6, 2005. 
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superfluous.24 Fourth, again as history shows, the Pakistani belief that the balance of 
conventional forces between nuclear powers is relevant is incorrect.25 All nuclear 
powers refrain from conventional war because of the risk of escalation. Were India’s 
military modernisation to take its forces far ahead of Pakistan’s, which is likely given 
the present trend, this would have no effect on Pakistan’s security as deterrence would 
still obtain. Finally, Pakistan’s India-centrism in strategy and force posture is 
unnecessary. Even as India continues to seek a wide range of weapons in the mistaken 
belief that greater capabilities produce better deterrence, Pakistan would do well to 
exercise a more restrained and truly minimalist nuclear strategy and conserve its 
resources for other more useful purposes. 

Building Bridges 
After six decades of conflict, Pakistan and India have moved some distance from their 
old animosities, though there is still a long way to go. On the positive side, even at 
their worst moments, the two countries exercised remarkable restraint in the way they 
thought about and acted upon their nuclear capabilities. The strong points of 
Pakistan’s nuclear strategy are also those of India’s and in many ways, its weaknesses 
are also reflected across the border26. Both nations continue to display contradictory 
patterns of strategic behaviour. On the one hand, they curtail nuclear deployment, 
eschew warfighting doctrines, abjure testing, and engage in arms control. On the 
other, despite the exercise of mutual deterrence, they both feel insecure about the 
other, and continue to develop “better” arsenals by investing in more diverse weapons 
systems. The latter can only undermine the former. It would be a significant step 
toward moderation and sensible strategy if they were to confer on doctrine – as 
envisaged in the 1999 Lahore Memorandum of Understanding and expected under the 
on-going Composite Dialogue – and develop a clearer understanding of what is meant 
by “minimum deterrence” rather than allowing it to be undermined by strategic 
concepts drawn from an alien lexicon which offers no basis for their actual strategic 
postures. A well-formulated doctrine of minimum deterrence would also help induce 
others to conform to the Pakistan-India pattern, which is more economical, prudent, 
and in accord with the lessons of history.  
 
 

 
24 Durrani, “Pakistan’s Strategic Thinking and the Role of Nuclear Weapons,” p. 31; Rahul Roy-
Chaudhury, “India and Pakistan: Nuclear-Related Programs and Aspirations at Sea,” in Lowell 
Dittmer, ed., South Asia’s Nuclear Security Dilemma: India, Pakistan, and China (New Delhi: 
Pentagon Press, 2005), pp. 91-3. 
25 Naeem Salik, for example, argues for a “manageable ratio of forces” to avoid lowering Pakistan’s 
nuclear threshold. Naeem Ahmad Salik, “Regional Dynamics and Deterrence: South Asia (2),” 
Contemporary Security Policy, 25, 1 (April 2004), p. 186. See also “Musharraf Favours Balance of 
Military Power with India,” Hindustan Times, December 7, 2004. The contention that conventional 
imbalance makes nuclear use more likely has no evidence to back it. Historically, deterrence has 
worked regardless of the nuclear as well as the conventional balance, e.g. in the US-China, the Soviet-
China, and the US-North Korea relationships. 
26 For a critique of Indian nuclear-strategic thinking and behaviour along the same lines as in the 
present analysis, see Rajesh M. Basrur, Minimum Deterrence and India’s Nuclear Security (Stanford, 
CA: Stanford University Press, 2006). 
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